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      "138."

      Mitch Herron’s voice was a whisper on the wind as his target’s blood sprayed the forest floor and his camouflaged body dropped to the ground.

      Herron scanned the outskirts of the woods, searching for his next kill. The dense terrain sloped away from him, the trees thinning gradually the closer they got to the compound that housed his targets. He'd scouted the forest and outskirts of the compound, so he knew exactly where his prey would be found.

      Forty seconds later – right on schedule – he spotted the final sentry walking through the trees, cradling a shotgun and chewing on tobacco. He stopped to spit and Herron fired a short burst from his silenced submachine gun. Each shot made a sound like a nail gun and the guard dropped, leaving a spray of pink mist in his wake. With the last sentry down the compound was exposed to predators.

      Predators like Herron.

      "139." He added the dead man to his tally, a career’s worth of corpses he’d left littered behind him. The number would grow before the night was done.

      Death was Herron's business and business was good. He was a scalpel, used by the U.S. Government to slice out cancers like these fanatics. Four days from now, on World Environment Day, they planned to unleash a biological weapon. U.S. Government assets had validated the threat and passed the job over to Herron's handler with full clearance to wipe the fanatics out.

      There were six more to go.

      Herron stalked toward the compound, using the forest and shadow to mask his movements, and stopped at the tree line. The compound was made up of four square buildings, cheaply built in the middle of nowhere and with no security except for the guards. The fanatics were relying on their isolation to keep them safe. That mistake would cost them everything.

      Herron spotted his next victim on a path that skirted the perimeter of the compound, only a few yards from the forest’s edge. Whereas the guards had been heavily camouflaged, this man wore casual clothes and strolled unarmed, smoking a cigarette. The forest and the compound were almost silent, but Herron was confident he'd be able to sneak up behind the man without making a sound. He let his SMG hang from its strap, drew his combat knife and moved in.

      When he was close enough, he struck in one explosive motion, placing his left hand over the man's mouth and pulling his head closer. Simultaneously, he thrust the point of the blade into the base of his skull. The knife severed the man’s spinal cord, causing an immediate loss of primary body functions — breathing and heartbeat.

      Herron pulled the man’s head back and ran the blade across his throat. Blood sprayed the path and Herron heard the last air he’d ever breathe escape from his severed windpipe. In two swift strikes, Herron had rendered his body useless — unable to function or warn others. Herron let go of the man and he flopped to the ground. He’d be dead in seconds.

      140.

      He didn’t bother hiding the body. There was too much blood for that. Instead, he continued through the compound to deal quickly with the five remaining targets. He sheathed his knife, gripped the SMG and made for the nearest wall. He inched along it, paused when he reached the end and peeked around the corner. A man was leaning against the wall about halfway down its length.

      Herron took a second to scan his broader surroundings. The compound was large and sparsely populated. There was no one else around, and the only sound Herron could hear was the man as he whistled softly to himself. He was good to go. After a deep breath, he turned the corner, aimed his weapon at the man’s head and fired a quick burst. The target got a few rounds between the eyes and dropped.

      141.

      Herron kept the SMG raised as he moved in to confirm his target was dead. While the SMG was relatively quiet, the trade-off was that it fired small caliber rounds that didn’t always kill. He kicked the man to confirm it – he was a lifeless hunk of meat – then, after taking a second to swap out his magazine, Herron prepared to move again.

      “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?”

      The voice surprised Herron and he turned, his SMG searching for the speaker. Two shotguns were pointing at him, held by separate assailants – one wearing a suit and the other a giant of a man. Though he'd been almost silent, they’d somehow been alerted to his presence. Herron considered firing, but from this range the shotguns would tear him in half. The odds were abysmal.

      “Drop your weapon.” It was the same man who’d spoken before. The shotgun he was sporting was at odds with his well-cut suit. “I won’t ask twice.”

      Herron tossed the SMG on the ground. Then he felt a flash of pain and everything went black.

      
        
          
            

        

        * * *

      

      "Oomph." The blow to his stomach forced all the air from Herron’s lungs. He coughed and grimaced. "About time you guys showed up."

      Nobody answered and all he could hear was footsteps. The hood over his head prevented him from seeing anything and he couldn't move. His captors had sat him in a chair and cable-tied his wrists to its armrests and his ankles to its legs. Worse, a thick rope had been cinched around his waist and he had a splitting headache from where he’d been hit on the back of the skull.

      All up, his day had gone to shit.

      "What now?" Herron coughed one more time. "I'm not a bad guy, you know? Can't we just talk about this?"

      He could have been blindfolded for hours for all he knew, halfway between asleep and awake. While he needed to stay alert, his body wanted the opposite, so he’d been forced to use all his best tricks to stay awake. In his head, he’d counted to a thousand, run through the steps to clean all his favorite weapons and ranked his favorite sexual partners. Then he’d done it all again in reverse.

      All the while, the deadline for the release of the fanatics' pandemic drew closer. By now they'd have found the bodies of the dead sentries. They were seven men down, but Herron doubted that would compromise their agenda enough to stop them. All he'd achieved was to warn them that the authorities knew about their plan.

      The hood was pulled from his head and Herron's eyes were flooded with searing light that forced them closed. He opened them again, blinking rapidly to adjust. The same fanatics who’d captured him stood in front of him. One was the mountain of a man, equal parts fat and muscle, while the other was the suited man who'd spoken to him earlier. He worried Herron more than the brute.

      Herron's surroundings were much as he would have predicted – a concrete floor and plaster walls with no decoration or distinguishing features. The only things in the room were the chair Herron was sitting on and a small table off to the side with a cloth covering it. This wasn’t a hardened room designed to hold captives, it was a storage room that had been converted into a makeshift jail.

      Hopefully, his jailers were as amateur as their jail.

      Herron ignored the brute and looked straight at the suited man, sure he was the fanatic leader. "Mike Freeman, I assume?"

      "You got me. And quite a few of my men, it seems." Amusement twinkled in Freeman's eyes. He was smug, thought he'd won. “Care to tell me who you are?”

      Herron didn’t respond. Eventually Freeman sighed and the brute stepped forward, fist cocked to strike. This time, Herron was ready and braced his body as the blow landed on his chin. It rattled him but didn't have the same impact as the first shot he'd taken. The large man grunted, dissatisfied, and prepared for another shot at him.

      Freeman cleared his throat. The man-mountain turned to face him and Freeman shook his head. “Leave him.”

      Herron hocked and spat blood on the floor, never taking his eyes off Freeman. “You’re wasting everyone’s time.”

      “You got somewhere better to be?” Freeman scoffed. “I want to know who you are and who sent you.”

      “There’s a lot of things I’d like to know, too.” Herron gave a grim smile. “Starting with which of you would prefer to die first.”

      The thug snarled and started forward, but Freeman held out a hand and ordered him back, a tiny smile creasing the edge of his mouth. Herron had hoped to get them angry and force a mistake, knowing it was the easiest way to get free, but clearly Freeman was too smart for that. The fanatic leader wasn’t in the mistake business.

      “You’re full of pep, aren’t you?” Freeman leaned in close to Herron. “You’ve done nothing to compromise our years of work. None of the damage you’ve done will be lasting.”

      Herron shrugged as much as his restraints would allow. "Why World Environment Day? Surely there are more worthy occasions?"

      Freeman seemed slightly taken aback that Herron knew the date of release, but the brief flash of shock was quickly covered over. "None more perfect for making humanity pay for the environmental destruction it has wrought or restoring balance to the planet. Now, let's try again. Who're you?"

      “Daenerys of the House Targaryen, the First of Her Name, The Unburnt, Queen of the Andals, the Rhoynar and the First Men…” Herron spat more blood. “Want me to continue?”

      Freeman sighed and walked over to the table against the wall. He removed the cloth that was covering it, revealing a basic set of torture objects — kitchen knives and garage tools. Herron almost laughed at the thought of him raiding kitchen drawers and tool boxes to find some items for his hulk to work with. Almost. Even basic tools could damage the human body. It didn't even take much skill.

      "Last chance." Freeman raised an eyebrow. "The easy way or the hard way?"

      “My mother told me never to trust anyone who took the easy way out.” Herron smiled.

      “Suit yourself. Tell my man when you’re ready to talk.” Freeman exited the makeshift prison without looking back.

      “Just you and me, big guy.” Herron locked his eyes on the brute. “Let’s see if you’ve got enough muscles and brains to get what you need.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron clenched his teeth so hard his jaw hurt, adding to his pounding headache. He tried to keep silent as his torturer attacked his left thumbnail with a pair of pliers, but a guttural growl eventually escaped his throat. The ogre pulled and fire burned through Herron’s hand as the nail finally popped loose. He closed his eyes and rode out the pain, just as he’d done several times over the last few hours.

      When he opened his eyes again, the brute was holding his thumbnail up as a trophy, using the pliers to rotate it so they could both see. The big man smiled, the first sign of emotion Herron had seen from him. He hadn’t said a word, no matter how much Herron tried to coax a reaction out of him, to prompt a mistake or a human interaction that he could exploit.

      “Harder than in the movies, isn’t it?” Herron smiled, teeth bloody from the repeated head shots he’d taken. “I’ll save myself the trouble when it’s my turn and take your fingers off with bolt cutters.”

      The towering sadist didn't respond, just tossed the pliers back onto the table and perused his collection of rudimentary torture implements. It only took him a second to pick up the same long chef's knife that he'd used several times before. Despite the pain he'd suffered, Herron knew it could be worse. His captor was either incompetent or holding back.

      His torturer moved closer, bringing the blade slowly towards Herron’s cheek. Herron sat up straight in the chair and smiled. If he were doing the torturing, he'd have taken a hammer to every movable joint and then used the knife to work on the extremities and squishy bits — toes, fingers, penis, eyes, tongue. He was glad he hadn't received that sort of treatment yet.

      Herron gritted his teeth again as the blade sliced his right cheek, adding more blood to the slick already covering his face, his naked torso and the floor. He’d tried threatening the thug with no effect, so it was time to press another button. As soon as the cutting stopped, he spoke.

      "Is this the best you can do? Did Freeman order you to keep me alive or are you too stupid to know where to cut?"

      The brute’s eyes flashed and Herron knew he’d hit a nerve. Stepping back, the gorilla shifted his grip so that the blade was facing down and raised the weapon to strike. Herron braced for the blow as the knife flashed down.

      “Enough!”

      The shouted order was too late to stop the brute, but in time to ensure he pulled the blow. The blade bit into Herron’s thigh, but not as deeply as it might have done. The pain was still immense and Herron cried out, throwing curses at his torturer.

      Freeman stepped into the room and placed a hand on his enforcer's shoulder, but his eyes were locked onto Herron. . The big man rubbed a hand over his face.

      “What’d you say to Copernicus to get him so angry?” Freeman’s eyes twinkled in curiosity.

      “Copernicus?” Herron gritted his teeth against the pain.

      Freeman smiled thinly and turned to the brute. “Has he said he’s willing to talk yet?”

      Copernicus shook his head.

      Freeman sighed and reached into his pocket for a small, plastic container about the size of a spectacles case. He opened it to reveal a syringe and a small glass vial of clear liquid. Herron’s eyes widened. He could recover from a beating and some cuts, but the mystery substance was far more concerning. Freeman removed both items from the case, penetrated the vial with the syringe and drew back on the plunger.

      Freeman put the case on the table and held up the syringe for Herron to see. “Are you going to stop wasting my time?”

      Herron shrugged. “I have a cover story, but we both know it’s bullshit. All I’m prepared to tell you is that I’m going to shove that case up your ass.”

      Freeman smiled and gestured Copernicus in Herron's direction. The goon moved toward the chair and clamped his hands down on Herron's right arm, pinning it in place. Herron struggled, but it was futile. Freeman stalked closer with the syringe, his evil smile broadening. Having people under his control was clearly something he enjoyed.

      “There’s no use resisting.” Freeman slipped the needle into Herron’s arm and pressed down on the plunger. “There."

      “What the fuck did you just put in me?” Herron shouted.

      “Oh, you’ll find out.” Freeman stepped back and nodded at Copernicus. “Leave him and the other prisoner. The rest of us are leaving. You clean up and follow as soon as you can.”

      Herron’s ears pricked up. The other prisoner?

      Copernicus nodded and began whistling a tune as Freeman left the room. The big man returned to the table, covered the torture implements with the cloth and placed the hood over Herron's head. A second later, the sound of his retreating footsteps seemed to confirm that the torture was at an end. Though he was glad the pain would stop, Herron was far more worried about whatever Freeman had jabbed in him and that his mission hadn’t been completed.

      Herron had failed.
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      Herron listened for the sound of Copernicus returning but there was only silence. He started to rock back and forth on the chair and it took only a few moments to build enough momentum to topple it. As he fell back, he kept his head forward and tensed his core. The chair struck the ground, Herron grunted in pain and then smiled. The right arm of the old wooden chair had come away with the impact. Though it was still cable-tied to his wrist and the other arm of the chair remained connected to the frame, the fall had done the seat enough damage to give Herron a chance.

      It was still going to be a pain in the ass to get free, though.

      He struggled over to the table in a crouching wriggle, dragging the detritus of the chair in his wake, and removed the cloth covering Copernicus’s tools. Some of the implements were slicked with his blood, but Herron’s mind was focused on one simple task: finding a tool to cut the cable ties. He settled on the pliers that had removed his thumbnail, which also had a wire cutter. As he started, from outside came the rumble of several engines starting. Herron paused to listen. It sounded like…

      Are they leaving?

      Herron raced to cut himself loose from the remains of the chair, before he lost his targets forever. He had to force himself to concentrate, but it didn’t take long. At last, when his four limbs were free of the cable ties, he used the chef’s knife to cut through the rope that bound his waist to the chair.

      He took a second to assess his injuries: he had a pounding headache, a deep cut in his thigh, some smaller cuts, a missing thumbnail and a lot of bruises.

      Taking a knife to the cloth from the table, he cut one thin strip and one larger section, which he folded into a makeshift pad for the deep cut on his thigh. He placed the pad over the wound, wrapped the thinner strip of cloth around his thigh and tied it tightly. It wasn't pretty but it would stop the bleeding and keep him going.

      Herron gripped the knife and slipped from his cell. As he'd suspected, it was simply an empty room in a compound not filled with crazies. He walked gingerly down the corridor, limping from the cut in his thigh and sore from his beating. The other rooms in this building were similarly empty, so he made for the heavy steel door that led outside.

      It was dark and as best Herron could figure it was the early hours of the morning. The compound was deserted. Everyone really had gone, with the possible exception of Copernicus and the second prisoner Freeman had referred to. His overriding goal now was to find information that would tell him where the fanatics were going.

      The compound had four buildings, counting the empty one he'd just left. Made of gray concrete, with no decoration or adornment, they were laid out in a two-by-two square. Each had a single door inside, the perfect spot for an ambush, but Herron was relaxed given Copernicus was the only one who might be left to spring it.

      The second of the four buildings was unused, like the first, presumably to provide plenty of space the fanatics could expand into if they wanted. Outside of it he found dozens of steel military-style gas cans filled to the brim with far more gas than the fanatics would need to keep their vehicles topped up, but Herron ignored them and kept moving.

      The third building was Freeman’s quarters – just one large room, furnished on the cheap. It was cluttered and Herron wondered why Freeman had just abandoned it. Perhaps that’s why he’d told Copernicus to clean up. Herron made his way through the room, emptying drawers and upending furniture until he came to a large hardwood desk. The drawer was locked.

      Hoping it was sturdy enough, Herron slipped the blade of the kitchen knife into the gap and forced the lock. It gave with a splintering crunch. Inside the drawer, he found all that remained of his gear – his combat knife and his bump keys, which would cater to most any lock he cared to try. Herron pocketed them and tossed the kitchen knife onto the floor, preferring his own blade. Herron also pocketed a screwdriver and wad of cash, figuring both might be useful.

      Most interesting of all the drawer’s contents was a manila folder stuffed full of paper files. A flick through the papers revealed a list of names, which might well be a list of the fanatics. The rest of the files were a mystery to him, because he couldn’t make sense of chemical formulas and research reports. From what he could understand, it was almost certain that the folder contained some of the answers he needed.

      He’d found a lead. He smiled. “Jackpot.”

      Herron searched the office for something to carry the files and settled on a small backpack. A moment after he’d stuffed them inside, he heard a woman scream from somewhere nearby. Herron's cheer was doused like a candle hit by a firehose. It had to be the other prisoner. And if she was screaming, it was a safe bet it was Copernicus.

      Herron was keen to resume their chat. Once again, he was the predator.
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        * * *

      

      Herron didn’t have to look far for answers – a whimpering noise from behind a closed door soon told him he’d found the right place. With the screwdriver in one hand and the knife in the other, he eased the door open. The source of the whimpering was a woman, half undressed and cowering as Copernicus stood over her, brandishing a cleaver.

      “Decided on a little recreation?” Herron smiled as Copernicus spun towards him. “Everyone else has gone without you.”

      Confusion and anger flashed across the brute’s face. "How—"

      “He speaks!” Herron laughed and changed his grip on the knife, so that he was holding it underhand. “You should have left with the others.”

      Herron looked down at the woman. She was a mess. Near her, two of the military gas cans stood in the corner. His eyes widened. Copernicus hadn’t just been tasked with cleaning up the compound. He’d planned to use the gas inside the cans to burn the place to the ground.

      Herron stalked forward, knife ready. Copernicus tensed and gripped the cleaver tighter; he moved slowly, but with his hips, which meant his strikes would be powerful. It didn’t matter that Herron was skilled. All it would take was a lucky cut to an artery and he’d be finished. He needed to be careful.

      In the movies, someone with a knife would wave it around, slashing at the target’s body and giving them the chance to react, but Herron knew better. His knife sliced straight at the brute’s neck, aiming for the artery. Copernicus held his hands up to defend his neck.

      It gave Herron the opening he’d wanted.

      With his left hand, Herron thrust the concealed screwdriver into the giant’s side, piercing the bigger man’s body. Herron landed three quick strikes before he could react, piercing his stomach and leaving him open for an attack with Herron’s right hand. He stabbed at the artery in the brute’s neck.

      “Had enough?” Herron retreated as blood spewed from the brute’s artery. The last thing he wanted was blood in the eye.

      The other man howled in pain and took a swing. In his weakened state, Herron was moving a split-second too slow and it rang his bell. He stumbled to one knee. Needing to take down Copernicus for good, he reached around to the back of his foe’s feet and slashed at his left Achilles tendon.

      The other man let out a blood-curdling howl as his left leg buckled and he fell. Herron climbed to his feet, knowing it was over. The other man gripped his neck, trying to stop the bleeding. It was hopeless. Blood spewed between his trembling fingers and he stopped moving.

      “142.” Herron stared at the brute a second, then switched his attention back to the woman.

      She was crying, her eyes on his knife as she sobbed, “Please, don’t hurt me!”

      He looked at her with hard eyes. She was obviously the other prisoner. She clutched the shreds of her t-shirt over her bra and chest. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      Another sob escaped her throat, but she was fighting hard to regain some composure. She climbed unsteadily to her feet and stood face-to-face with him, a posture that seemed important to her but was utterly meaningless to him.

      “I’m Erica Kearns.” Her voice wavered as she pushed her tangled mess of hair behind her ears. “They kidnapped me.”

      “Why?”

      “I work for the CDC, I'm a specialist in highly contagious pathogens and synthetic, slow acting viruses. They snatched me from my home and forced me to run tests on a virus.”

      Herron tensed. “What kind of tests?”

      “They demanded I look at a small part of the virus’ biological makeup. I never got to see the whole thing, but what they did show me was synthetic. They wanted me to confirm it would act slowly. I told them it would and they left me to rot. Until…”

      “Until Romeo here showed up.” Herron glanced down at Copernicus, then looked back at Kearns. “Did you ever meet their leader?”

      “No.”

      Herron removed his backpack, pulled out the folder he’d found and handed it to her. “What do you make of this?”

      She took the papers and started to flick through them, her brow creased in concentration. “This is a lot more than they showed me before.”

      Herron asked a question that’d determine whether he left her here or took her with him. “These guys injected me with something. Can you tell me what it is?”

      “Maybe. There might be a record in here. Or, failing that, if I can get you to a lab I can run a few tests and…” Her voice trailed off. She was looking at the piece of paper in her hand like it was a bomb.

      “What is it?”

      “It can’t be.” She looked up at him. The color had drained from her face. Then she looked back at the paper. “It’s just an urban legend.”

      “What is?”

      “The Omega Strain.”

      “What’s that?” Herron asked, impatient. “I don’t speak Greek.”

      “It might well mean the end of the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron coaxed every ounce of performance out of the old Chevrolet sedan as he steered down the rural roads away from the fanatics' Georgia compound. He and Kearns had pilfered fresh clothes from the gear the fanatics had abandoned in the rush to leave, then he’d used his bump keys to steal the car. Now they were speeding towards the CDC in Atlanta to get some answers, and the sense of purpose should have made Herron feel better. Instead, he couldn’t shake the bitter taste of failure.

      At last Kearns broke the silence. “So, what’s your name? I don’t usually climb into cars with strange men.”

      Herron took his eyes off the road for only a second to glance at her. He didn’t like company and was already wondering if bringing her along was the right decision. “Mitch.”

      “Mitch… You don’t seem like a Mitch to me. What’s your full name?”

      “Just Mitch.” Herron shut down that line of questioning before it really got started. “Tell me more about the Omega Strain.”

      “It’s a CDC urban legend, a viral pathogen that makes Ebola look like a head cold. If it’s real, though…”

      Herron nodded. The implications were clear, though he didn’t understand the science. That was the only reason Kearns was sitting in the passenger seat. He preferred working alone, but without Kearns he'd have no clue about what to do next. He didn't know where the fanatics had gone, how they were planning to release their virus, what the virus was and what the substance was inside him. The only thing he knew was that in three days, on World Environment Day, it would be too late. Having Kearns along for the ride at least gave him the chance to answer some of those questions.

      "Your lab at the CDC… you think they might be able to figure out what's inside me?"

      “Maybe, I…” She paused, clearly thinking better of whatever she was going to say.

      “What?” Herron’s eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing.” She yawned and closed her eyes.

      Herron was tired himself, but he had no time to rest. If Kearns wasn’t going to give him any answers until they reached Atlanta, he’d just have to get them there as fast as he could. After that, he could ditch her. He shuffled in his seat and got comfortable for the long drive ahead. Or as comfortable as he could be with multiple wounds, anyway.

      Four hours out from Atlanta, the fuel light flashed red. By then the morning sun was bright and Herron had long since got them onto a highway, so he knew it wouldn’t be too hard to find a gas station. Sure enough, he soon spotted a small station up ahead – just two pumps and a convenience store, but it was open. He pulled in and brought the car to a stop.

      Herron cleared his throat loudly and Kearns was roused from sleep. “We’re stopping for five. Use the bathroom if you need to.”

      He didn’t wait for her to respond. He took coins from the console, opened the door and got out. As he pumped the gas, he watched Kearns through the window. She stretched out full in her seat and tied her brown hair into a mess of a ponytail, before she too climbed out of the car.

      "Pay for the gas and get us some supplies." Herron dug through his pocket and fished out a small wad of bills. "High-calorie junk food and some water."

      Her eyes still heavy with sleep, she shrugged, took the cash and then moved in the direction of the convenience store. A moment later Herron finished filling the car and placed the gas pump back in its cradle. He’d spotted a pay phone near the road as he’d pulled in and now he wandered over to it and inserted some coins. The number he dialed he knew by memory.

      The call connected and Herron spoke. “Five. One. Seven. Three. Nine. Two. One. Seven. Nine.”

      “Code confirmed.” An electronically distorted voice greeted him. “Hello.”

      Herron smiled. Though he’d never met the person on the other end of the line, it was strangely comforting to speak to his handler. “I was unsuccessful. I killed several of the targets and then I was captured. They interrogated me and injected me with an unknown agent. Three are still alive and escaped before I could free myself.”

      There was a pause. “I’ll task other assets to finish the job. Abort your mission and remain on standby.”

      “I can finish—”

      The receiver beeped in his ear. Herron slammed the handset back into its cradle with as much force as he could muster, exited the phone booth and returned to the car. He couldn’t believe his handler would allocate other operatives to complete his mission, but orders or not, that didn’t change anything.

      Now he had a score to settle and a reputation to protect.
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      Herron didn't like Atlanta. It was the home of Coca Cola — a former addiction of his — and it held too many memories of an ex-girlfriend he'd rather forget. Unfortunately, it was also home to the Center for Disease Control, so it couldn't be avoided. He just hoped that the visit to this facility with Kearns was worth the trip.

      “Ready?” Herron looked at Kearns, weighing up again whether he could trust her.

      She nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      Together they crossed the street towards the impressive-looking building and entered the lobby. There were plenty of people around, the same as any corporate lobby around lunchtime, though a significant security presence isolated the heart of the facility from the public. A checkpoint and gates requiring staff passes were the most visible deterrents.

      “Fuck.” Kearns stopped walking and stared at the security gate. “I don’t have my staff pass. They took it from me when they kidnapped me.”

      Herron stared at her. He couldn’t believe they’d driven five hours on the promise of a breakthrough and couldn’t get inside the building. He’d have to wing it. “We’ll talk our way in.”

      He headed towards the security desk. Kearns fell in next to him and as they approached the desk Herron tucked his left hand into his pocket. He couldn’t let anyone see his mutilated thumb, although there was nothing he could do about the cuts and bruises to his face. Behind the desk sat an overweight guard with his arms crossed.

      “Good afternoon.” Herron smiled. “I’m in from UC Berkeley. Dr Kearns is going to give me a tour.”

      The guard scratched his salt-and-pepper mustache and scrutinized Herron’s battered visage. “Having a bad day, sir?”

      “Never get on the wrong side of a fellow professor with an outdated theory.” Herron broadened his smile.

      "Sure." The guard uncrossed his arms, revealing the name on his name tag – Murray. Then he looked at Kearns. “Dr Kearns, you know how to sign him in and take him through."

      "Ah, yes. There's the problem." There was a note of caution in Kearns' voice, like she’d had run-ins with this guy before. "I left my pass at home.”

      “Again?” Murray sighed. “I’ll make you out another temporary pass. But you can’t take your friend through. No pass, no entry. Same rules for everyone.”

      Kearns threw up her hands. “But you know who I—”

      “But I don’t know your friend.” Murray looked at Herron. “I missed your name before.”

      “Professor Sebastian Long.” Herron didn’t hesitate. “As I said, I work out in California and Erica kindly agreed to host me while I’m in town.”

      Murray grunted and looked down at his computer. His hands danced across the keyboard and he concentrated hard on the screen for a few moments, glancing up at Herron and then back down at the screen. Herron kept his face neutral as they waited, although Kearns was struggling to hide her confusion.

      As Murray worked the computer, Herron looked around, feigning disinterest. He scanned the other people walking through the lobby. Then, his eyes settled on a commemorative plaque mounted on the wall near the elevator bay. It said something about the building being re-opened by the CDC Director, George Haskell, after refurbishment a year ago.

      Herron smiled and played the averages. “Is this going to take much longer? Director Haskell didn’t tell me it’d be so much effort to get inside.”

      Murray glanced up at him, eyes wide. Then he grunted, reached into a drawer to grab two small plastic cards and held them out. “Sorry for the misunderstanding, Professor Long. These will give you both access to the facility. I hope you won’t report this misunderstanding to the Director.”

      “Oh, no problem at all!” Herron clapped his hands together, took the pass and then turned to face Kearns. “Erica, I think you know the way from here?”

      Kearns forced a smile and took her pass. "Sure do. Thanks again for understanding and giving me a break, Murray."

      The guard gave them a half-assed wave goodbye and they walked to the security barriers, swiped their cards and then went through. An elevator was just arriving and when the crowd of hungry staff had disembarked, Herron and Kearns stepped inside. Kearns pressed the button for her floor, the doors closed and they were alone.

      “How do you know Seb Long?” Kearns blurted out the words as soon as the elevator doors had closed.

      Herron shrugged. “His name was on one of the reports in that folder. He was also mentioned in the pre-briefing for my mission.”

      She scoffed. “Professor Long is one of the world’s leading experts in immunovirology. He's a genius. But he's also a terrible recluse.”

      “I know.” Herron smiled. “There are about five photos of him in existence. I knew they wouldn't be able to find any pictures of him online."

      “And what about Haskell?” Kearns raised an eyebrow. “How did you know the security staff are all shit scared of him?”

      “Oh, that was just luck.”

      Kearns shook her head in disbelief and they rode up in silence. Herron wasn’t often required to talk his way into tight places to complete his missions, but he was more than capable of it. The fact that he’d been with a CDC employee had lowered Murray’s guard, so all Herron had had to do was give him a bit more of a nudge. Name dropping his boss had worked and the rent-a-cop had folded.

      The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened. Herron followed Kearns out and into the corridors of her workplace. It was like a mix of hospital and spaceship, a temple of high technology dedicated to keeping humanity safe from threats of accident, nature or deliberate intent. Seeing it, Herron was more confident that Kearns could help him find the next lead amidst the information he’d found and from the tests she was going to run.

      They reached Kearns' office. It was large, with a desk and meeting table that could seat eight, but few personal effects. They didn’t linger in the office long. He followed Kearns across the room to a door and waited as she punched a six-digit code into a keypad, her body shielding the combination from his sight. The door clicked open, and she gestured Herron into the large room beyond – a fully equipped lab.

      “Undress to your underwear and sit over there.” Kearns pointed at a simple plastic chair in the corner of the lab. “I’ll dress your wounds and then see what I can find out.”

      Herron hesitated. He’d probably be able to do a better job of tending his own wounds. He’d had more practice. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      She smirked slightly, the first time he’d seen her smile. “Of course I do. You think I usually ask strangers to undress without good reason?”

      Herron nodded and removed the clothes he’d stolen from the compound. Kearns located a first aid kit before setting to work spreading disinfectant gel over his smaller cuts and dressing them with sticking plaster. If he winced then, that pain was nothing compared to the agony of her cleaning the blood crusted around the bed of his thumbnail. He inhaled sharply as she applied basic adhesive bandages to the digit, then dressed the wound in his thigh.

      "That's the best I can do." She tossed bloodied gauze into the trash can in the corner. "You should get checked out by a doctor."

      “I’ll be fine.” Herron sat in a chair. “Don’t waste any more time worrying about me, just figure out what we’re dealing with.”

      Kearns nodded and started to work. She organized the papers Herron had found into neat stacks, then began to use her computer. Her hands moved fast across the keyboard as her eyes darted between the screen and the plethora of documents. Herron knew interrupting would do little good and Kearns would get to her answers faster without distraction, so he let her work.

      The time and effort spent at the compound and the long drive to Atlanta had taken it out of him. He’d learned from his time in the Special Forces to get sleep whenever it was on offer, and if the fanatics' timetable for the release of their pandemic was still on track, he wouldn’t get many more chances. While she worked, he made himself comfortable and closed his eyes.

      Sometime later, something tapped him on the shoulder. His eyes shot open to see a hand holding a syringe. He struck like a cobra, gripping the wrist and yanking it back hard. A woman cried out in pain and as Herron shot to his feet, his mind caught up with his physical reactions. He was in Kearns’ lab and he was twisting her wrist.

      “What the hell?” Kearns pulled her hand away as his grip slackened. “I was just trying to wake you to take a blood sample!”

      “Muscle memory.” He let go entirely and blinked a few times. She was lucky she hadn’t been seriously hurt. “You need to be more careful.”

      “Clearly.” Kearns rubbed her wrist. “I deal with deadly pathogens every day and I’ve never been hurt in my lab until I met you.”

      Herron gestured for her to take the sample. “I killed the last person who tried to stick something in me.”

      “That’s why you need a safe word.” She gave a nervous laugh as she pulled back on the plunger, drawing his blood. “Now, let’s see what we can find.”
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        * * *

      

      When next Herron opened his eyes, Kearns was calling his name from across the room. He couldn’t blame her for keeping some distance, given what had happened the last time she’d woken him. He rubbed his eyes, feeling like he’d only slept for thirty seconds, but knowing he’d be much better for the rest.

      “You’ve been busy.” He glanced around the office. There was paper strewn around the bench and a whole lot of equipment had been used. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “A few more hours.” She stepped closer, clutching a single sheet of paper. “It’s early in the evening.”

      “So, what’s the diagnosis, Doc?”

      Her expression darkened. "I've got bad news, Mitch. You've been injected with something hazardous."

      “I didn’t think it was rainbows and candy.”

      She held out the paper. “This is the blood report. I’ve also studied the files you captured and done some lab work of my own. They were very thorough with their record keeping, which was helpful. I need to run some more tests, but it looks like they’ve injected you with the same thing they’re intending to spread — weaponized smallpox.”

      Herron frowned. “Didn’t they eradicate smallpox in the 1970s or 1980s?”

      “Sure, but...” Her voice trailed off. “Look, the original virus had two strains. The least serious had a five per cent mortality rate. The other was far more lethal and about a third of those who were infected died. But a vaccine was developed and both strains were eradicated. The last known case was in the 1980s”

      “Go on.”

      "This strain they’ve given you has four fundamental differences from the original strains. It’s more virulent, more lethal and far slower to act."

      Herron raised an eyebrow. “That’s only three.”

      “The normal smallpox vaccine is ineffective on it.” Kearns’ voice was grave. “I’m going to need to put you into quarantine until we figure out what to do.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Erica.” Herron shook his head. “Just tell me how they plan to spread it.”

      “Don’t you get it? It spreads through people like you! They’ve turned you into a biological weapon!” She paused and took a breath. “They’ve timed the virus to spread from the day of their choosing. Almost nothing will happen until that point and the carriers aren’t contagious, but after it activates it will spread like wildfire.”

      “How does that even work?”

      She sighed. “It is dormant – latent. There’s a whole lot of big words and phrases to explain it, but it basically lies dormant inside of your cells until it activates. Then it goes crazy. Think about it like Herpes. You can have it for life, but it might only activate a few times. There’s plenty of other examples, like HIV and influenza, but this will ruin the planet.”

      Herron clenched his teeth as the final piece fell into place. “And they’ve designed it to trigger on a particular day.”

      She nodded. “Yes. There’s plenty of references to that in their documentation and I can see it in the lab tests, but I just don’t know when.”

      “I do.” Herron stood. “World Environment Day – three days from now. Their leader told me so. On that day – their ‘reckoning’ – it goes full throttle and I’ll start to spread it?”

      “You and anyone else who’s carrying it.” Kearns paused. “I’ve no way of knowing the exact effects, but I think it’ll take over your body quickly and then get to work spreading. It will tear through the population in a few days. This is the Omega Strain: lethal, easily spreadable, unstoppable. It’s a doomsday weapon.”

      “You’re sure it’s synthetic?”

      "Mostly.”

      “How many people could make it?”

      Kearns thought. “Only two or three people on the planet could develop something this complex."

      “You know their names?”

      “Sure, but –”

      “Okay.” Herron moved for the door then stopped suddenly. “I’ll need the code to get out.”

      Kearns looked at him in disbelief. “Excuse me?”

      “The guy who developed this is the first step to finding Freeman. So I have to find him.”

      "Mitch, I need you to submit to CDC quarantine. This is a high-priority threat, I can get a lot of brilliant people working on it. We might crack it in time, but I—”

      “If you crack it, it won’t be in time to protect the broader population. Not without eradicating Freeman and the other carriers.” Herron shook his head. “This isn’t a debate. Give me the names and give me the door code and you’ll give me a greater chance of finding Freeman.”

      If she didn’t tell him, he'd have to use other means to track down those capable of designing such a bioweapon. Assuming he could get out of the room.

      Conflict played out on Kearns’ face. Finally, she let out a long sigh, walked to the keypad, punched in five digits and then turned to Herron with a defiant look on her face. “One condition.”

      “Seriously?” Herron glared at her. He was losing patience.

      “If you won’t submit to quarantine, you’ll need constant observation to limit the risk of outbreak. For that, you’ll need a qualified doctor. You also have no idea what you’re looking for. I solve both of those problems.” Her eyes went unfocused for a second, as if her career was flashing before them. “If you want the last number, take me with you.”

      Herron smirked. “I know five out of six numbers now, that only leaves ten possibilities to try.”

      “And after the second failed attempt the whole building goes into lockdown.” She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows, sporting a smirk of her own. “Take. Me. With. You.”

      Herron clenched his jaw. Like it or not, he was out of his depth here. He needed a guide to this world of scientific formulas and synthetic viruses. “Fine. Now give me the names and open the door.”

      “Professor Fabian Bouchard would be my first guess.” Her face clouded with emotion. “He works for the CDC and he’s been on extended leave lately. I also recognize his work – the documents you gave me have his fingerprints all over them.”

      “You know him?” She nodded. “Okay. Time to pay him a visit.”

      “He lives close to me.” Kearns punched the final code button.

      That’s when the alarms started.
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        * * *

      

      Herron looked at Kearns. “You said we had two wrong attempts.”

      “It was the right code.” She pushed the door and it swung open. “I think they might have figured out you’re not Sebastian Long.”

      “That took them… a long time. Let’s get out of here. I don’t want to have to deal with an army of security.”

      They made for the elevator bank they’d arrived in, the alarm blaring every few seconds. Several of Kearns’ colleagues were also working late, it seemed, because a few people poked their head out of a lab or office. No one else was attempting to leave. Once they reached the elevator, Kearns pressed the call button.

      Herron saw her hand was shaking. “This is probably your last chance to walk away. Go back to your lab.”

      She seemed tempted by his offer for a second, then clenched her fists and stood a little taller. “Not a chance, I—”

      The elevator pinged and Herron looked to the doors as they opened. The car was full of four armed security personal sporting grim expressions. They spilled out and cast a hard eye at Herron and Kearns. Though he might be able to take a few of them down, he didn’t like his chances against all four of them.

      “The building is in lockdown.” One of the guards scowled at them. “Back to your office!”

      Herron smiled and nodded at the guard as they pushed on down the corridor, headed for Kearns’ office. Herron didn’t waste a second. He raced to the stairwell entrance, opened the door and started taking the stairs down two at a time. Kearns was on his heels, breathing heavily. She didn’t seem overly fit, despite her lean frame. Herron tried to slow down for the rest of the way.

      “Where are we going?” Kearns’ voice had an edge of stress and fear. “They said the whole building was in lockdown.”

      “Parking garage. I’ve never seen a boom gate I can’t drive through.”

      They reached the basement and jogged down the corridor, following the signs to the parking garage. Then, just ahead of them, two security guards rounded the corner. The first was an athletic-looking man who looked like he could handle himself. The second was Murray, the guard who’d signed them into the building.

      “Dr Kearns, Professor Long.” Murray raised a hand in greeting. “Can we talk with you for just a second?”

      “Of course, but we’ll need to be quick.” Kearns halted and looked at Herron. “I was just getting Professor Long on his way. We got talking and lost track of time.”

      “That must have been some conversation.” The other guard stepped closer to them. His nametag identified him as Lavery. “There’s a matter we need to clear up.”

      Murray nodded. “Thing is, we just spoke to someone at UC Berkeley Campus. He was calling to talk to someone up on nine. Said his name was Professor Long..."

      Murray’s hand drifted down to his weapon and Herron tensed. He didn’t want to have to kill these men. They were just doing their job. But he didn’t have time to mess around either. Herron stepped forward and, at the same time, Lavery raised his hand and palm outward in a ‘stop’ gesture. That was his mistake.

      Herron gripped Lavery’s wrist with his left hand and pulled on it. The guard stumbled forward and Herron delivered a right jab to the man’s stomach. Lavery grunted as the wind was driven out of him, but Herron gave him no time to recover. He placed his foot behind the guard’s ankle and gave him a firm shove. Lavery fell and his head struck the floor.

      Herron locked eyes with Murray, who’d taken a step back and was struggling to unbutton his holster and draw his weapon. Herron had banked on exactly that. He knew security personnel practiced so infrequently with their weapons that, under stress, a holster retention button might as well be the Gordian knot.

      Herron had no such trouble. He crouched down, unholstered Lavery’s weapon and leveled it at Murray. “Calm down.”

      “Hey, buddy, I don’t want trouble.” Murray dropped his hands to his side. “We’re just doing our job, you know?”

      Herron kept his pistol trained on Murray as he held out a hand. “Give me your weapon. Move slowly.”

      “There’s no way you’ll get out of this facility.” Murray finally managed to unholster his weapon and handed it over. “The police are on their way.”

      Herron stuffed the spare pistol into his belt. “Cuff yourself to your partner and shut up if you want to walk away from this.”

      Murray looked like he might resist, but after a second he reached down to his belt and drew a pair of handcuffs from their pouch. He tethered his wrist to that of his partner, who was still stunned on the floor. Herron stepped closer and took possession of Lavery's cuffs. They'd come in handy, he was sure. The last thing he did was toss their radios down the hall.

      “Go.” Herron gestured for Kearns to move in the direction of the parking garage, while he backed away from the guards slowly and never took his pistol off them. They didn't move.

      Herron backed away after her. Kearns pushed through a door at the end of the passage and Herron followed into the parking garage. As soon as the door swung closed he broke into a run, looking for any vehicle he knew could be easily hot-wired. Unfortunately, it seemed the scientists at the CDC mostly drove expensive Japanese and European cars, which were much harder to steal.

      “Uh, Mitch?” Kearns spoke from behind him.

      “What?”

      “I was on my lunch break when they kidnapped me.” She pointed at a new model Audi.

      He squinted at her. “That’s yours?”

      She nodded. "And I keep a spare key taped to the back of one of the rims."

      Herron smiled. “I’m driving.”
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      Herron smiled as he finally cast eyes on Lyndon Pratt, an arms dealer who’d grown too big and resisted all Government attempts to make him retire or relocate quietly. The arms dealer had supplied heavy artillery to most of the street gangs and the drug runners on the Eastern Seaboard, making life hell for the authorities. But now Herron had him in the sights of his silenced SMG.

      After a slow breath, Herron squeezed the trigger. A burst of fire ripped into Pratt's head, causing him to stumble…but he kept his feet. Herron’s target turned and looked in his direction. How could he take a full burst to the head and remain standing? Herron fired another burst, then another. Each round tore bloody chunks of flesh from Pratt's face, but somehow the gun runner stayed upright.

      Herron snarled and unloaded the full magazine into him. The SMG kicked into his shoulder and shots sprayed all over Pratt’s upper torso, but still they didn’t stop him. The SMG ran dry. Herron tossed it to the ground and drew his pistol. That, too, was fired until empty and to no better effect. Pratt closed to within ten yards and Herron unsheathed his combat knife with a guttural scream...

      The scream continued as Herron opened his eyes. The digital alarm clock on the bedside table bled pale yellow light into the otherwise dark motel room. It was 2:03 AM. He lay there for another few moments, thankful his nightmares were over for another night. He’d always assumed they were part of the business, although working alone meant there was no one he could ask.

      It hadn’t taken long for him and Kearns to arrive at Fabian Bouchard's house in Alpharetta – a leafy and quiet neighborhood north of Atlanta – but when they’d driven past they’d discovered Bouchard was throwing a party. Herron couldn’t just walk in with so many potential witnesses, so he'd had to leave him alone for the night. Herron had turned the car around, found a motel and paid cash for two rooms.

      With a sigh, Herron climbed out of bed and walked to the small bathroom. He showered, gasping as the water stung his wounds, but his mind was elsewhere. He had bigger things to worry about, like a weapon of mass destruction ticking away inside him and a lot of people he needed to kill in very little time.

      He dressed in his clothes from the previous day and pocketed the wad of cash he’d found at the compound, then stuffed the better of the two pistols he’d taken from the CDC security guards down the back of his jeans, covering it with the t-shirt and jacket. The other weapon he stashed in the backpack that contained the folder full of files.

      Herron left the room, paused briefly to check nothing was amiss and then moved to Kearns’ room. He knocked on her door, loudly enough that she’d wake up but not so loud as to rouse anyone else in the motel. At check in, the receptionist had asked if they wanted a room together. Kearns had laughed and Herron had shaken his head. If only she knew the truth.

      Eventually, Kearns answered the door, wrapped in a complementary motel robe. Her brown hair was a tousled mess and she looked unimpressed. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      He couldn’t have cared less. He pushed into the room and closed the door behind him. “We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. Go have a shower.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. “Mitch, do you know what time it is?”

      “It’s 2:16 AM. Now we’re leaving in fourteen minutes.”

      “I’ll need more time than that. I need to wash my hair. And we should at least get something to eat...” Her voice died when she saw the look on his face.

      He waited impassively as she huffed, turned and walked to the bathroom. After the door had slammed and the shower was running, he collapsed onto the two-seater sofa. It was the only feature of the room except for the bed, a coffee table, and a TV. He assessed the food situation – a mix of junk Kearns had scattered on the coffee table – and chose a chocolate bar.

      As he munched on the candy, he reached for the TV remote and turned on the news. An ambulance had driven off the side of a mountain, some politician or other had been exposed as corrupt… nothing very interesting. Herron grew bored, opened the backpack and started to flick through the files. He hadn’t finished searching them earlier and, though most were scientific gibberish, some provided useful information about the fanatics.

      He was taken aback when he read one of the last sheets of paper in the folder. His eyes widened and he looked at it for a long time, not quite believing what he was seeing. A broad smile broke out across his face, until he overheard the next story on the news and his smile turned into a grimace. The cutaway box in the top of the screen showed the CDC headquarters in Atlanta as the anchor looked earnestly into the camera and read from his autocue.

      “Police are still no closer to identifying the armed man who took a senior scientist hostage and evaded arrest at the Center for Disease Control headquarters in Atlanta. He was last seen driving an Audi A7, license plate DAE252. Anyone with information should contact police, who stress that the man is armed and is not to be approached.”

      “Fuck.” Herron turned off the TV and tossed the remote on the table. He sat with his eyes closed and rubbed his temples with his forefingers. He couldn’t get a break.

      “What?” Kearns called out from the bathroom. The door was now open and the shower had stopped.

      “Seems I’m a fugitive and you’re my prisoner.” He opened his eyes again and stood. “They’ve identified your car, so I’ll have to find us another. I’ll meet you out front.”

      "Well, you're the second worst jailer I've had in the last few days." Kearns’ voice dripped with sarcasm.

      Herron folded the piece of paper and put it in his pocket. Then he picked up his backpack, opened the door and stepped outside. He scanned the parking lot, searching for a suitable vehicle and anyone who'd get in the way of him taking it. The motel was small and less than half full, so Herron's options were limited. He settled on an old Hyundai. It was a downgrade from Kearns' Audi, but he needed something he could lift easily.

      Herron dug in the backpack for his bump keys, crossed the parking lot and crouched down next to the driver’s door. The low-quality lock on the old Hyundai surrendered in less than thirty seconds. He opened the door, tossed the backpack into the rear seat and climbed inside. The bump keys started the vehicle as easily as they had opened it.

      Only moments after the car was running there was a knock on the passenger-side window. Herron leaned over to unlock the door. Kearns opened it and climbed inside. Herron could instantly smell the scent of the hotel shampoo, some flower or another. It took slightly longer to realize that she was radiating fury.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You ate the Snickers.” Her voice was full of indignation. “I was saving that.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron parked across the street and a half-dozen houses down from Bouchard's place. Normally he’d have felt exposed, given the street was full of expensive cars that made the old Hyundai look out of place. But it was almost 3.00 AM, the time most people were at the low point of individual readiness, and the street was quiet. Herron would be done long before the neighbors stirred.

      They watched the house for a quarter hour, to make sure there was nothing amiss. Usually, Herron would stake out a target for days, but he didn't have time. It probably wouldn't matter, because except for dim light bleeding from one room the house seemed dark and peaceful. He was probably passed out drunk after the party.

      "Wait here." Herron glanced at Kearns. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the vehicle. After checking his pistol was still in place down the back of his jeans, Herron crossed the street. Bouchard’s place was the best house on the street, suggesting he had done well out of the disease business or that he had another earner on the side...

      Herron walked down the side of the house, hoping the crunching of his footfalls on the gravel path wouldn’t wake anyone. He unlatched the side gate and let himself into the backyard. It was a mess. The wooden deck was littered with empty wine bottles and plates of half-eaten food that were attracting bugs.

      By the looks of it, Bouchard’s party had been a blast, but it would pale next to the experience Herron had in store for him. Herron tried the sliding glass door and smiled when he found it unlocked. Waiting for the end of the party had cost him a few precious hours, but it meant the drunk homeowner had left himself more vulnerable to predators.

      Herron entered the house with his pistol raised and moved through the open-plan living area. Though he expected to find Bouchard in bed, there was no telling who else might be in the house. He rounded the corner into the kitchen, which was where the light had been coming from. The stove was on, though nothing sat atop the burner flame. Herron became more alert.

      “Get out of my house!” A man leaped out of the walk-in pantry. He wore nothing but his underwear and was holding a pot, which he tossed at Herron.

      Hot liquid splashed over Herron, giving Bouchard the chance to run past him. Herron gritted his teeth against the spike of pain. The soup that had splashed over him was hot, not scalding, and nowhere near as dangerous as if the scientist escaped from the house. Bouchard was screaming and risked rousing the neighbors. He cursed and chased after the scientist. 

      He gained on Bouchard with each step, but his target still almost made it to the door before Herron crash-tackled him. He landed hard on top of Bouchard, losing his grip on the pistol as they sprawled to the ground. Bouchard struggled, throwing weak punches and thrashing his body to dislodge Herron, but none of it did any good. Herron needed to end this.

      He fended off the scientist's blows with his left hand and reached down to grip Bouchard's arm with his right. Using his knee as leverage, he positioned the other man's arm just so, then hissed loudly, "If you don't stop fighting I'm going to break your arm."

      Bouchard ignored him and kept struggling. With no further warning, Herron pulled back on Bouchard’s arm and the force of his knee pressing into it broke his ulna with a sickening crack. Bouchard howled and used his intact arm to cradle his broken one. As the scientist dealt with his new problem, Herron stumbled off him, found his pistol and aimed it at Bouchard.

      Herron climbed to his feet, gun leveled at Bouchard. "Let's try this again. If you move an inch, I’ll shoot you."

      "You broke my arm!" Bouchard's voice was full of panic and accusation. "You broke my fucking arm!”

      “I told you to stop resisting.” Herron was tired of this man. “If you try anything else, things will get worse.”

      All fight disappeared from Bouchard and he sagged. “Take whatever you want, please, just don't hurt me."

      Herron sighed. If only all this were as simple as a robbery. Keeping Bouchard covered with one hand, he searched through his pocket with the other, removing the handcuffs he'd taken from Murray the security guard. He tossed them on the floor next to Bouchard. The scientist looked down at them but remained still. Herron looked around for something to cuff Bouchard to and settled on the decorative metalwork of the dining table.

      Herron spoke slowly, aware that Bouchard might be in shock and struggling to understand instruction. "Cuff your left hand to the inside frame of your dining table."

      Bouchard followed the instructions, cursing and crying out in pain the whole time. He fumbled with the cuffs, moaning in pain, but eventually succeeded in tethering his broken arm to the table. Herron was satisfied he was secure – any movement would lead to torturous pain and any attempt to escape would force Bouchard to drag the whole table with him.

      “Is there anyone else in the house?” Herron took a step closer to Bouchard and pressed the pistol against his temple. “If you lie to me, they die.”

      “No.” Bouchard sobbed loudly. “Please, don’t hurt me. Why are you here? What do you want from me?”

      Herron ignored the questions and looked down at his stained t-shirt. “Who eats soup at this time of night?”
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      “Get him to confirm what we’re dealing with.” Herron spoke quietly to Kearns, whom he’d fetched from the car. “We need to know who he gave it to.”

      “Can I put his arm in a sling first?” Kearns regarded Bouchard with the pity she might reserve for a stray dog. “It’ll only take me a moment.”

      Herron was inclined to deny her request, but didn’t want an argument. And there was some logic in her request. Bouchard was now seated at the dining table without cuffs, on the understanding that if he moved an inch his other arm would be broken too. That knowledge, combined with a sling, would make him less likely to act out.

      “Fine.” He nodded at Kearns and crossed his arms. “But don’t take too long.”

      Kearns rigged a sling out of a kitchen towel and a splint out of two wooden spoons. Bouchard was thankful, though he did cry out in pain, earning a glare of warning from Herron. It was time to get to down to business. He’d searched the rest of the house before bringing Kearns in from the car and now he didn’t want to be here any longer than necessary.

      Herron picked up the folder full of files, walked over to the dining table and slammed them down. “I've been injected with a highly virulent smallpox strain that’s resistant to the vaccine. It will take over my body and make me a carrier in three days.”

      Bouchard stared at him, open-mouthed, then broke into nervous laughter. "You're joking. We wiped out smallpox decades ago."

      “You know, I once went to a zoo in Texas.” Herron switched his tone to light, chatty. “It only had one animal, a little dog.”

      Bouchard’s face was a picture of confusion. “What?”

      “It was a shit zoo.” Herron’s face changed, dark with menace. He leaned in close, voice barely a whisper. “That was me joking. Just so you know the difference.”

      Bouchard closed his eyes and shook his head. “I know nothing about—”

      Herron pulled the pistol out and put it on the table. “That same virus inside me is being carried by several other men, who’re aiming to unleash it in less than three days. The document trail tells me that much. What I want to know from you is your role in designing the virus and who you gave it to.”

      “I’ll talk.” Bouchard sagged. “But only to her.”

      “All right. But you try anything…” Herron picked up the pistol.

      Kearns moved to the table and the two scientists began rustling through the papers. Herron took little interest in their chatter as they flicked through the papers, but he did watch them closely. After a few minutes, Bouchard’s face turned pale – Herron would even go as far as to say terrified.

      “What is it?” Herron broke up their conversation.

      “I… This isn’t my design.” Bouchard sounded like a grieving man struggling to come to terms with his loss. “It’s been modified.”

      “How?” Kearns’ voice had an insistence in it that Herron hadn’t heard before.

      "I designed weaponized smallpox that’s resistant to the vaccine, but otherwise like other strands." Bouchard was clearly afraid. "But that was like finger-painting. This is the Mona Lisa."

      Fear twisted in the pit of Herron’s stomach. If the man who’d brought the threat of smallpox back to the world was this scared by the Omega Strain, then it was an even more terrifying proposition than he’d first thought. “Can it be stopped?”

      “No. I told you, my design rendered the vaccine useless.” Bouchard shook his head. “This strain is even more dangerous. Someone vastly more talented than me has modified it. It will stay latent, but if it reaches maturity in the hosts’ bodies it will spread and devastate the general population. It will be more lethal than any outbreak in human history.”

      “Who’d you sell the virus to?”

      “It’s not that simple.” Bouchard seemed to sense the conversation was getting to its pointy end. "Science is a shared endeavor and I can't claim to—"

      Herron raised the pistol and aimed it at Bouchard’s head. “I’m losing patience. Who’d you sell the virus to?”

      Bouchard nodded frantically. “His name was Kyle Glennon. He belongs to a group that claimed they were environmentalists. That’s all I know.”

      Herron paused, then smiled like a hyena and dug into his pocket. He pulled out the sheet of paper he’d pocketed at the motel, which he’d removed from Freeman’s folder. The sheet had a list of names and Glennon’s name was on it. He was sure the name of every fanatic was. But, without being able to match the names to a physical description, he couldn’t figure out which of them he’d already killed at the compound or narrow down the search to find them.

      Herron held out the cell phone he’d confiscated from Bouchard. "Call Glennon. Tell him you need to meet at noon, at the usual place, wherever that is. If you try to warn him, you die."

      Bouchard took the phone, dialed and put it to his ear. Herron snatched it away, switched it to speaker and placed it on the table. He wanted to hear every word and be ready to intervene if Bouchard tried anything. The phone rang for a long time and Herron was just starting to doubt it would be answered when someone picked up.

      For a second there was only breathing, then a man spoke. “What do you want? I was sleeping, Fabian. Our business is done.”

      Bouchard hesitated. “There’s a problem. We need to meet.”

      “Our business is done.” Glennon’s tone suggested his position was final.

      “If you want to use my… product… in a few days then you’ll meet with me and listen to what I have to say.” Bouchard paused. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

      On the other end of the line, Glennon sighed. “If you’re wasting my time, it’ll be on your head. I paid you to deliver a product and then forget I ever existed. 11:00 AM at the usual place.”

      The line went dead and Herron lowered the pistol. Bouchard sagged with relief and started to cry. Fabian Bouchard was a smart man, not a hard one. He wasn't trained or conditioned to withstand this sort of treatment. He'd done something foolish and probably made a lot of money, but it had cost him everything.

      "Write down the address of the meeting point for me." Herron barked at Bouchard and then turned to Kearns. "Pack up. We're leaving. We'll meet you in the car."

      “Okay.” Relief swept over her face as she swallowed his lie. She quickly gathered up the paperwork and left.

      Herron waited until Kearns had departed, then spoke again. “I want you to write down the address of the normal meeting place.”

      Bouchard scribbled it down and Herron scooped up the paper. He walked behind the broken scientist, heading for the door. “Goodbye, Professor.”

      Bouchard nodded without looking round. If he had turned, he would’ve seen the pistol pointed at the back of his head. “I’m very sorry.”

      Herron pulled the trigger and Bouchard slumped forward in his chair. He paused only long enough to say one word. “143.”
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      Herron climbed inside the Hyundai, buckled his seatbelt and looked over at Kearns. She was clutching the folder of files like a life raft and tears streaked down her face as she stared out the windshield. He didn’t have time for hysterics. If she’d heard the gunshot, every neighbor within a block would’ve too, and the police would be on their way.

      With a shrug, Herron started the car and pulled away. He drove at the speed limit and got them on to the highway. He was excited by the prospect of finding the next link in the chain, so he dug into his pocket for the cell phone he’d taken from Bouchard and the piece of paper with the address of the meeting point.

      He held them both out to Kearns using the same hand. "I need directions. Can you pull up a map?"

      He glanced at her a few times, but Kearns made no move to take the phone and just kept staring straight ahead. Herron sighed. He’d lied to her at the house to keep things moving, but surely she’d known Bouchard’s fate was sealed when he admitted his role in designing the virus? He gave up, held down the button on the phone and told the virtual assistant to pull up the address.

      They drove on in silence. He was pleased to have his first firm link back to the fanatics since he’d screwed up at the compound. If he could crack Glennon he might be able to deal with Freeman and his followers before the Omega Strain could be unleashed. Right now, though, they had time to kill, and they had to eat at some point…

      He pulled into the first diner he saw, parked and looked over at Kearns. “I need you to pull yourself together.”

      “He gave you what you wanted.” Kearns’ voice was laced with pure disdain. “You didn’t have to kill him.”

      “He helped to develop the virus. He had to die.”

      Kearns recoiled like she’d been slapped. “You can’t just go around killing everyone who’s involved in this! It’s evil!”

      “I never said I wasn’t evil.” Herron shrugged. “I’m going to wipe out Freeman and everyone else who is on that list. They’re all linked to this. It’s that simple.”

      “Men like you—”

      “Men like me get our hands dirty so you don’t have to.” Herron lost his patience and snapped. “Men like me keep people like you safe.”

      “It’s wrong. There has to be a less bloody solution.”

      “Do you think I care about your opinion?” He stared at her. “This virus could wipe out millions and it’s my job to stop it. Now, do you want to eat something or not?”

      Herron kept his face impassive as Kearns stared back at him hard, then nodded. They exited the car, walked into the diner and Herron led them to the booth furthest from the door. He sat with his back to the wall, which gave him the best view of the door and his surroundings. It was an old habit that'd served him well over the years.

      A waitress arrived at their table 20 seconds after they’d sat down. “You guys after some food? Or just coffee?”

      “Both, please. Coffee, eggs, tomato, bacon and toast…” Herron glanced at Kearns. She nodded coldly. He looked back at the waitress and smiled. “For both of us. Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She scribbled their order on her notepad, seemingly accustomed to feuding couples stopping by for breakfast. “It shouldn’t take long.”

      Herron kept his smile until the waitress departed, then settled into silence. Kearns could give him the cold shoulder if she liked. She’d either deal with his way of working or she wouldn’t, but he didn’t see any sense in wasting time on it. He simply stared out the window and made a mental checklist of all the other things he did have to worry about.

      Soon after their coffee arrived, one of those things rolled into the diner’s parking lot. A Georgia State Police cruiser pulled in and parked next to the old Hyundai. Herron drained his coffee, his eyes locked onto the cruiser and the two cops who climbed out of it. Their gaze settled on his Hyundai for a second and then they headed for the diner.

      “What is it?” Kearns had tension in her voice.

      “Two cops just parked next to our car and paid it too much attention for my liking.” Herron put his cup down as the diner door opened, the chime sounded and the cops walked in. They wandered over to the waitress and made a show of talking casually to her. “Wait here. If they come over, don’t say or do anything.”

      Herron slid along the booth seat and stood. He needed to test if the cops were here for more than coffee, so he headed in the direction of the bathroom. He could sense the eyes of the cops boring into him. He wanted to provoke a reaction from them. If they pursued him or cornered Kearns, he’d have to act. If they didn’t, he and Kearns could eat their meal in peace.

      Once inside the bathroom, he unzipped his jeans and used the urinal. A few seconds later, the larger of the two cops entered. Herron glanced at him. “Morning.”

      “Morning to you.” The cop whistled as he stood at the urinal next to him and unzipped. “How’re you today?”

      Herron looked straight ahead at the white wall tiles. He still wasn’t sure if the cops had a particular interest in him, or just a passing one. He’d find out. He finished, flushed and walked to the washbasin. He was halfway through washing his hands when the cop appeared alongside him. He had only stood at the urinal for a moment, barely long enough to use it.

      “All yours.” Herron gestured at the basin, smiled at the officer and headed for the exit. He was reaching for the door handle when the cop placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Just hold up a second, sir.” The cop removed his hand. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, away from the lady out there.”

      Herron sighed and turned. The policeman had one hand on his holster. There was a lot of ways he could play this, but only one that wouldn’t deprive him of the time he needed to stop Freeman and his people. He made his decision.

      “You should wash your hands.” Herron lashed an elbow at the cop’s head and the lawman was out before he hit the ground. “Sorry.”

      Herron cuffed him to a drainpipe and headed back to the booth, where two things had happened: their food had arrived and the second officer had started talking to Kearns. He was a smaller man than his partner and to the untrained eye he’d look relaxed, but Herron knew better. The moment he’d seen Herron emerge from the bathroom ahead of his partner, the cop had tensed for action.

      “I think your partner ate a bad burrito.” Herron smiled at the cop and then turned to Kearns, wondering if she was still pissed enough at him to have spoken to the cop. “Ready?”

      The cop placed a hand on his holster and locked eyes with Herron. “You haven’t eaten your food, sir.”

      “Not hungry.” Herron shrugged. “I—”

      The crackle of the officer’s radio receiver interrupted him. “All units, update on blue Hyundai, license plate FBA744. Occupants now believed to be connected to a homicide.”

      Herron shoved the cop square in the chest – knocking him to the floor – then planted a kick in his midriff. The cop cried out in pain and curled up as Herron grabbed Kearns’ hand and pulled her out of the booth. Then they were running, past the squealing waitress and gaping customers, headed for the parking lot.

      They raced to the Hyundai and as he popped open the doors Herron caught sight of Kearns’ face, pale with shock. He smiled at her thinly. “Buckle up. Things are about to get wild.”
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      The Hyundai's rear window shattered as the cop fired several shots into it. Kearns squealed and Herron flinched, but he didn’t stop. He fishtailed the vehicle out of the parking lot and onto the road. The Hyundai moved as slow as a glacier, struggling up to its top speed, but gradually putting distance between them and the shooter.

      Herron glanced at Kearns. “Check you’re not hit.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Do it.”

      She scowled and started to pat herself down.

      One hand on the wheel, Herron reached for his pistol. Though he was prepared for a shootout, evasion was his preference. He didn’t want to kill innocent people who were just doing their job, but he wouldn’t let himself be arrested either. He pulled onto the highway and floored the accelerator. The engine screamed and the Hyundai handled like a mule.

      “What now, Einstein?” Kearns’ voice was sharp. “I told you killing Bouchard was a mistake. Now they’re onto us.”

      "They were onto us before that." Herron flicked his eyes to the rear-view mirror. "I appreciate you not selling me out."

      “Maybe I should have. You’d be on your way back to quarantine now.”

      “And Freeman would be all clear to wipe out a fair slice of humanity.”

      “I…” Kearns thought better of talking, closed her mouth and stared ahead.

      Three police cruisers had appeared behind them and were gaining fast, their engines far more powerful than the one in the Hyundai. The flashing of their light bars and the noise of their sirens drew ever closer. In a decent car, he’d outrun them, but no amount of fancy driving in the shit heap Hyundai would see them off. Herron needed another a plan.

      Gripping the pistol in one hand and the wheel in the other, he looked over to Kearns. “I need you to climb over me and take the wheel.”

      “What?” Kearns’ eyes went wide.

      “I can’t lose them.” Herron unbuckled his seatbelt. “If you want to stop the bloodshed, this is how.”

      Kearns hesitated for an instant, then nodded and unbuckled her seatbelt. Herron steadied the wheel until she was crouched on her seat and then he nodded at her, removed his foot from the gas and pushed himself clear. As quickly as he could, he wriggled into the back of the car while Kearns filled the space he’d vacated.

      The changeover had taken only four seconds, but the car had slowed and the cops were now close enough that Herron could see the determination in the eyes of the officer driving the nearest vehicle – the short guy from the diner. The look changed to fear as Herron knelt in the back seat and aimed his pistol through the shattered rear window.

      Herron’s first shot took out the front left tire, his second shredded the front right and his third went through the windshield. He’d aimed at the empty passenger seat, but the shot caused the driver to flinch, jerking the wheel enough to take the car off its line. A split-second later, the vehicle rammed into the metal side rail that rimmed the highway, out of the game.

      The cops in the remaining two cars had drawn their weapons and Herron had to deal with them before they could return fire, preferably without killing them. He fired at the wheels of the next car, trying to repeat the trick. Two shots; both missed. Herron gritted his teeth. He was going to run out of rounds before he could neutralize the remaining police cruisers.

      "Duck!" He dropped flat as the first of the return shots bit into the Hyundai. "You okay?"

      “I’m not dead!” Kearns’ voice was filled with panic.

      He had to end this. Peering over the back seat, he saw one of the cop cars was still on his tail, but the other had changed lane and was using its superior acceleration to push up closer. The only thing stopping it from drawing alongside was a Ford pickup running parallel to the Hyundai, blocking its path. In the cruiser’s passenger seat, a cop was waving frantically at the driver ahead to pull out of the way.

      “They’ll try to sideswipe you.” Herron was starting to get worried. If the cop car nudged Kearns, he wasn't sure she had the skill behind the wheel to deal with it. “Keep calm.”

      “I am calm!”

      Herron didn’t argue. Instead, he popped up and fired several rounds out of the left-side window. His shots hit the tires of the Ford, blowing one out. Its driver fought the wheel as he lost control, braking and swerving, but Herron had already shifted his aim to the right-hand window. He fired again, taking out the tires of a Toyota in the next lane over. Suddenly, the police cruiser that was speeding to flank them was faced with two rapidly slowing cars and nowhere to go.

      “Yes!” Kearns shouted as the cop car slammed into the rear of the Ford.

      Herron checked his load. “I’m out! The bag with the other pistol is in the trunk!”

      Herron eased his head up over the back seat again. The third and final cop car was glued to their tail, but this one had only one officer inside. Herron had used most of his tricks, but one last one was forming in his mind. It was risky, but he was out of options. He used the pistol to clear away the broken glass left in the back window and then eased himself through it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Kearns yelled.

      “Just drive straight, and when I tell you, tap the brakes.” Herron made it halfway out of the car now and ready to rock. "Now!"

      Herron had hoped for a soft tap on the brakes to bring the two vehicles together. Instead he got what he’d feared. Kearns slammed them hard and Herron slid out the back of the Hyundai as the police cruiser smashed into the rear of the car, crunching steel and shattering glass. Herron grunted, landing hard on the hood of the police cruiser and sliding up it.

      The world spun like a tumble dryer as Herron rolled over the windshield and onto the roof. He needed both hands to grab something — anything — to stop himself from falling onto the road, so he released the pistol and it bounced away behind the cars. As the two vehicles separated again, Herron gripped the flashing light bar on the roof and used it to right himself.

      The cop swerved, trying to dislodge him, cutting back and forth sharply. Herron held on and slid on the roof, fighting the momentum shifts of the car. When he could, he cautiously crawled forward, aimed his right boot at the shattered windshield and kicked. The cop redoubled his effort to dislodge Herron, but the glass gave way on the third try.

      Herron maneuvered into the passenger seat and pulled the handbrake. The car lurched and started to lose speed as the cop lashed out with a fist. Herron blocked it, and delivered his own blow to the man’s head, dazing him. As the officer lost his grip on the wheel, Herron seized control of the car and took the cop’s pistol from its holster.

      Herron aimed at the cop as the vehicle slowed to a stop. A hundred yards ahead, Kearns had brought the Hyundai to a halt. “If you move before I’m a speck in the distance, you die.”

      Herron kept the pistol trained on the cop as he stole his cuffs, pulled out the car keys and tossed them out the window. Then he took possession of the cop’s cell phone and portable radio. Finally, he tore the handset from the car’s fixed radio. The cop was smart. He didn’t say a word or move an inch. When he was done, Herron exited the car and ran to the Hyundai.

      He climbed inside and slammed the door. “Told you things were going to get a little wild.”

      “A little wild?” Kearns put her foot to the floor. “We could be dead!”

      Herron shrugged and gave a tiny smile. “Mostly because of your driving.”
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      “We’ve still got time to spare.” Herron smiled at Kearns as she pulled the car to a stop, about a block away from where they were scheduled to meet Glennon.

      “Want me to stay here?” There was some warmth in her voice, whereas an hour ago she’d had nothing but venom and vitriol for him.

      “No. Take the bag and walk five blocks that way.” Herron pointed. “I’ll pick you up there when I’m done. “This won’t take long.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you down there.” She hesitated. “Thanks for not killing those cops back there, too.”

      “Sure.” Herron shrugged. He held up the cop’s pistol, ejected the clip and then slammed it home again. He pulled back the slide and chambered a round. “They didn’t deserve it.”

      Herron exited the vehicle, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and walked at a brisk pace to the meeting location. Every ache and pain from the last few days throbbed through him. Though he only had a couple of days left to live, Herron wasn’t sure he’d make it that far if things continued as they were. He was used to planning a job in immaculate detail and then executing it flawlessly. The freewheeling approach of the past few days had hurt.

      Bouchard had chosen an old industrial area for the meeting and the streets were deserted. Most of the properties were abandoned and rusting, with fences collapsing in disrepair and weeds growing freely. Herron was glad for the isolation. He was confident he wouldn’t be disturbed, but after the run-in with the cops he wasn’t taking anything for granted. He wouldn’t relax until he had the names he wanted from Glennon.

      After a quick look to make sure he was alone, Herron leaned against a lamppost and crossed his arms, waiting. His nerves were bothering him more than usual, partly because of the police attention but mainly because of his total reliance on Glennon. Failure to squeeze the information out of him would effectively end Herron’s mission and his life.

      Glennon came right on time and Herron smiled when he spotted the car he was driving. It was a newer model Mercedes. He’d planned to swipe Glennon and the car, but hadn’t expected such a nice one. The beat-up Hyundai was too damaged and hot to take any further, so this slice of luck was too good to pass up.

      Herron pushed himself off the lamppost as the Mercedes stopped. He raised his left hand in greeting and kept his right by his side. Glennon kept the engine running as he opened the door and climbed out. He wore jeans, a t-shirt and a very nasty looking scowl. He was obviously angry at encountering a stranger instead of his expected contact.

      "Mr Glennon!" Herron smiled broadly to counter Glennon’s anger.

      “Who the fuck are you, pal? Where’s Bouchard?”

      Herron gave a small chuckle. "Fabian is indisposed. You can deal with me instead."

      Glennon’s eyes widened as he realized the danger he was in. He moved twice as fast as Herron would’ve expected, but about half as fast as he needed to. Before Glennon could even reach his piece, Herron had drawn his pistol and was aiming it at him. Glennon froze, his eyes darting back to his car and clearly weighing up whether he should surrender, fight or flee.

      Herron smiled. “Only one choice ends without a bullet inside of you.”

      “Look, pal. I don’t want trouble.” Glennon didn’t choose right away. “What do you want?”

      “Your car.” Herron moved closer, reached into his pocket and pulled out the cuffs.

      “Take it.” Glennon shrugged, his gaze fixed the cuffs. “What’re those for?”

      “Insurance.” Herron did a spinning gesture with his finger. “Turn around, put your hands behind your back and keep your eyes forward. Any movement, you die. Any resistance, you die. Okay?”

      "Whatever you want." Glennon was compliant now, apparently concerned with nothing but survival. "What'd you do to Fabian?"

      Herron used one hand to keep the pistol trained on Glennon and the other to cuff him. Only then did he speak. “He told me about the virus he sold to you and your fellow crazies.”

      Glennon tensed. “You don’t know anything. Just take the car and stay out of this or you’ll live to regret it.”

      “I don’t have many days of regrets left.” Herron snarled. “I’ll be in the ground with Bouchard within a few days, but I’m going to wipe you pricks out first.”

      “You’re the guy that shot up the compound?” Glennon’s voice dripped with fear and anxiety as the realization set in.

      "The guy who got injected with the stuff Bouchard sold you." Herron pressed the barrel of the pistol against the back of Glennon's head.

      “Well, we improved it prior to injecting ourselves with it.” Glennon tensed. “But if you found Bouchard, you already know that.”

      “I sure do.” Herron smiled. “And you’re going to tell me exactly who’s carrying it and what they look like.”

      “I’m not going to tell you shit.”

      Herron pistol whipped Glennon, who fell hard, unable to brace himself with his hands cuffed behind his back. It was fun to pound on the man who’d delivered the virus to the fanatics, but he needed him alive. Only Glennon could give him the physical descriptions of the names on the list. It’d help him strike out those he’d already killed and narrow down the search for those who were still alive from the dozens of men with the same names across America.

      Herron spat on Glennon, walked to the Mercedes and opened the trunk. “Stand and get in the trunk. Or I keep kicking you.”

      Glennon mumbled something resembling acceptance and struggled to his feet. Perhaps he hoped that by being passive and compliant he might live. He couldn't be more wrong. His cooperation might achieve less pain on the way through, but the result was inevitable. Glennon climbed inside the trunk and curled into a ball.

      Herron took the pistol from Glennon's waistband and slammed the trunk. With his prey in the bag, he inspected the weapon then tossed it into a drain. It was useless, a relic carried to look tough. The Mercedes was another proposition entirely, a finely designed and engineered machine he was very much looking forward to driving. He climbed inside.

      It was time to talk.
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      Herron smiled as he gave the Mercedes one last burst of acceleration, enjoying its performance as he powered hard out of a turn and onto a quiet street. He turned to Kearns. “Are we close?”

      “It’s up on the left.” Kearns pointed at a warehouse ahead of them, just one among many on the street. “I never thought a super assassin would get a hard on for a fast car.”

      “It sure beats trying to outrun the cops in a Hyundai.” Herron smiled. “It really is unfair that a scumbag like Glennon gets around in a car like this.”

      She laughed as he pulled the car into the warehouse driveway, took it around back and parked. Kearns had found an ad for the place in a newspaper, while Herron had been busy with Glennon. It’d been for sale for years, so they were unlikely to be disturbed in the short time he planned to spend inside. He’d picked her up in the Mercedes and driven straight there.

      “Wait here.” He cut the engine. “This mightn’t be pretty.”

      He was surprised when she nodded and left it at that. She clearly understood he needed to crack Glennon open to get to the secrets inside him. And, unlike when he’d been tortured by the brute at the compound, Herron knew exactly how to extract everything he needed from a person. He’d be disappointed if he didn’t have the names he wanted in a few hours.

      Herron exited the car and considered the rear of the warehouse. A large roller door dominated the front and there was a much smaller wooden door beside it. There appeared to be no security cameras or alarms, but that didn’t mean much. Plenty of security measures could be hidden and if he had the time he’d have conducted a proper reconnaissance. He didn’t have that luxury in this instance and brute force would have to do.

      In Herron’s experience, security was always flawed and a weak point could always be found. In this case, it was a good bet the warehouse owners would’ve secured the main roller door to prevent anyone making off with the warehouse contents. He doubted it they’d have been so diligent with the rest of the building. He reached the wooden door, took out his bump keys and the cheap lock opened with no trouble.

      Herron drew his pistol and walked inside. The warehouse was a giant, cavernous space with two doors leading off it. Whatever had been stored here had required four walls, a roof and not much else. Now it was empty. Herron checked the doors – one a janitor’s closet, the other a bathroom, both unoccupied – then returned to the door he’d forced open, exited the building and walked to the car. Kearns was still in the car and she wound down the window as Herron approached.

      “Stay here and keep an eye out.” Herron took one last look around, to make sure they were alone. “I’ll get our boy and head inside.”

      Herron walked to the back of the car and popped the trunk. From inside, Glennon peered out with red, frightened eyes. Herron couldn’t blame him. He’d started the day on top of the world and ended it shoved into the trunk of his own car, with the prospect of the viral Armageddon that he and his co-conspirators had worked for at risk.

      “Let’s go.” Herron waved the pistol so Glennon could see. “Climb out, slowly.”

      “What’re we doing here?” Glennon’s voice wavered.

      Herron aimed the pistol directly at Glennon’s head. “I’m not going to ask again.”

      Despite being handcuffed, Glennon managed to wrest himself out of the trunk. Once his feet were on the ground, Herron moved behind him and poked the pistol into his back. Glennon got the hint and they made their way inside. Herron forced him to sit on the concrete floor in the middle of the warehouse.

      “I’m going to make this very simple.” Herron crouched down to Glennon’s level, but keeping enough distance between them to react if the other man lunged. “I know you bought smallpox from Fabian Bouchard and planned to infect the general population on World Environment Day. You and your collaborators injected yourselves with it. I want their names.”

      Glennon shook his head. “I’d rather die. The reckoning will proceed with or without me. Besides, you’re not allowed to torture me on US soil.”

      Herron laughed and leaned in so that his face was only an inch from Glennon’s. “Oh, those rules don’t apply to me. I’m a sole contractor.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron gripped the rope tightly with both hands and pulled on it, grunting as Glennon’s weight dragged on the other end. Glennon was already stripped to the waist and he screamed as he was raised feet first, until he suspended in mid-air with his head about three feet off the ground. Herron’s makeshift winch wasn’t perfect, but it had done the job. Herron had Glennon right where he wanted him

      “There you go.” Herron tied the rope off through the steel handle for the roller door and then stepped back to consider his handiwork. “Ready to talk?”

      “Fuck yourself!” Glennon’s face was already flushed red and the vitriol he’d been spewing at Herron while he worked had only made it worse.

      Herron shrugged. It was time for him to go to work. As well as a length of rope strong enough to hold Glennon’s weight, he’d also found a broom, a bucket and a selection of cleaning chemicals in the janitor’s closet. Herron started his prep, snapping the broom so he could use the handle as a weapon and filling the bucket with bleach. He hefted the broomstick and pushed the bucket closer to Glennon with his foot.

      Without another word, Herron gripped the length of broom handle and swung it as hard as he could at Glennon’s torso. The hanging man screamed in pain as the wood connected with his naked chest, but Herron didn’t let up. He pounded Glennon over and over, taking his frustration out on the other man’s upper body. Though he knew this was just the warmup, he hit the places that’d cause the most pain and zeroed in on the spots that guaranteed the loudest screams.

      “Give me the names!” Herron shouted as he pounded Glennon, like a baseball hitter practicing his swing. “Give me the fucking names!”

      Herron’s efforts elicited shrieks and pleas, but no names. He took a step back and tossed the broom handle to the floor in disgust. Each second he spent here was time wasted. He poked the bucket with his toe, making sure it was lined up exactly under Glennon’s head, then walked to where he’d tied off the rope. He untied the knot, braced himself to take Glennon’s weight and then lowered his captive’s head towards the bucket full of chemicals.

      “No!” Glennon screamed and thrashed. “No!”

      “Last chance!” Herron paused the descent, but when Glennon didn’t spill he kept going.

      Glennon let out a curdling scream as his head descended into the bucket full of chemicals, followed by coughing and spluttering as his nose was submerged. Herron kept Glennon’s mouth out of the liquid, so that he could speak if he needed to, but that was the only hint of mercy. He left the top half of Glennon’s head submerged for about 20 seconds, then pulled on the rope and raised him out of the chemicals.

      “Again?” Herron gritted his teeth against the strain of holding up Glennon’s weight. “It can still get a whole lot worse.”

      “Go and fuck yourself!” Glennon hissed at him. His eyes were squeezed tightly shut and his face was bright red.

      Herron sighed. In his experience, most people without training break incredibly quickly once the torture starts, but Glennon might well be a different beast. He lowered Glennon’s head into the bucket again, earning more screams and energetic thrashing. He repeated the process four more times, but it proved useless.

      Herron pulled on the rope and secured Glennon in place. His prisoner was still sputtering and his eyes were streaming, the pain likely overwhelming. After resting for a moment, Herron wiped his brow with the back of his forearm and then gripped Glennon’s left pinkie finger and snapped it back violently. Glennon screamed loudly as it broke, denying Herron the satisfaction of hearing the crack.

      Herron took a step back. “There are 206 bones in your body. I’m going to break one every 30 seconds until you tell me what I need to know. That’s 103 minutes of the purest agony.”

      Glennon cursed some more, but Herron still didn’t hear any names. He counted down from thirty and then repeated the process on Glennon’s right pinkie. This time his prisoner tried to resist, clenching his fingers into a fist, but a swift punch in the balls got his hands loose again. Herron didn’t talk any more. He simply worked on Glennon’s fingers, counting down for each. Then he started on the toes.

      When Herron was on the third toe of the left foot, Glennon finally broke and started to rattle off names. Despite thinking he’d triumphed, after only a moment Herron let out a long sigh. The problem with torture is that the victim will say anything to stop the pain, and there was often no way to tell the difference between truth and lie. Often, but not always.

      Herron leaned in close to Glennon, his eyes narrow. “I know when you’re lying and when you’re telling the truth. Now, the real names, please.”

      Glennon sobbed as Herron resumed his work. Glennon screamed the same names — the lies — all the way through the rest of the toes on the left foot and half of the toes on the right. Herron didn’t really plan to break all Glennon’s bones. It would take too much effort. He had another idea in mind. He finished on the right foot, then took a step back.

      “You’re really going to make me do something I don’t want to do, aren’t you?”

      Glennon was broken in so many ways, but he still wasn’t giving up the names. “What?”

      Herron dug into his pocket and pulled out Glennon’s cell phone. He’d taken a moment earlier to scan through the text messages and learn that Glennon had a girlfriend – a woman named Michelle. From reading their last few messages, it was clear she planned to fly out of the country in less than a day. Glennon had probably orchestrated her departure to save her from the virus.

      Herron typed a message into the phone, reading it aloud as he did so. “Hi, Michelle. I’ve had a car accident. Can you come pick me up? I—”

      “What are you doing?” Glennon’s voice had an edge of panic. “You leave her alone! She’s done nothing to you!”

      Herron stopped typing and fixed Glennon with a hard gaze. “You won’t answer my question, so I’m getting your lovely lady along to help me.”

      “You leave her alone!”

      “Heard you the first time.” Herron went back to typing, but kept talking to Glennon as he did. “While she’s on her way, I’ll finish breaking your bones. Then I’ll start on hers. You’ll watch.”

      Glennon cracked like an egg. He spewed the names faster than Herron could check them off against the list from the compound, but he confirmed each and every one of them. Then, when Herron asked for physical descriptions, Glennon provided them. By the time he was done, Herron knew which fanatics he’d killed and, more importantly, which ones still needed killing and what they looked like.

      From the hundreds of men in America with their names, he’d be able to narrow it down and find the ones who needed killing: Timothy Samuels, Shannon Mitchell and Mike Freeman.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Herron smiled. “If you’d been honest with me from the start, you’d be in a lot less pain right now.”

      “You’ll leave Michelle alone now?” Glennon choked back tears, a man who’d totally betrayed his cause.

      “Sure. It’s time for you to go, though.”

      Herron turned his back on Glennon, walked to where the rope was tied and started to lower Glennon into the bucket. For a man intent on spreading viral Armageddon and killing millions, Glennon was very opposed to the prospect of dying. Herron watched impassively as he screamed and thrashed, but once his head was submerged it was over quickly.

      “144.”

      Herron finally let go of the rope and flexed his fingers, which were sore after having to hold the Glennon’s weight for so long. Glennon’s body slammed into the concrete and contorted unnaturally, its head still in the bucket.

      Whistling a soft tune, Herron turned and exited the warehouse, his latest kill already out of his mind and replaced with considerations for tracking down the next threats. Killing Bouchard had ensured the supplier of the Omega Strain was unable to sell it again and now Herron had started to work on the carriers. Now he needed to find the rest of them.

      Outside, Kearns was leaning against the Mercedes with her arms crossed over her chest and with a small plastic gas can sitting at her feet. “Well?”

      “Time to go.” Herron smiled at her, hoping there wouldn’t be a repeat of the argument after he’d offed Bouchard. “No lecture about killing him?”

      “He was going to die anyway.” Kearns picked up the gas can and held it out to him. “You need to burn the body.”

      Herron frowned, looked down at the gas can and then back at her face. If she was telling him to burn the body, there must be a scientific reason for it. “Where’d you get the gas?”

      “I went to the gas station.”

      Herron hesitated. He wanted to criticize her for going out in public without him, risking attention from the authorities, but he left it. Things between them had only just been repaired and he didn’t have the time to waste arguing with her. If the bodies did need to be burned, then this part of his job wasn’t done yet.

      He took the gas can from her and walked back inside.
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        * * *

      

      Herron parked the Mercedes at the same motel they’d stayed at the night before, just as dusk was settling in. Even after he killed the engine, Herron remained behind the wheel, gripping it so tightly his knuckles went white. Since the ambush at the compound, Herron had only had time to act, not think. Now he had a list of confirmed targets, he needed to work smarter. Only when Kearns cleared her throat next to him was he roused from his thoughts.

      He turned to her. “What?”

      She has a concerned look on her face. “Are you sure it’s safe to come back here?”

      “Safer than trying to book another motel with our details in circulation.”

      She still looked worried, but she nodded and they exited the car. Herron collected the backpack and followed Kearns to the same pair of motel rooms, already booked for several days using a fake name. Kearns was right in thinking that returning here after two homicides and a police chase was a risk, but given they’d only be here for a few quick hours of sleep, Herron was willing to chance it. It was the last opportunity they’d have to sleep. Tomorrow, he’d win. Then, he’d die.

      Once he was inside his room, Herron put the backpack, car keys and pistol on the coffee table; his coins he left in his pocket. All he wanted to do was climb into bed and sleep, but he still had work to do. He did take a moment to stretch, though. His body was aching from a combination of physical exertion, the damage he’d taken at the hands of Copernicus and a lack of sleep. The few minutes of stretching did little for his aching muscles, but plenty for his mind. He began to formulate a plan.

      He climbed up off the ground, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and made sure he still had his room key in his pocket. He didn’t relish what he was about to do, but he had no choice. He left his room, locked up and knocked softly on Kearns’ door. It felt like a repeat of the morning, when he’d bashed on her door prior to them departing to take out Bouchard. He hoped she was still awake, but even if she wasn’t he was going inside.

      A few moments after he’d knocked, she eased the door open and peeked out. Only her face and eyes were visible. “What is it? I need to get some sleep.”

      “I need to come in for a moment.” Herron took a half-step forward, making it clear that he wasn’t going away. “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes flashed with suspicion. For a moment, Herron thought she might refuse his request, and he reached behind his back for the pistol. After a second or two, however, Kearns relented and opened the door. He let his hand fall to his side and stepped inside.

      Kearns was still dressed, but she’d let her hair out and the lights were off except for the bedside lamp. It was clear she’d been about to climb into bed. Herron leaned against the wall while she closed the door and sat on the sofa.

      He spoke once she was settled. “What you said about the virus back at the warehouse got me thinking. I need to know what happens to me once the time comes.”

      She looked at him strangely for a moment, then curled up and hugged her knees. “It’s not going to be great.”

      “I need to know exactly what’ll happen. I’m planning to end the threat by killing the three carriers. I’m a fourth, though, and I need to figure out what to do.”

      She nodded. “You’ll get a rash on your body and in your mouth and throat. It’ll worsen and turn into fluid-filled blisters. The blisters will be small at first. As they grow, it’ll get worse.”

      “Regular smallpox does that. I need to know what’s different between this strain and the traditional ones. I need to know how long I’ll have before I’m infectious.”

      She blinked a few times, confused. “You’re fine in the prodromal stage — that’s now — but from the time the rash appears you’re going to be highly contagious. This strain will also have a more damaging effect on the body and be spread more easily. Anyone close to you after the rash appears is vulnerable.”

      “So this needs to be wrapped up before then?” Herron pushed himself off the wall. “I need to eradicate the carriers before the blisters appear and then kill myself?”

      She shook her head. “Smallpox can live on in a corpse, that’s why you needed to burn Glennon. Of all the viruses that stay around in the body after death, smallpox is one of the most viable. You need to burn it or freeze it to stop continued contagion. If you don’t, you’ll just ensure the poor schmuck who finds the bodies catches it.”

      “So I’m better off killing myself with fire.” Herron reached behind his back and drew the pistol. “Thanks. That’s all I need to know.”

      “What the fuck?” Kearns’ eyes widened and she pushed herself back into the sofa.

      Herron flipped the pistol in his hand and held it out to her by the barrel. “Take this.”

      Kearns’ fear was replaced by confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “Preparing you. You need to be ready to take the necessary action if the rash appears.”

      Fear flashed back across her face. “How did you—”

      “How did I what?”

      “Nothing.” Her look changed instantly and she grabbed the pistol. “Won’t you need this?”

      Herron shrugged. “I’ve a spare. Now get some sleep. We’re leaving early.”

      He left Kearns on the sofa cradling the pistol. Though she’d be able to sleep for a while, he wasn’t ready to. Outside, he crossed the street and walked until he found a pay phone, about four blocks away. He dug in his pocket for enough coins to feed it, then dialed a number he’d committed to memory a decade ago – the number of a man whose life he’d spared.

      “Hello?” The voice that answered the phone sounded tired and cautious.

      “It’s your old friend from Hong Kong.” It was a phrase they’d agreed to a long time ago.

      There was a long pause, which Herron had expected. It wasn’t every day that an assassin who’d saved you a lifetime ago called and asked for a favor. Usually Herron could use the assets of his handler to get what he needed, but that door was closed. Now, he had to rely on secret supports he’d built up in a profession where life could end and friends could become foes at any moment.

      He was speaking to the most valuable support of all. “I’ve some names and physical descriptions. I need you to find them.”
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      Herron pushed the door to the small internet café open, a chime sounding his arrival. The bored teen seated behind the counter didn’t even look up from his cellphone. He was probably earning five bucks an hour working the graveyard shift when only gamers, stoners and those who couldn’t afford a Verizon plan entered his world.

      Kearns was dozing in the car. Once again, he’d knocked on her door at 2:00 AM and, once again, she hadn’t been impressed. While she’d showered, he’d called his contact. The man had located two of the three targets Herron had asked him to find – Timothy Samuels and Shannon Mitchell. They matched the description and both were in Texas. His third target, Mike Freeman, had yet to be located. Herron would worry about him after the others were dead.

      Herron and Kearns had started driving at 2:30 AM, taking Glennon’s Mercedes on its last journey. They were six hours into the drive – in Birmingham Alabama – before Herron had pulled up outside the 24-hour internet café. There was one thing he had to take care of before he reached Samuels’ location in Houston and it’d take some time to set up online.

      Herron approached the counter and placed twenty bucks on it. “Will this cover me for a half-hour or so?”

      The attendant nodded, took the twenty and placed an access card on the counter. “Clean up after yourself.”

      “I won’t need to do that.” Herron laughed. “Say, do you have a USB I could have? I’ll let you keep the change.”

      The cashier reached under the counter and pulled out a plastic tub filled with old USBs. Herron thanked him, selected one in the shape of a bikini-clad woman and made straight for the machine furthest from the café’s entrance. Though there was nobody else in the place, he wanted to be sure there’d be no attention on him. He sat at the machine, inserted the access card and waited as the computer unlocked and granted him access.

      Before he could hunt the rest of the fanatics, he needed more firepower. It’d been easy to crack Bouchard and Glennon using nothing except the pistols he’d stolen from the CDC security guards, but there was every chance the others would be tougher nuts to crack. They’d be alert, suspicious and armed. Given Herron couldn’t just walk into a gun store and buy a weapon, the internet café would help him take a less traditional route to acquisition.

      Herron opened a browser window, navigated to armslist.com and skimmed the pages. Under normal circumstances, he’d contact his handler if he needed any gear. That wasn’t possible now. He had his own stashes of cash, weapons and ID across the country, but no time to divert to the nearest one. Thankfully, finding a firearm in America was the easiest thing in the world, so long as he was creative.

      He refined the thousands of weapons available on the site to a few hundred that fit his search terms: suppressed pistols made by manufacturers he trusted. Then he created a bogus profile and fired off messages to the best options. Once he’d finished, he’d sent messages to 230 potential sellers. In each, he asked if the gun was available immediately and where they were located.

      The response wasn’t instant, so Herron busied himself with his next job. He logged into an email account that his contact had set up a few hours ago. When they’d spoken on the phone, Herron had been forced to remember the login and password and promise not to write it down. That was easy enough. He punched in the details, opened the inbox and smiled when he saw only one email sitting in the drafts folder.

      He clicked it open and his mission stared back at him.

      His contact had provided detailed bios and photos of the two fanatics he’d managed to track down, Timothy Samuels and Shannon Mitchell. Both were in Texas and now Herron had head shots for both. He plugged the USB into the computer and downloaded the information from the draft email onto it. He ejected the device, deleted the email, logged out of the account and went back to the gun site.

      By now, he had a few dozen responses from sellers. He filtered through them, removing any sellers that said their weapons weren’t available immediately and any that seemed crazy or too much trouble. It shrank the list down considerably. Herron tapped his foot impatiently. Though it was early in the morning, there was a steady stream of replies until he landed on one that fit the bill perfectly.

      “Jackpot.” Herron smiled. The seller was based just outside Houston and had a silenced pistol that would fit the bill.

      After chatting with him for a few minutes, Herron agreed to the purchase and told the man he’d be there in nine hours or so. He scribbled down the details, closed the web browser and stood. Buying the gun wouldn’t require a huge detour, but he knew he had barely any time to spare. He pocketed the USB and left the café, without bothering to acknowledge the cashier on his way out.

      He reached the car and climbed inside. Kearns was still sleeping soundly and didn’t stir when he started the vehicle and got them back on the road.
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        * * *

      

      Herron eased his foot off the accelerator, checked his mirrors and pulled off Texas State Highway 288 headed for Sunnyside. It was a shame to have to slow the Mercedes down after he’d spent several hours enjoying its performance on the highways between Atlanta and Houston, but he had business to conduct. If all went to plan, he’d get one more shot at a long, fast drive before he had to dump the car.

      He slowed the vehicle as he drove along the exit, then he took a left onto Reed Road and a right at Scott Street. Just like that, he was in one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in Houston, where citizens had around a 10 per cent chance of being the victim of violent crime each year. It was just the place for Herron to arm himself and was right on the way to where Samuels was located.

      He drove down Scott Street. As he passed derelict houses and shops covered in boards or graffiti, anyone he saw stopped what they were doing and stared at the car. They would be thinking he was an idiot for driving the Mercedes into this part of town and wondering how long it’d take for him to be carjacked. Herron laughed at the thought and parked right outside the Baptist Church his seller had told him to watch out for.

      He killed the engine, unbuckled his seatbelt and glanced over to Kearns. “Wait here. I won’t be gone for long.”

      Her eyes were wide as she looked around. A group of tough-looking kids was hanging out the front of the church and eyeing their car. “Is it safe?”

      “Safer than where I’m going.” Herron gestured with his chin toward the glove compartment. “The pistol I gave you is in there. Wave it around if they try anything.”

      She still didn’t look convinced as she nodded, pulled the pistol out of the glove compartment and put it in her lap. “Don’t take too long.”

      Herron got out of the car. A glance at the group of kids was all it took to send them a warning, but he had no idea if they’d heed it or not. They’d be stupid not to. He put his hands in his pockets, crossed the street and walked a hundred yards down Barberry Drive to the Kings Row apartments.

      The apartment buildings were double-story, though each apartment only took up a single level. Inside one, his seller waited. Herron cut across the grass, walked up the stairs and found apartment six. He pounded on the door several times, stood back and waited. Several heavy-duty bolts were thrown from the other side. Dean Hatfield – the seller – was serious about his security.

      Finally, the door opened and a large revolver pointed out. It was the sort of gun that would burst Herron’s head like a watermelon hit by a bazooka. Behind it, a man smiled. “What?”

      Herron looked up from the barrel and into the eyes of the man holding it. He looked somewhere between a pimp and a biker. “Hatfield? I’m your buyer.”

      “You got it.” Hatfield smiled. His gold tooth gleamed as he raised the revolver, stepped back from the door and gestured for Herron to enter. “Welcome to my store.”

      Herron nodded, stepped inside and waited as Hatfield locked the door behind them. A quick look around the one-bedroom apartment confirmed they were alone. The place was filthy, filled with junk and a musty smell, just the sort of place Herron had hoped he’d find. Hatfield directed him to the small, two-person dining table and he sat.

      “Ground rules.” Hatfield dropped into a chair opposite Herron and put the big revolver on the table. “Money first. Gun second. No questions third. No cops fourth. Clear?”

      “Suits me.” Herron smiled. “I’m here because I need it to be quiet. Do you have the piece we agreed on?”

      Hatfield picked up his revolver, walked to the sofa and hefted a large duffel bag. He returned to the dining table, slammed the bag down and unzipped it. It was full of pistols and revolvers, dozens of them. All were pieces of junk and none of them were what Herron had discussed with Hatfield online.

      Hatfield pulled out a snub-nosed revolver and held it out. “This thing is just the ticket for a guy like you.”

      Herron took it. It was old, rusted and he wasn’t sure it would work at all. He struggled to hide his disdain. “This isn’t what we agreed on.”

      Hatfield cracked a smile as he aimed his own revolver at Herron. It was a much larger, nastier piece than the snub nose. And it was loaded. “It’s what you’re buying, though.”

      Herron sighed. He was insulted Hatfield would try to screw him. It was a wonder some other customer hadn’t blown him away yet, given the shit he was trying to pull. “How much?”

      “A thousand bucks.” Hatfield’s gold tooth caught the light and gleamed. “Plus, an additional five hundred bucks in tax so you get out of here safely.”

      Herron nodded. “My cash is in my back pocket. Can I stand and get it without you getting jumpy?”

      “Slowly.” Hatfield nodded. “Then you can take your new best friend, fuck off and kill whoever you plan to.”

      Herron stood, reached into his pocket and pulled out the wad of bills. He counted out the amount Hatfield had demanded and held it out. The dealer’s smile grew wider as he reached out and grabbed the cash. Once it was safely stowed, he delved into the bag and then tossed a zip-lock bag of bullets onto the table. Inside were half a dozen rounds that’d fit the revolver.

      “Thanks.” Herron pocketed the bullets and the snub-nosed revolver. “Can I get out of here now?”

      “Sure.” Hatfield held out a filthy hand, letting his large revolver hang slack by his side. He was relaxed now he had his cash. “Remember my terms?”

      Herron nodded and gripped Hatfield’s hand. He squeezed tight and applied as much force downward as he could. Hatfield snarled and stepped into the pain, trying to resist as he brought his pistol up. Herron ignored the gun as he crouched low, pulled Hatfield toward him and then delivered a brutal head-butt to Hatfield’s jaw. The top of his head struck perfectly.

      “Prick.” Herron took a step back and kept clear as Hatfield collapsed to the ground, out cold. The big revolver clattered to the ground beside him and blood dribbled from his mouth.

      Herron took Hatfield’s revolver, emptied the bullets and threw the gun to the other side of the room. It was an impressive weapon, but no use to him. Too big and too loud. He wanted what he’d come here for and nothing else would do. He returned to the duffel bag and rummaged through it, but all it held was the same kind of old, rusted weapons as Hatfield had tried to sell him.

      Herron looked around, trying to locate where Hatfield would stash his good stuff. Though the apartment was full of junk, it was small and sparsely furnished. There weren’t many places to hide a small arsenal. He tossed the whole house and came up empty. There wasn’t a gun to be found that wasn’t in the duffel bag.

      Hatfield groaned – he was coming around. Herron ignored him and kept surveying the apartment. His eyes narrowed. There was enough plastic take out containers scattered around the apartment to build a wall, which told him Hatfield didn’t cook much. Herron smiled and glanced at the small oven. It had a tinted-glass door that revealed little on the other side.

      He opened the oven and his smile grew wider. Inside there were a half-dozen excellent pistols, two of them with silencers. This was obviously Hatfield’s premium product. The weapons inside the oven were like a brand-new Ferrari when compared to the shit inside the duffel bag. He took a silenced pistol and a few clips and tossed the snub-nosed revolver.

      Herron gave Hatfield one more kick, then stepped over him and left the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      “A trailer park?” Herron’s gaze lingered on the row of identical letterboxes at the edge of the road. A sign above them read: Houston Mobile Home Community.

      “This is the address.” Kearns held out the piece of paper on which he’d scribbled Samuels’ location.

      “Shit.” Herron had been hoping he’d find the first of his three targets in a house in a quiet suburban neighborhood. This was going to be more difficult.

      He’d returned to the car after beating up Hatfield to find Kearns safe in the Mercedes. The thugs he’d eyed off at the church hadn’t moved an inch and he hadn’t had to waste more time messing them up. It had been barely a ten-minute drive to the trailer park in the southern suburbs of Houston. Now he was looking at it, if there was a less ideal place for one of his targets to be hiding, he couldn’t think of one.

      He pulled the Mercedes off the side of the road and turned into the park’s driveway. If the number of letterboxes was any indication it was a small facility, but there were still way too many eyes and ears around for his liking. Samuels clearly planned to stay cooped up until it was time for the reckoning, at which point he’d go out into the community and become a walking biological nightmare.

      Herron drove past the reception building. It was the middle of the morning and there was one member of staff inside, but they paid him no heed. The deeper he got into the park, the more run down the place looked and Samuels’ address put him right at the back of it. Herron parked the Mercedes a few trailers down from the target one, gripped the silenced pistol and shared a long glance with Kearns.

      “Be careful.” She gripped his arm. “There’s no point barging in there like Superman if you just end up dead.”

      Herron nodded. He didn’t have the time to explain to her that it was all part of the job and that the job got everyone killed sooner or later. For him, it’d be sooner; less than a day. He popped the car door, climbed out, stuffed the pistol down the back of his jeans and walked the short distance to Samuels’ trailer. There was an old Ford pickup out front that Herron recalled seeing at the compound. That probably meant Samuels was home.

      The trailer was small, with just one way in and one way out, rendering any form of surprise entry almost impossible. Instead, Herron climbed the single step and pounded on the door, keeping the other hand gripping the pistol behind his back. There was no sound from inside and nobody answered the door. Herron’s eyes narrowed a little as the curtain over one of the few windows twitched.

      He jumped off the step.

      A single rifle shot boomed from inside the trailer as Herron hit the lawn and rolled. He came up quickly, aiming at the door to the trailer. It now had a hole in it, right where he’d been standing a moment ago, but it was still closed and there was no further sound from inside. Samuels was buttoned up tight, daring Herron to force the door knowing there was a rifle waiting to ruin his day on the other side.

      Herron retreated to the Mercedes, never taking his pistol or his eyes off the trailer. He was outgunned and didn’t have time for a siege. Already, other residents were peering out of windows or poking their heads outside, looking for the source of the gunshot. He opened the door, climbed inside and with the door still ajar he started the car.

      “What’re you doing?” Kearns asked, confused.

      Herron smiled. “Get out and walk to the front of the park. I’ll meet you near reception in five.”

      She nodded, got out and hid her pistol in the waistband of her jeans. The instant the door slammed shut, Herron shifted to drive and put his foot to the floor. Three hundred horsepower of German engineering propelled the car like a rocket ship. Herron didn’t even have to steer. The car was pointed straight at Samuels’ trailer and as it hit 60MPH, Herron dived out the open door.

      He hit the ground hard and rolled as the sedan smashed into the trailer with a tortured squeal of metal on metal. The smash was followed by shouts and cries for help from around the park. By his estimation, Herron had maybe thirty seconds before things started to get problematic with the other residents.

      He came up to one knee, his pistol already drawn and scanning the trailer for any sign of Samuels and his rifle. The speeding Mercedes had smashed into the trailer’s chassis, bending it around the front of the car and tearing a gaping hole in the mobile home’s aluminum wall. The force of the impact had even moved the trailer a little, gouging the dirt where its wheels had shifted.

      With the siege broken by his impromptu torpedo, Herron advanced on the trailer. The door was now ajar and he fired three silenced rounds into it. The slight popping sound of the pistol was pitiful compared to the carnage he’d just unleashed, but the important thing was that no rifle shot boomed in response. Herron gripped the door and yanked on it. Its shitty lock gave way first time.

      A strip of aluminum had penetrated Samuels’ stomach and pinned him to the cheap velour seat he’d been sitting in. At least one of Herron’s shots through the door had also hit him. He was still holding the rifle, but it was slack in one hand. When Herron entered, Samuels tried to move, but all he managed was a cry of pain and a dribble of blood.

      Herron fired a pair of rounds into Samuels’ head. “145.”

      He glanced around the trailer. With Samuels dead, he needed something to take care of the body. He picked up a green plastic stove lighter and set fire to the musty old curtains, the tablecloth, Samuels’ clothes and the shattered pieces of wood veneer that the crash had dislodged. Once he’d lit a dozen different parts of the trailer, he tossed the lighter onto the ground and walked away.

      Back in the open air, a crowd of residents milled about. Herron scanned them for threats, but nobody challenged him. As soon as they saw him and his pistol, the people just got out of his way. He walked to Samuels’ Ford pickup, never taking his eyes off the gawkers as he used his bump key to open the door and start the vehicle.

      Only when the trailer was burning out of control did he climb inside and drive away.
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      Herron passed the cashier a Bruce Springsteen cap. “I’ll take this one.”

      The teenager scanned the label and looked at Herron for the first time. “$39.99.”

      “No bag, I want to wear it now.” Herron handed over the cash.

      The teenager grunted, took the cash and handed back the change, which Herron stuffed into his pocket. Then he donned the cap, turned from the merchandise booth and fell into line with a horde of other Springsteen fans streaming into Cowboys Stadium. In less than an hour The Boss would take the stage. Herron had been surprised that his contact had tracked Mitchell here, but here he was. It made for another difficult kill.

      As he approached the stadium entrance, Herron hoped the cap would hide his face from security cameras. Though he doubted his facial profile would be loaded into the stadium’s facial recognition system, he didn’t want to take any chances. He’d killed enough people and stolen enough vehicles in the past few days that anything was possible. Usually he’d never leave such a trail of destruction, but with a job to do and no time to do it, pragmatic had replaced careful.

      He’d lifted a ticket from the back pocket of a fan amidst the crush and now joined the line to enter the stadium through the gate printed on the stub. He shuffled forward, through the security barrier and metal detector, which didn’t make a sound. He’d had to leave his pistol with Kearns, knowing there was no chance of getting it inside. Past security, he scanned his ticket and entered the stadium. At no point did he so much as look at a member of staff.

      He was properly alone now for the first time since the compound. He’d left Kearns at a diner and told her to relax for a few hours. With so many people around and no cellphones, the risk of losing her was too great. The two of them had driven in Samuels’ Ford pickup from Houston to Dallas, and upon arriving, a quick payphone call to his contact had told Herron where his next target would be that evening. Now he just had to find the man.

      A glance around got him started. At any other time, Herron would’ve appreciated the sheer scale of Cowboys Stadium, but right now he was interested only in the security guard he spotted patrolling the main concourse. Herron followed him, dodging around other fans and keeping far enough back to not arouse the suspicions of neither the guard he was stalking nor any colleagues who might be watching the stadium security cameras.

      Herron followed the guard until he paused at a door, scanned his access pass and pushed through it into a restricted stairwell. Herron managed to catch the door before it closed, slipped through and shut it behind him. Instantly, the bustle of the stadium and its thousands of noisy fans vanished, replaced by the sound of a single pair of boots walking slowly upstairs. Herron chased after the guard, calling out until the security man turned and faced him.

      “Hey, buddy, I think I took a wrong turn.” Herron tried his best impression of a meathead fan. “Can you help me?”

      The guard frowned and pointed back the way they’d come. “You’re not supposed to be in here. Head back down and out the first door you hit.”

      “Umm.” Herron took a few steps up toward the guard, dug through his pocket and pulled out his ticket. He held it out to show the guard. “My ticket says I’m on level three.”

      “I don’t care if you’re in the owner’s box, pal, you can’t be in here.” The guard leaned in to look at Herron’s ticket. “You need to—”

      Herron delivered a sharp blow to his stomach, causing him to double over. He followed up with a firm shove and the guard fell back. “Where’s the camera room?”

      “Fuck yourself, pal.” The guard growled through gritted teeth.

      Herron gave him a hard slap to his cheek. He didn’t want to hurt him too badly, but this guy needed to play ball. “Where’s the camera room? Tell me and I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Up these stairs. Two more flights.” The guard’s voice was strained. “It’s no good to you though, its locked from the inside.”

      “I’ll worry about that.” Herron slowly eased the pressure on the man’s throat. “Now, I’m going to climb off you and you’re going to remove your uniform, okay?”

      The guard looked like he might resist again, until Herron raised a fist. “Okay, okay. Just take it easy, man. What the fuck kind of crazy are you, anyway?”

      “The best kind.” Herron climbed up off the guard and readied himself in case the guard tried to do something stupid.

      The second the guard was out of his blue shirt and black pants, Herron socked him in the jaw. He dropped, but Herron made sure to catch him as he fell. He eased the security guard to the ground, then he dug around in the man’s pockets for his access pass. He found it, along with some plasticuffs, which he used to bind the guard’s wrists behind his back. Then he removed his own t-shirt and used that to bind the guard’s feet together.

      Herron put on the stolen uniform – the clothes were a little big, but would do the job – then ran up two flights of steps in almost no time. At the top was a steel door with a security scanner and no other features. He had no real way of knowing if the guard had lied to him, except to see what was on the other side. Barging into the police staging area or something equally inconvenient would really dampen his day.

      He held the access card to the reader and the light on it flashed red. Rather than try again, he pounded on the door and gripped its handle. While he waited, he plastered on a smile, hoping the combination of friendliness and the stolen uniform would reassure whoever was inside that he belonged inside as well. There was a peep hole on the door, but Herron was sure he was also being watched on camera.

      A few seconds later the handle turned in his loose grip. Herron tightened his grasp as soon as the door started to open inwards and gave it a sharp push, using all his strength. There was a cry of alarm from the other side and the resistance on the door slackened. Herron kept moving forward, until the door was open fully and he was standing over the guard who’d opened it.

      He leaned down and took possession of the guard’s pistol, while he was still stunned, then held the weapon on the man. The guard was small and didn’t look like he was interested in a fight, unlike his colleague. Herron could work with that. He glanced around the room proper. A bank of monitors acted as the command center for every security camera in the stadium.

      Herron pushed the door closed. It was time to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on, baby.” Herron’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the screens.

      He’d used the bikini-woman USB to load the photo of Mitchell into the stadium’s facial recognition system and now the cameras were searching for just one person in a stadium filled to bursting. They would scan each seat and every walkway, leaving very few areas untouched as they scoured the stadium for their assigned target. It was frighteningly easy.

      He sat back and crossed his arms. He’d only been running the search for a minute, but it felt like a lifetime. Herron knew it was only a matter of time before Mitchell popped up, but time was something he was very short on. At any second, stadium security could find the guard he’d left bound in the stairwell or realize their surveillance center had been captured. If that happened, he’d have dozens of cops and security giving him a hard time and no obvious way out. There was no choice, though. This was the most efficient way to find Mitchell in such a huge crowd.

      Herron laughed at the thought of Mitchell sitting somewhere in the stadium, preparing to watch the concert with a beer in hand, his last pleasure before he spread the virus that he thought was his little secret. If he knew that a dangerous assassin was using hundreds of cameras to close in on him he’d probably shit his pants.

      “Hey, pal!” The guard Herron had knocked over had finally built up the bravery to speak. “You need to think about what you’re doing here. You’re breaking all sorts of laws.”

      Herron swiveled in his office chair and looked at him. He had bound the guard’s hands with his own plasticuffs, but otherwise left him be. The room was restraint enough and Herron had made sure of that by using the console to lock the door completely. “I know exactly what I’m doing. Keep calm and you’ll live.”

      The guard shrugged. He was no hero. “I’m getting seven bucks an hour to sit in this concrete box. You can do whatever the hell you like.”

      Herron grinned. “I was hoping you’d say something like that. Is there some way I can speed up the system search?”

      The guard looked up at the monitors and then back at Herron. “Did you tell it to leave out the gender you’re not looking for?”

      “It can do that?” Herron frowned. “Show me. I’m looking for a man.”

      The guard nodded, climbed to his feet and walked to the keyboard that drove the system. Though his hands were bound in front of him he could still type and Herron kept a close eye on him lest he alert his colleagues or somehow lock the system. The guard appeared willing to cooperate. After a few moments, he hit enter and took a step back. Herron glanced up at the screen and smiled when he saw everything moving much faster.

      “It found your man.” The guard gestured at the screen a moment later. “Not far from here.”

      Mitchell was up on the screen, smiling like an idiot while he chewed on some peanuts. Herron scribbled down the seat and section number on a piece of paper, then looked at the guard. “That man is a threat to everyone living in Dallas. I’m here to stop him. Will you keep quiet?”

      “If you leave me alone, I’ll cut myself loose with some scissors and pretend you were never here. What do I care about some asshole you’re after?”

      Herron stared at him for a moment. Unlike his colleague outside, this guard hadn’t tried to resist. If he could save himself a few seconds by leaving this man standing, it was worth the gamble. He nodded, moved to the console and unlocked the door. With one last look at the guard, he turned and made his way out of the surveillance room, pausing only to scoop up a spare set of plasticuffs and hoping the trust he’d placed in the guard wouldn’t backfire.

      Herron ran as fast as he could down the stairwell and through a door to the third-level concourse. He paused only briefly, to check the seat and section he’d written down against the stadium signs. Mitchell would be three rows around from him and it took Herron less than a minute to find the right section. He took the steps down the aisle two at a time, until he found Mitchell’s seat.

      Slowing to a walk, he leaned in to catch Mitchell’s attention, ignoring any patrons who expressed concern about having a security guard appear. “Sir?”

      Mitchell looked up, a little surprised. “Yes?”

      “I’m pleased to tell you you’ve won a pre-concert meet and greet with Mr Springsteen.” Herron was all smiles as he gestured to the concourse. “If you’d like to come with me...”

      “Stop talking shit, pal.” Mitchell scoffed. “I never entered any competition.”

      Herron’s smile broadened. “Everyone who bought a ticket was entered into the draw. Your seat was selected as the winner.”

      Mitchell frowned, his natural suspicion clearly in a battle with his desire to meet Bruce Springsteen before he died. This was one complicated fanatic, that was for sure. If he didn’t take the bait, the alternative would be much messier and much noisier. Finally, with a shake of his head, Mitchell climbed to his feet. Herron wasted no time, walking back up the aisle to the concourse with Mitchell on his heels.

      His face turned away from Mitchell, he allowed himself a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Herron fumbled for his stolen security pass, waved it against the card reader and opened the door. He gestured for Mitchell to follow him through. The secure staff walkway beyond ringed the entire stadium, connecting the food stores, bars and storerooms that served a hundred thousand people. Admittance to this private area was enough that all the fanatic’s remaining doubts dissipated.

      As he strode around the concourse, leading Mitchell to his fake meeting with The Boss, Herron tried to figure out the best place to dispose of Mitchell’s body. As his eyes darted around and read the signs on each door they passed, he gazed at one and an idea formed in his head. He wasn’t sure he’d find what he needed on the other side, but it seemed like his best shot.

      Herron turned and smiled at Mitchell. “Are you ready?”

      Mitchell frowned. “This is a kitchen.”

      Herron’s left fist was flying before Mitchell finished speaking. The punch connected with the fanatic’s jaw, jerking his head around. Herron’s fist exploded with pain, but the shot had the desired effect. Mitchell hadn’t been expecting the blow, and his eyes went glassy and his knees went weak. As he fell, Herron caught his weight and dragged him through the kitchen’s swinging doors.

      The kitchen was empty. He’d noticed signs on the doors along the utility walkway that indicated which kitchens and retail outlets were in use, and for some reason this small concession stand was closed for the concert. All it contained now was the apparatus to keep a stadium full of people in sodas and fried food. That suited Herron just fine – he didn’t have to worry about being interrupted.

      Fire and heat were Herron’s first thoughts for dealing with Mitchell. He looked around and spotted the deep fryer, but it was switched off. He eased Mitchell’s unconscious bulk onto the floor and inspected the fryer, but soon ruled it out. It would take too long to get hot and there were practical issues with placing a grown man inside a fryer, anyway. It didn’t matter, because his eyes soon settled on another option.

      A much larger, cooler option.

      Herron hauled Mitchell in the direction of the large freezer that ran off the kitchen. The stunned man was beginning to stir, but it was easy enough for Herron to slide the door open and drag him inside, right to the back. Herron dumped him on the ground, then dug in his pockets for the spare plasticuffs from the security room. Once Mitchell’s wrists were bound together behind his back, Herron hit him hard with a bag of frozen French fries, making sure he didn’t come to in the next minute or so.

      Now he had time to do the job properly. Herron returned to the kitchen, picked out a knife, returned to the freezer and eased the door closed behind him. The easiest thing in the world would have been to stab Mitchell, but given Herron couldn’t get his body out of the stadium, he didn’t want to risk spreading the man’s contaminated blood.

      Instead, he gripped the knife and used it to cut Mitchell’s clothes off. His sweater, t-shirt and pants parted under to the sharp chef’s blade and when Mitchell was in nothing but underwear, Herron tossed the knife onto the ground. He picked up the remains of Mitchell’s t-shirt and used it as a gag, just in case the infected terrorist regained consciousness before he died. Then, quickly, he returned to the kitchen, found a notepad and pen, and scrawled a few words in large letters.

      Back in the freezer, he admired his handiwork: he was quite proud of this one. The penultimate carrier was bound, stripped and unconscious in a commercial freezer. Kearns had said freezing the virus would work as well as burning it and Mitchell would freeze to death in almost no time. If his body was hidden well enough, the virus could be kept on ice indefinitely.

      Gradually Mitchell was coming around and mumbling through the gag. “Mmmm!”

      “This is what happens to assholes who try to wipe out humanity.” Herron sneered at Mitchell as he dropped the note he’d written on the floor: Biohazard. Contact the Center for Disease Control.

      After that, it only took a few minutes to surround Mitchell with enough boxes of frozen food that his body wouldn’t be found for a week. Satisfied the fanatic was well hidden, Herron closed the door to the freezer room. The door was lockable, and the key still in place, so Herron turned it and then snapped it off. Anyone who wanted to open it would need a locksmith and a fair bit of time.

      The last thing he did was turn the temperature down to -20 degrees. Now nothing could stop Mitchell freezing to death inside his dark tomb.

      “146.”

      Herron returned to the walkway, one hand resting on the pistol stuffed into the waistband of his pants. He walked half the circumference of the stadium, knowing exactly where he had to exit and planning only to return to the general concourse when he was near the right spot. A few staff members saw him as they headed in one direction or another, but ignored him. A man in uniform was invisible where people expected to see them.

      A man wearing black pants, a polo shirt and a name badge smiled as he headed towards Herron from the opposite direction. Dimly, Herron recognized his face…

      Then he drew his pistol and leveled at the man in black, just as the other man did the same to him.
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      “Walk away.” Herron’s aim was locked on and he had the trigger half-squeezed. If the man in black made the slightest movement, he’d fire.

      His name badge identified him as Walter and though he was dressed like a food attendant, he was nothing of the sort. He was a contractor. “You were told to give up on this job.”

      Herron swallowed hard. He had no answer. There was a code among the best professional killers, the few men who could do any job and take out any target. Herron had long lived by that code and he knew the deal: you don’t piss in another contractor’s patch. Except, in this case, he knew he was doing just that. He’d kept going when his handler had told him to stop and now he was preventing one of his colleagues from completing a job he’d been assigned.

      “I won’t ask you again.” Walter’s voice was calm and reasonable. “You’re interfering in a matter that no longer concerns you. I have it in hand.”

      Herron was at a red line moment. If he did anything except lower his weapon and walk away he’d be expelled from the ranks of his profession. He’d knowingly pushed his luck, backing himself to stay one step ahead of whoever his handler assigned to take care of the fanatics, but now that man had caught up with him. Walter was a wall that stood between him and completion of the job. He had to deal with it.

      “It’s my mission.” Herron snarled. “Tell me where to find Freeman and leave it to me. You can tell our mutual friend you couldn’t find him.”

      “That’d be a lie. I have found him. I’ll be on my way to his house as soon as I find where you’ve stashed Mitchell.”

      “So we both have information the other needs. If we team up, we can do this with a lot less bloodshed.”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that.” Walter shrugged. “All right. No weapons and the first man to drop gives the other the answers he needs?”

      Herron nodded, tossed his pistol aside, raised his fists and stalked forward. His opponent mirrored his actions. Each of them was more than a match for any other person on Earth, but against one another? Herron didn’t know if he could beat Walter, but the opportunity to find Freeman meant he had to try. Walter would certainly talk if he lost, as would Herron, but their code meant the loser would also have to die, leaving the winner to continue with the mission.

      They approached one another with their guards raised. Two trained killers with no time to lose… Herron was tired, hadn’t eaten properly and was carrying other injuries, while Walter looked fresh. This had to be over quick, or else Herron was done for. He threw a series of quick, sharp jabs, all of which were blocked easily. He was searching for an opening, probing his foe, who responded with similar feints.

      Then Herron found a way through. Walter lowered his guard slightly, a sloppy mistake from a confident fighter. Herron took a chance, aiming a shallow strike at Walter’s head. It didn’t land. Walter adjusted his guard faster than Herron had ever seen, deflected the shot and delivered a hard chop to the ear. Herron staggered and Walter didn’t let up. Herron did his best to fend him off, but an elbow struck his temple and he staggered back a step.

      Though he’d promised to tell the truth and abide his fate if he lost, he hadn’t promised to fight fair. As Walter stalked forward for the kill, Herron lunged at him. With his right hand he feigned high, easily blocked. With his left, he grabbed Walter’s testicles and squeezed. Walter gave a high-pitched whine and struck out, trying to get him to release his grip, but now Herron had an advantage he wasn’t going to let up.

      Herron took the small opening, knowing it might be the only one he got. He balled his fist and slammed it into the assassin’s face. Walter let out a grunt as his nose was smashed, but Herron cursed as well when a bone in the mashed organ cut his hand. But the pain was irrelevant: he had the opportunity to win. He struck again, hurting his own hand even more but sending his opponent to the ground.

      Herron wasted no time. He rushed over to his pistol, picked it up off the ground and aimed it at Walter. He then took possession of Walter’s silenced pistol. “Where’s Freeman?”

      “Nowhere.” Walter pushed himself up to a sitting position. He let out a laugh and shrugged. “He doesn’t exist. It’s a fake name.”

      “Bullshit.” Herron hissed the words, outraged the other man would go back on his word. He knew Freeman existed. He’d met the man. “Where is he?”

      “You’re looking for a man named George Haskell. He’s in Atlanta, back where all this started to go to shit for you.” Walter shrugged. “Good luck with it.”

      Herron wanted to push him further, but he had the only answer he was going to get. Walter could be lying, but the name Haskell did ring a bell... and, if it was a dead end, there was always his contact who’d tracked down the other fanatics and might still do the same for Freeman. Herron had enough to go on with, so there was no point waiting around. Before he could proceed, though, there was one more thing to take care of.

      As Herron looked down at him, Walter smiled up at him, teeth bloody but with no fear or hatred in his eyes. He knew he’d been bested and it was the end of the line, a point most people in their business reached sooner or later. Herron didn’t say anything, he didn’t need to. Two men couldn’t work the same job and failure wasn’t an option. Herron raised the silenced pistol and fired. Walter’s body slumped to the floor.

      “147.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron pushed open the door to the diner, wishing he had time to stop and drink a gallon of coffee and eat a dozen sandwiches. The place was deserted except for Kearns, sitting alone in the window booth furthest from the door where she could see everyone coming and going long before they could reach her. She’d learned something from him. She was smart.

      If she was even smarter, she wouldn’t be there at all. Herron had expected her to bail or call the cops, but it looked like she’d done neither. It proved to him that she might have a role to play in the end game. He made his way over, sat opposite her and ordered a coffee from a hovering waitress who made no comment about his bloody and bruised appearance.

      Kearns wasn’t so polite. She waited until the waitress left, then looked him up and down. “You look like shit.”

      Herron shrugged and leaned forward, speaking softly and choosing his words carefully. “The package is in a freezer. He should be dead by now. Will that do?”

      Kearns nodded. It surprised Herron how quickly she had got used to the talk of death. “It’s not ideal, but the virus won’t be able to activate and spread while it’s frozen.”

      “Good enough.” Herron paused. He didn’t want to tell her about the other assassin. “It was the best I could do.”

      “I should call in the CDC to deal with that one or else someone will eventually find it and this will all have been for nothing.”

      “Do it.” He’d expected and planned for her to do exactly that when he’d stashed Mitchell in the freezer. “I need to make a call myself.”

      He explained where to find the freezer and the body inside it, then they stood and walked to the bank of payphones at the back of the diner. Herron took the phone as far as possible from Kearns, fed it some coins, dialed a number and held the receiver to his ear. At the end of this phone call, he’d either have the final piece of information he needed to destroy the Omega Strain or he’d have failed.

      Finally, the call was answered. “Hello?”

      Herron sighed with relief. “It’s me. I assume you didn’t find Freeman?”

      “No…” The voice trailed off. “How’d you know?”

      Herron cursed. It meant Walter had told the truth. “He doesn’t exist.”

      “Nope. There’s no man named Mike Freeman alive who matches your description.”

      “Okay. Find George Haskell for me instead. I’ll call back in an hour.”

      Herron hung up the phone and took a second to compose himself. All this time chasing after Freeman and now his target had changed. It wasn’t an ideal situation. The reckoning was close but now Herron wasn’t sure who it would be with. Still, the name George Haskell nagged at him, like having a word on the tip of his tongue or hearing a song he knew well but couldn’t name.

      He returned to his table and sat with his head in his hands, chewing over the name in his head. The waitress placed a coffee cup in front of him, but he left the beverage untouched. He kept an eye out for Kearns, keen to be off as soon as she was done but without knowing where he needed to go. She took another five minutes on the phone and then returned to where they were seated.

      “I’ve told the CDC about the body.” She smiled. “It’s all good. They’ll take care of it as soon as they can get a team in place.”

      “Great.” Herron forced a smile, but couldn’t pull it off. “Freeman doesn’t exist. We’re after another man. His name is familiar, but I can’t place it. George Haskell…”

      “What?” Kearns’ expression wouldn’t have been much different if Herron had slapped her. Her eyes went as wide as dinner plates.

      In the last few days Herron had seen her handle dead bodies, car chases and a terrorist plot with less reaction than this single name had just caused her. “What?”

      “I was just on the phone to him.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Haskell is the head of the Center for Disease Control.”

      “Motherfucker.” It fell into place. Herron knew exactly where he’d seen the name now: on a plaque in the lobby of the CDC building in Atlanta.

      There’d been no way he would ever have linked the name to Freeman. Until now.

      “You need to call someone else you trust at the CDC and get them to clear the body, Erica.” Herron paused. “I think your boss has other things on his mind.”
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      Herron winced as he pulled the plain black jacket on over a white t-shirt, both of which still had their tags attached. He looked at himself in the mirror and shrugged. Back at the diner he’d used the public bathroom to tidy himself up, washing the blood off his hands and cleaning his face, but the uniform he’d stolen from the security guard had been too damaged to wear any longer.

      With Kearns, he’d climbed inside their stolen Ford pickup and driven straight into Downtown Dallas. Herron had parked outside a bank, sent Kearns to buy a burner phone and walked right into the bargain clothing store a few doors down. The new threads up top combined with the new jeans down below wouldn’t win any fashion awards, but they were better than his old clothes.

      “How are you for sizes in there, sir?” The cheery sales assistant on the other side of the change-room curtain had flitted around him since he’d entered the store.

      “Fine.” Herron switched his possessions into the pockets of his new jeans, then stuffed the pistol down the back of them and opened the curtain. “How much?”

      “An even thirty dollars, sir.” The sales assistant spoke earnestly. Given the state he’d been when he’d walked in, she probably though he was a hobo.

      Herron dug in his pocket and pulled out a small wad of notes, the last of the cash he’d picked up along the way. He held a fifty out and the woman’s look changed. “Keep the rest.”

      From entering the store to leaving it had taken less than six minutes.

      The sky outside was gloomy and threatening rain. He walked towards where the truck was parked, but seeing Kearns still wasn’t back yet, he continued into the bank. If there was a contrast to the no-frills clothing store he’d just been in, the opulence of a big city bank was it. The place stank of money.

      In his fresh, cheap clothes Herron approached the information counter and waited in the line. There were dozens of customers either finishing their business ahead of him or joining the queue behind, but it wasn’t long before he was at the front of the line. One of the three staff behind the information counter finally smiled at Herron, signaling he should step forward.

      “Good afternoon sir, how can I help you today?” The bank employee’s hands hovered over his keyboard.

      “I was mugged earlier and had my wallet and identification stolen.” The lies rolled off Herron’s tongue easily. “I need access to my deposit box. My name is Mitch Daniels.”

      “I see.” The banker was slightly taken aback, as if in shock at the thought of someone dressed so cheaply being able to afford a deposit box. “Let me check for you, Mr Daniels.”

      Herron waited while the banker entered the name into the computer and wasn’t surprised at all when the other man’s smile grew from professionally polite to seriously delighted. Having a few million dollars in cold, hard cash deposited in the bank tended to have that effect on its staff. The employee looked up at Herron and then down at the computer once more, no doubt checking his photo.

      “Please accept my apologies that you had to wait in line, Mr Daniels.” The banker nodded once. “I’ll hand you off to my branch manager now. Have a good day.”

      “Have a good day yourself.” Herron switched his attention to the man’s boss, an older woman. “Howdy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr Daniels. We’ll take care of you right away.” The bank manager was prim and proper, but seemed less inclined to smile. “Follow me.”

      Herron nodded and followed her through the public areas of the bank and into the much more secluded area where rich people kept rich people things. Given he’d been handed off to her by a member of staff, the bank manager did nothing so crass as to ask him for identification. Though his fake name and photo might have got him past the first gate, only one thing mattered deeper into the bank.

      “Wait here a moment, please.” The bank manager continued a few steps forward, entered a code into a keypad, pushed a heavy steel door open and glanced at Herron. “This way, sir.”

      Herron walked after her and once inside took a moment to survey the room. Apart from a very large hardwood table in the middle of it, the only other feature was hundreds of steel safety deposit boxes lining the walls. They were a range of sizes, the one Herron owned being in the middle of the range. It was about the size of a hardcover novel.

      “I have box 381,” Herron said.

      “Very well.”

      She pulled back a panel on the ornate hardwood table, revealing a touchscreen, then punched in Herron’s three-digit box number. She took a step back, allowing Herron to lean in and enter a ten digit code of his own. The screen went green.

      “Excellent.” The bank manager entered another ten digits. “I shall leave you to your box. Just come out when you’re done.”

      “Thanks.” Herron while she exited, leaving him alone with nothing but his thoughts and the accumulated wealth of Dallas’ rich and famous.

      He walked to the small door behind which his box was housed. It was now unlocked, and he opened it, removed the metal box and returned to the table. He spun the small dial on the box to the correct combination and opened the lid. Inside the box was a smorgasbord of the finest items a contract killer would need for a life on the run.

      Without delay, he pocketed his fake ID and wads of rolled-up cash. He left the pistol, the bulk of the money and a USB drive in the box and then closed the lid, locked the box and returned it to its place behind the security door. In little more than a minute after the bank manager had left him alone in the room, he was ready to follow her out.

      Ready for the final act.
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      Herron drove well below the speed limit as he approached Haskell’s house. The late afternoon sun was shining bright but the trees lining both sides of the road ensured there was plenty of shade for the expensive European cars parked underneath. Herron’s old, stolen sedan was out of place, but that wasn’t an issue. Once he parked the vehicle he never intended to return to it.

      After Kearns had returned to the pickup truck with the phone, Herron had driven it and dumped it at Dallas Executive Airport, a small regional airport 10 miles out of the city. It handled small passenger planes, private planes and cargo aircraft. During the drive, he’d called ahead, booking two seats on a charter from Dallas to Atlanta.

      His fake ID had worked to get him aboard, while a wad of cash on top of the ticket price had been good enough to get Kearns aboard with no questions. Herron had told the pilot that she was his mistress and there needed to be no paper trail. The man had understood completely, welcomed them aboard and even rustled up a bottle of champagne from when he’d had Cher as a passenger a week earlier. The pilot hadn’t even put them through a security screen, letting him take his pistol aboard.

      They’d landed at a small airport just outside of Atlanta, as per the pilot’s original flight plan. After thanking the pilot and giving him another wad of cash to ensure his silence, Herron and Kearns had left the airport, stolen a sedan and hit the road. It had been less than an hour’s drive to Haskell’s home, directed by Kearns, who’d visited her boss there once before.

      “Looks quiet.” Herron gazed at the house. It had looked the same the last three times they’d driven past – a modest home for a man of Haskell’s position, a simple red brick house with a nice lawn. Herron couldn’t see any security features, which was strange for a fanatic intent on unleashing a pandemic on the world.

      Kearns said nothing. She was still in shock that her boss was the mastermind of the Omega Strain and had been withdrawn during both the flight to Atlanta and the drive that followed. Herron didn’t push the issue. Instead, he parked half a mile down the street and prepared to strike. Though he didn’t like that it was broad daylight, he didn’t have time to wait for darkness before making their move.

      The virus could start to act at any moment.

      He turned to face her. “You stay here.”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. I haven’t come this far to sit in the car for the end.”

      She had a point. Haskell’s goons had kidnapped her and their work was a direct insult to hers. Herron respected the choice she’d made to follow him into danger one final time. She wouldn’t be dead weight, either; her scientific knowledge might prove useful and she’d already agreed to take Herron out if the virus became active and he was incapacitated.

      “Let me secure Haskell first, then I’ll come get you. That okay?”

      “Fine.” She nodded.

      He got out of the car, reached into the vehicle for his pistol and stuffed it down the back of his jeans. Then he walked in the direction of Haskell’s house. It felt strange to be walking to the site of his final kill, the last mission Herron would finish before his own death, but he filed the thoughts away. He couldn’t afford a hint of distraction or emotion.

      He paused when he reached the house two down from Haskell’s place, then turned and walked up the driveway, taking the side path to the back of the house. He scaled the fence and dropped into the backyard, and was halfway across the yard when his luck ran out. A deep growl made him wince and he looked around to find its source – a large German Shepherd standing on its dog bed.

      Herron ran. The second he moved, the dog let out a loud and aggressive bark. Herron sprinted for the fence, reached it in ten long strides and jumped, pulling himself up and drawing his legs in close to his torso. It wasn’t enough. The dog jumped at him, clamping its jaws down on his left leg. Herron winced and it took all his willpower to swallow the pain and not cry out.

      He kicked out at the dog. The beast’s weight dragged him down from the fence, and he kicked out with his right foot multiple times. Each blow seemed to make the dog more determined to hang on. With a growl of his own, Herron let go of the fence and let his bodyweight fall on top of the dog. It wasn’t graceful, but it was effective. He landed hard. The dog let out a yelp of pain and its jaw unlocked.

      Herron seized his chance, scrambling to his feet and up onto the fence again. This time the dog was too slow to move and Herron was up and over the fence before it could bite him. He dropped down onto the grass in the backyard of Haskell’s house, glad the dog hadn’t slowed him down too much.

      At Haskell’s back door, drew his pistol and eased the door open. He couldn’t see anyone, but there were muffled voices coming from the front of the house. He stepped inside, moving quietly through the house, taking the time to check each room, pistol probing wherever his eyes looked. As he moved forward, the voices grew louder.

      “…it’s wonderful to see you safe after being kidnapped by that madman.” Haskell’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “You were stupid to come here.”

      “Please, put the gun away!” Kearns’ voice was filled with panic. “I just came here to warn you about a virus I’ve found!”

      Herron’s eyes widened. He had no idea why Kearns was in the house, but everything had just got harder. He rushed to the front of the house, bypassing rooms on the way – it was sloppy practice, but he had to get to Kearns quickly. He turned the corner with his pistol raised, but things had already gone to shit. Haskell had a pistol to Kearns’ head and his forearm wrapped around her throat.

      “Mitch! I’m sorry! He grabbed me from the car!” There was fear in her eyes, unmistakable. “Shoot him!”

      Herron was confident he could make the shot, but he couldn’t risk a reflex action from Haskell killing Kearns. “Put it down, Haskell. It’s over. Your carriers are dead.”

      “Au contraire.” Haskell laughed. “There are four carriers in this house, not just you and I.”

      Herron frowned. Who else?

      Herron grunted as something hit him hard in the back of the head. The pistol fell from his hand and he dropped to one knee, trying to turn and face his new attacker. A woman stood there, meat-tenderizing mallet raised to strike him again. He must have missed her when he rushed to the front of the house.

      As the closest physical threat, this woman had to be dealt with before he could help Kearns. He lunged and tackled her, his shoulder driving into her midsection as he took her to the ground. She grunted and the wind escaped her, the mallet clattering to the wooden floorboards. They struggled for a moment, but it was no contest. Herron had the training, the strength and the leverage to best her.

      Herron rolled on top of her, half expecting Haskell to shoot him at any moment. But the sounds of a struggle behind him told him Kearns was keeping her captor busy, buying him time. He reared up and lashed out with his fist, catching the woman in the jaw. She fell to the ground and her head hit the floorboards hard.

      “Mitch!”

      Herron turned towards the cry. Haskell had tightened his chokehold on Kearns and was pointing his pistol at Herron. Pressing his attack on the mystery woman would mean sacrificing Kearns, and even then Herron wouldn’t be able to deal with Haskell before the man simply shot him. He was outgunned, out of position and out of time.

      He’d failed.

      “You’re out of luck.” Haskell seemed to read his mind. “Get off my wife, lay face down on the ground and put your hands behind your head.”

      Herron knew he was fucked. He’d lost the pistol in the struggle and Haskell had the advantage. All he could do was comply and hope there was another chance to strike later. He did as Haskell instructed and climbed off the woman, who was out cold, blood trickling from her mouth. That was little consolation to Herron as he lay face down, locked his fingers behind his head and waited.

      Kearns cried out in pain, but Herron kept still. If he was going to get another chance, he needed to pick his moment. Haskell stalked closer, his footfalls heavy on the wooden floor. Herron listened hard, waiting for precisely the right moment. He didn’t even move when Haskell kicked him hard in the midriff or when Kearns started to cry – the realization that they’d lost must have finally hit her.

      Herron was about to spring into action and strike when a blow hit him square in the jaw. Herron grunted as his head snapped around. The last thing he heard before he blacked out was Erica Kearns calling his name, desperation in her voice.
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      “You killed my wife, you know?”

      Herron blinked and focused. He was in some sort of home lab. Science equipment lined the stainless-steel benches and Herron wondered how much of the work to develop the Omega Strain had occurred here. Haskell stood nearby, wearing the smile of a man who knew he’d won, and Herron could understand why. He was in bad shape and his right hand was bound to the leg of a camp stretcher. He glanced at Kearns and she was also restrained and looking dejected.

      Herron looked back at Haskell. “You don’t seem upset about it.”

      Haskell shrugged. “She was going to die in a few days anyway. Same as you and me.”

      “You infected her as well?” Herron shook his head.

      “Everyone has to make sacrifices, my family included. My wife was as committed as I.”

      “You’re a monster.” Herron had no family, but even if he did he couldn’t imagine injecting them with a death sentence.

      Haskell shrugged and returned to his work. The conversation seemingly over, Herron took the opportunity to test out his restraints – though the bed was light, just canvas over an aluminum frame, he couldn’t achieve much by dragging it across the room by his wrist. Kearns would be no help either, just sitting there staring into space. There was only one way out of this mess: Haskell himself.

      “Nice lab you’ve got here.” Herron tried again, but this time he was speaking to Haskell’s back. “Looks expensive.”

      Haskell laughed and kept working. “You’d be amazed at how much high-end gear the CDC throws away and how easy it is to divert deliveries from the dump to another location. Every piece of gear in here would’ve gone to landfill, when they’re perfectly good. It is just another example of the environmental destruction we’re responsible for.”

      “So you spend your days working to prevent the spread of contagions and your nights working to develop and spread the most dangerous one on the planet?”

      “Yes, yes.” Haskell waved a hand as he leaned over a microscope. “We keep nature from attacking humanity with its viruses and diseases. In return, humanity rapes and exploits and pillages nature, never content with what it has and always wanting more. I’ve spent my life at the crossroads of these things and when I realized the problem I had to act.”

      Herron tuned out Haskell’s rant and tested his restraints again. The thin cord that’d been used to bind his wrist to the camp bed was tight, although it did have some give. With time, he might be able to free himself, but time was running out. At any moment the virus could go from being latent to active.

      “I wouldn’t bother trying to escape.” Haskell turned from the microscope to face him. “Even if you get free of your restraints, we’re sealed in here. Nobody gets out unless I say so.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. You said the same thing at the compound, yet here I am.” Herron gave his restraints one last jerk.

      Haskell laughed. “I could have killed you there, but instead I left you alive and made you into a carrier. Your presence here is completely immaterial. You didn’t think I’d simply be waiting in my house, like a plump chicken ready to be slaughtered? I know you’ve taken out my other carriers, which isn’t ideal, but it hasn’t really impacted my plans.”

      Herron scoffed. “I took out your designer and your lemmings. There’s no way to get the spread you need.”

      “You’re wrong. I only ever needed one carrier…” Haskell walked over to Herron and leaned in close. “Me.”

      Herron jerked forward and tried to head-butt Haskell, but the scientist backed away. Herron grinned. “Close.”

      “Not close enough.” Haskell took another step back. “The virus is so fucking beautiful that one point of infection will more than do the job. More carriers were always a bonus and the three of us here are more than enough to spread the virus and cleanse the stain of humanity from the Earth.”

      Herron frowned. “Three?”

      Haskell’s face clouded over with confusion. Then realization set in. “Oh, you poor fool. She hasn’t told you?”

      Herron’s eyes shot to Kearns. She stared back at him emptily. Herron clenched his teeth hard. He’d been played for a fool. Though he’d rescued Kearns from the compound, he’d never spent much time discussing her captivity. There’d been a few hints, but he’d never put it together that she was carrying the virus. He’d been racing to kill all the carriers and then end himself, when a carrier had been beside him the whole time.

      Kearns spoke after a moment. “They injected me at the compound, too. Why’d you think I was so keen to stay on this ride with you? I wanted to help you end it.”

      “Well, I guess we’re screwed then.” Herron kept his eyes on her for a long second, but kept his face impassive when she winked. Then he jerked forward again, dragging the camp bed and lunging at Haskell. “I’m going to fucking kill you.”

      Haskell sighed as he grabbed a pistol from the counter and aimed it at him. “Didn’t you listen? You’re dead either way and there’s no way out.”

      Herron closed his eyes, ready for the end if it came, but hoping his gamble had paid off. He could see the barrel of the pistol trembling in Haskell’s hand, which gave him some hope that he’d distracted Haskell enough. He was playing Russian Roulette and every chamber of the gun was loaded.

      Herron winced as the pistol fired, the explosion blasting his ears, then he snapped into action. He jumped to his feet and dragged the bed towards Haskell, who was struggling with Kearns on the floor. She’d freed herself and tackled Haskell as he fired, causing the shot to miss. They’d gone to ground and now he was laying punches into her.

      Herron joined the fray, though he only had one free hand and the bed was dragging behind him. Haskell grunted as Herron landed on him, but then managed to shuffle away from the confrontation. Herron kicked out at him and connected firmly with his chest. Though the scientist cried out in pain, it wasn’t enough. Haskell increased the distance between them in seconds. Kearns was still recovering from the hits she’d taken and Herron was ineffective now.

      “You’re both wasting your time!” Haskell hissed as he scurried over to the metal bench and grabbed the silenced pistol he’d taken from Herron, his own still on the floor.

      Herron watched, unable to do anything as Haskell turned and aimed the pistol at him at the same moment as Kearns reached for the pistol on the ground and aimed it at Haskell.

      “It’s over.” Kearns’ voice had an edge that Herron hadn’t heard before. “We’re going to all sit down, calmly, while I figure out how to contain the virus in this room.”

      “Contain it?” Haskell hissed. “I’ve put years of work into this exact moment and you’re not going to fuck it up.”

      “Please!” Kearns begged, a last attempt at persuasion before she’d have to take him down. “Think about all the innocent people!”

      “Nobody is innocent!” Haskell scoffed. “I was going to sit here with you until it was time to go into the city to finish my work, but now I think I’ll just kill you both.”

      Herron flinched as Haskell fired again and grunted as the round hit him. His shoulder exploded in pain, then a second shot drew his eyes to Kearns. She’d fired at Haskell and her shot had been better. As Herron clenched his teeth against the agony in his shoulder, Haskell fell to the floor with a bloody mess where his face used to be.

      “How the fuck did you get free?” Herron winced. Already blood from his wound had soaked his t-shirt and the pain was overwhelming. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I’ve always been able to dislocate my wrist. A bit of pressure and it pops right out. I used it to get out of the restraints.” Kearns smiled briefly, then her eyes narrowed. “Now, given I just saved your life, can I trust you to give me time to sort out your wound and try to figure this out?”

      “Sure.” Herron lied. He needed to kill Kearns and then himself. If he could do it all inside the house, the virus wouldn’t be eradicated, but its spread would be isolated. He could call the CDC before he put a gun to his own head, trusting they’d clean it up.

      Kearns nodded, walked to the bench and returned with a scalpel. She cut at the restraints, sawing through them with the sharp blade. As soon as she was done, she backed away a little, her expression concerned. “It looks like you’ve got a pus—”

      Herron struck like a viper. Despite the wound in his shoulder searing with pain, he lunged forward and gripped the pistol Kearns had placed on the floor after shooting Haskell. She let out a squeal as he aimed at her and picked up the other pistol off the ground. Less than three seconds after Kearns had freed him, he had a pair of weapons on her.

      “You’re an asshole!” Kearns sneered and her eyes filled with hatred. “I was trying to tell you that there’s a pustule above the neckline of your t-shirt. The virus is starting to act.”

      “Then it’s time for us all to die.” Herron’s voice was cold and detached. He’d already mentally untethered himself from Kearns and his own life.

      “Listen to me!” Kearns held her hand out, gesturing at Haskell’s body. “This is the lab of the man who planned all of this! Let me dress your wound and then call in the CDC.”

      Herron hesitated. Normally he’d have ended the threat already. Given he’d fought so hard and come so close to failing so many times, his reluctance to kill Erica Kearns surprised him. It spoke to how much she’d affected him in the past few days and how valuable her help had been that he was considering her request at all. Anyone else would be dead on the ground already.

      “Please, Mitch, give me a chance.” Kearns’ voice cracked. “If we call in the CDC, we might be able to figure out another way.”

      “There’s no other way.” Herron half squeezed the trigger of the pistol and watched her eyes close…

      A loud beep and a hiss came from behind him. Herron eased off on the trigger, but kept one pistol trained on Kearns as he half turned and aimed the other at the door. It opened automatically to reveal a little girl of about five. She was standing in her pajamas and clutching a worn stuffed bunny, a look of tired confusion on her face.

      “Daddy?” The girl’s soft voice quivered as she locked eyes on her father’s body, lying still, blood pooled around it. Her mouth fell open and she clutched the bunny tighter.

      “Shit.” Herron lowered the pistol and stepped between the girl and Haskell’s corpse, blocking her view of her dead father. He turned to Kearns. “Look after her for a minute.”

      Herron and Kearns moved in unison, the scientist moving to take care of the girl while Herron grabbed a few blankets from one of the camp beds. He threw the covers over Haskell’s body, arranging them with his toe so that his body was concealed and the blood soaked up. He’d missed the girl when he’d been searching the house and now she needed to die too; that didn’t mean he should make it any more traumatic than he had to.

      Satisfied he’d done the best he could to obscure the body, he turned back to Kearns and the girl, gripping the pistol tight. “It’s time, Erica.”

      “Mitch, wait, look at her. She doesn’t have pustules like us.” Kearns hugged the girl tight. “I don’t think she’s infected. There might be a chance.”
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      Herron still had a pistol aimed at Kearns. She’d dressed his wound and he was leaning against the wall, feeling weaker with each passing minute and unable to keep his thoughts straight. “Explain it to me one more time, Erica. Nice and simple.”

      “I don’t think the girl is infected. If I’m right, either Haskell didn’t inject her or there’s a way to stop it.” Kearns’ was whispering. She clearly didn’t want to upset the girl, who was seated on the other camp bed and clutching the bunny tight. “I just need ten minutes to figure out which.”

      Herron glanced at the clock on the wall and decided there was reason enough to give her that. He nodded and she got straight to work. He let her lance one of his lesions and extract the fluid inside, keeping the pistol trained on her the entire time. Then she did the same to one of her own lesions and walked both samples over to the lab equipment. It took her a few minutes to examine both samples, after which she looked at him and nodded.

      “Both of us?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Yes.” Her voice was grave. “Now I need to see if she has it or not.”

      “And if she does?”

      She shrugged. “If she does, nothing has changed, you do… what you have to do. But if she doesn’t…”

      Herron nodded and watched Kearns work. She crouched down to the girl and whispered in her ear reassuringly as she took a blood sample. Then he glanced at the clock. Though he’d relented and given her a chance to crack the virus, he wouldn’t give her a second more than the allocation of time they’d agreed.

      “Five minutes down, Erica.” His voice was laced with warning. “If you’ve got any genies to pull out of a bottle, I suggest you do it soon.”

      She didn’t even acknowledge his words as she walked the girl’s blood sample over to the lab equipment. A rash had formed on Kearns’ body, more extensively than on his, another sign the virus was working faster than expected and there wasn’t long to go. As far as he could see, there were still none on Haskell’s daughter.

      The seconds ticked by and Herron grew weaker. He was determined to give Kearns the exactly amount of time they’d agreed to, but he was deteriorating and he wasn’t sure he’d last another five seconds, let alone five minutes. Though he wouldn’t breach his commitment, he regretted relenting to her request at all. If he hadn’t, both his life and his mission would be over by now.

      Each second felt like a lifetime. Each minute felt like eternity.

      Five minutes… Herron’s right arm slumped again. He let it fall, but made sure he kept his grip on the pistol.

      Four minutes…

      Three minutes… his eyes closed and he drifted off for a few seconds. It took all his willpower to open them again. The girl was staring at him. Kearns was still working hard.

      Two minutes…

      One minute… Herron’s chin dipped to his chest. Lifting it again was the hardest thing he’d ever done.

      Herron opened his eyes and stared at Kearns. The clock had ticked past the promised ten minutes. “Erica, it’s time. I can’t risk waiting any longer.”

      “No! Please!” Though her voice was desperate, she didn’t look up from the equipment she was using. “I just confirmed she doesn’t have it. Let me figure this out.”

      “There’s nothing to crack.” Herron glanced over at the girl, who looked at him with wide eyes, clutching her bunny tight. “I’m sorry.”

      Herron pushed himself off the wall, keeping one pistol on Kearns and attempting to aim the other at the girl. His left arm didn’t respond. Instead, he slumped to one knee. He blinked, nausea crashing over him in waves, desperately trying to regain his bearings and finish the job.

      He forced himself to his feet, which only made things worse. He stumbled and collapsed to the ground entirely, then pushed himself up onto his side and raised his pistol at Kearns, who had left the equipment and was approaching him. She backed off, although the fear in her eyes had been replaced by utter pity.

      “Mitch, you can’t even stand.” She stepped forward and helped him up onto the edge of the camp bed.

      “This…changes…nothing.”

      “I’m going back to work. Shoot me if you want, but I’m going to figure this out.” Kearns turned her back on him and walked back to the bench.

      Herron gritted his teeth and lifted the pistol, but he couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. He wouldn’t shoot her in the back. Somehow, he’d keep going for another few minutes and give her the time to do her work.

      She walked to the fridge and rummaged around inside. Then she gasped.

      Herron could see right inside the fridge from where he was sitting, but the beakers, stoppered test tubes and plastic bags full of blood that filled the appliance didn’t excite him nearly as much as they did Kearns. The scientist stood back for a moment, as if in a trance, then she shook her head and started sorting through the contents of the fridge.

      “It’s here, Mitch!” After another second, she turned, clutching a test tube. “I’d bet my life.”

      “You’re doing exactly that.”

      Kearns gripped the test tube and leaned down to the girl. “Can you tell me your name?” “Lucy.”

      “Yes!” Kearns punched the sky, then she turned to Herron and held out the test tube: Lucy was written on it. “Haskell made a vaccine for her! He didn’t want his daughter to die!”

      Herron hesitated. Of all the things he’d expected her to say, that wasn’t one of them. “You said the Omega Strain couldn’t be vaccinated against. Bouchard said it, too.”

      “We were wrong and he lied. Lucy has already been vaccinated, I’m sure of it. There’s no other way she could avoid infection.” She held up the vial. “This was his insurance policy.”

      “I can understand him wanting her to remain alive after others die.” Herron frowned. “But I can’t understand why he’d have another dose in the fridge. A vaccine after infection is useless.”

      “Not always.” She shrugged. “Some pathogens can be combatted by a vaccine, even after infection. Rabies is the most well-known one. The only reason he’d have a second dose is if the Omega Strain is the same.”

      “It’s a backup dose in case she somehow got infected?”

      “Yep!” She beamed. “Hell, if it works, we’re actually in a better position than if we simply eradicate all traces of the Omega Strain. It’ll mean it can be stopped cold.”

      “Oka…” Herron’s voice trailed off. “Exactly how many doses do you have in that test tube?”

      “One dose. It’s nearly empty.” Kearns paused. “I might be able to stretch it to two. I think I can save both of us.”

      “Think.” Herron repeated the word. “Is it risky, splitting the doses?”

      Kearns shrugged. “The risk is worth it.”

      “Too great a chance…” Herron’s voice trailed off. “Don’t...”

      “I can do it. It’s—”

      He cut her off with a shake of his head. “Get the girl out of here and vaccinate yourself.”

      Tears streaked down Kearns’ cheeks and she hesitated for several moments. The only way he could accept her plan was if he was certain that she would be saved, and any dilution of the vaccine to provide for him would risk neither dose working. His mission would fail.

      It wasn’t until she reached down and kissed him on the forehead that he finally smiled at her. He knew that she’d do what needed to be done. She understood.

      Herron kept his eyes open long enough to watch Kearns prepare the shot and jab herself in the deltoid muscle. Then she walked over to the little girl and held out a hand. The girl took it, fear and uncertainty in her eyes. Herron smiled at her and gave Kearns a nod. She nodded back… then they were gone and he was once again sealed in the lab. No doubt they’d be in quarantine within the hour, until they were sure Lucy didn’t have the virus and Kearns was properly vaccinated.

      Herron’s mission was complete. He closed his eyes and smiled.

      “149.”
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      Mitch Herron’s eyes flickered open for only a second before he squeezed them shut again. The fluorescent lighting was too harsh. It hurt.

      His mind sifted multiple sensory inputs – the lighting, the gentle hum of machinery, the smell of disinfectant, the scratch of poor-quality bed sheets and the coppery taste of sleep – but none of it made sense.

      It made no sense that he was still alive.

      He lay on his back, drifting in and out of sleep, his body too weak to move. Time passed, but without a reference point he could’ve been there for minutes or hours or days or months. Any attempt to move exhausted him and when he tried to speak he produced an indecipherable mumble.

      Nobody came to help him. He was adrift in an endless purgatory.

      “Mitch! Wake up!”

      It took Herron a second to process the voice whispering near his ear. He cracked his eyes open again, but it was like anvils were weighing down the lids and he drifted gently back to sleep.

      “Mitch!” The female voice had been tentative before. Now it was urgent. “You need to wake up!”

      Herron mumbled and opened his eyes again. This time he managed to keep them open long enough to see a woman in a white lab coat, inches away from him. Concern was etched on her face… he knew her. She’d been there at the end, when he’d died.

      Should’ve died?

      It took all of his effort to focus. He coughed out a word. “Erica.”

      A smile flashed across her face, quickly replaced by a frown. “We need to go.”

      “Go?” Herron’s mind was still catching up. He was so tired. “Where?”

      “Anywhere but here.”

      Herron blinked away the sleep. He didn’t understand why she was so insistent on moving him, but he trusted her. “Okay.”

      She disconnected the IV lines from his arm, pulled the electrodes from his chest and removed the bed sheets covering his body. As she did, Herron tried to figure out what had happened to him. He remembered being in a lab, infected with a killer virus, giving Kearns the last remaining dose of the cure… but everything after that was a blank.

      “Where…?”

      “Not now.” Kearns shushed him, gripped his hand tightly and helped him to sit up.

      “Ugh.” He already felt like the living dead, but it got worse. Nausea overwhelmed him like a punch to the stomach and he sagged back.

      Kearns stopped him from toppling over by pulling on his arm and then putting hers behind his back. She whispered. “Mitch, I really need you to stand. They’re coming.”

      Herron closed his eyes, took a deep breath and then opened them again. The nausea had subsided a little, so he swung his legs out of bed and put his feet on the floor. After another deep breath he stood. His legs gave out immediately and Kearns didn’t have the strength to keep him upright. He landed hard on the floor, grunting as his head struck the bed frame on the way down.

      A sharp pain lanced through his skull and coughing wracked his body. He pushed himself up, tasting metal in his mouth. He spat on the tiled floor and there was blood in his saliva. Kearns was urging him to stand, so he gripped the edge of the bed and climbed to his feet, his body aching like he’d just finished a marathon. He wanted desperately to rest, but one glance at Kearns told him there was no time to waste.

      Whether from illness or sedation or both, Herron’s legs were too weak to carry him for long and he was reluctant to put too much weight on Kearns, but there was no other way. He was a foot taller than the doctor, so he had to drape his arm over her shoulder while she wrapped one around his waist.

      One of the deadliest assassins on Earth, relying on a 130-pound woman to help him walk.

      Using her as a crutch, he stumbled in a strange lockstep toward the door. As they shuffled closer, Herron took the time to look around. The room had no features that’d identify where he was, except that he’d been in a regular hospital bed, surrounded by expensive equipment.

      He frowned. “Where are we, Erica?”

      “The CDC.” She glanced at him and then back to the door. “I was able to stabilize you long enough to get you here. They produced more vaccine from my blood. We cured the virus… Look, I’ll fill you in later. The cops are coming for you. Now you’re better, the CDC has agreed to turn you over to them. They’ll be on their way up.”

      He shook his head, trying to get his thoughts in order. Gradually it came back to him – how they’d wanted him on suspicion of kidnapping and how the trail of bodies he’d left across the country eradicating a band of bio terrorists would make that charge look like jaywalking.

      Kearns pressed on his back and he allowed her to move him forward, acting on instinct and trust because he had no other information and no other option. At the door, Kearns reached out for the handle… and stopped. Her eyes were filled with doubt as they probed his and it became clear to Herron how much she was risking here.

      “I’m good.” He forced a smile. Making it this far had consumed almost all of his energy and he had no idea how much further he had to go. But he’d make it. He had to.
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        * * *

      

      Herron pressed himself hard against the wall, his arm across Kearns’ chest, holding her back. As the sound of footfalls gradually receded then disappeared entirely, he relaxed a little and lowered his arm. Kearns exhaled heavily.

      They’d inched their way from his room in the direction of the elevator, but before they’d made it there’d been a ping, the doors of the elevator car had slid open and six patrolmen had been disgorged from within. He and Kearns had barely enough time to duck down a side passage while the officers passed. Normally any cops who spotted him wouldn’t stand a chance, but in his current condition Herron wasn’t sure he would. Being caught would end Kearns’ career and his freedom.

      “Let’s go.” Herron wrapped his arm around her neck again and pushed off the wall. He was happy to let her lead the escape. She knew the building and his head was still foggy.

      She put a hand on his chest, a silent command to stop, and left him resting against a wall while she moved ahead to scout out their path. When she returned, the gloomy expression on her face told him all he needed to know. The elevator was a no-go zone now. Without waiting for his input, she led him back towards his room, then past it to the stairs. Short of an assault rifle or an invisibility cloak, they were the next best option.

      Herron was surprised to find the cops weren’t guarding the stairwell, but he’d take the break. It was slow going, Herron’s physical condition making the stairs exponentially harder than walking on a flat surface, but Kearns did her best to help him walk. They took it one step at a time, moving with glacial speed but gradually making progress.

      He expected the police to burst into the stairwell and overwhelm them at any moment; instead he and Kearns made it safely down one floor, then two, then more. As they neared the bottom of the building, Herron started to believe they might make it. He didn’t know what Kearns had planned to get them out of the building itself, but so far so good.

      By the time they reached the ground floor, Herron was sweating from the exertion and short of breath. He hated being so sapped of strength and needed to rest. He leaned heavily against the wall, closed his eyes and took several long breaths. Kearns kept hold of him the whole time, clearly worried he was going to fall again.

      After they’d rested for a little while, her look of concern softened and she helped him off the wall. “Ready?”

      “Yep.” Herron grunted with the effort of taking his own weight again. “What’s the plan?”

      “It’s all fine.” She smiled. “We hit the parking garage and get you out of here. Follow me.”

      Herron frowned: her plan couldn’t be as simple as she suggested. He had flashbacks to the last time they’d had to escape the CDC building – that time he’d had to best two security guards.

      Wrapped up again in their strange embrace, they continued down the final flight of stairs to the basement. He’d hoped he’d be feeling better by now, but he was still as weak as a newborn. As Kearns opened the door to the parking garage, Herron propped himself against a wall once more to catch his breath.

      Kearns peeped out into the carpark and smiled. “All clear. Now we just need to get to my car.”

      With agonizing slowness, they headed into the dim open area beyond the stairs. Every parking space was full, which suggested it was the middle of the work day. They made it down one row of cars and were about to move into the second, when the sound of heavy footfalls behind them made Herron freeze.

      He turned awkwardly and came face-to-face with a cop.
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        * * *

      

      “Hold it right there!” The cop shouted and aimed his pistol at Herron, only glancing at Kearns for only a split-second. “Ma’am, step away from him.”

      “If she steps away from me I’ll fall.” Herron wrapped his arm tighter around Kearns’ shoulder and she did the same with her arm around his waist. “What’s the plan, officer?”

      “You get on the ground and don’t move an inch while I call for backup.” The patrolman’s voice was hard and uncompromising – about forty years old, he was a grizzled veteran who’d no doubt seen his share of violence. “You do something contrary to that, I shoot you.”

      Herron raised an eyebrow. “You know we’re in the Center for Disease Control, right? You see how weak I am? You think that’s the flu?”

      Kearns tensed as she realized where he was going with this. “My patient has a virus. It’s weaponized smallpox, basically. I’m transporting him to another facility for treatment.”

      “My orders are to arrest a man who looks a lot like you.” The cop’s aim didn’t waver. “Now slowly step away from the woman, get on the ground and don’t move.”

      “The only way you’re going to stop me is by shooting me. That’ll mean blood. And like the doctor here said, I’ve got one of the deadliest viruses in human history.” He kept his breathing shallow. Kearns had told him he was cured, but the cop didn’t know that. “Do you have a wife? Kids?”

      The cop’s aim wavered, his arms shaking ever so slightly, and his eyes darted to Kearns. When she nodded, the policeman took a step back. Herron didn’t need to be psychic to know what was going through his head: was forty grand annual salary worth the risk of a horrible death?

      The patrolman was teetering. He just needed one final push.

      “Nobody will ever know if you let us go.” Kearns smiled at the officer. “Please, it harms nobody.”

      “It harms me!” The cop scoffed. “There’re cameras all over this building. If I let you go, I’ll lose my job. I lose my job, I lose my family…”

      “I’ve taken care of that.”

      Both Herron and the cop turned towards the voice. A bookish-looking man was walking slowly in their direction with his hands held out. He grinned at Erica and Herron sensed her tensing beside him. The cop turned and aimed the pistol at the newcomer, whose good humor evaporated. He stopped in his tracks and put his hands up higher, fear painted on his face.

      “Everyone calm down.” There was an edge to Kearns’ voice. “This’s Christopher. He works here in IT. He’s making sure we don’t show up on any cameras.”

      Christopher nodded, clearly terrified now the attention was focused on him. “All anyone is seeing is a test pattern. There’s not even a recording.”

      Herron knew it was time to act. The longer they waited the more chance there was of a new arrival or frayed nerves upsetting the balance and all this ending in tragedy. He looked at the cop. “There’ll be no consequences for anyone if we walk away. Nobody will ever know you found me. But if you press the issue we all lose.”

      The cop lowered his weapon and slipped it into its holster. “Get out of here.”

      Only when the cop had backed away and exited the parking garage did Herron exhale. He turned to Kearns. “Time to go.”

      She led him to a new model black Audi, Christopher trailing behind them. Herron was at least strong enough not to need the stranger to carry him the way Kearns had. He headed for the driver’s door, but Kearns blocked his way, a faint smile on her face. He looked at her and frowned.

      She smiled. “Really? In your condition?”

      Herron gave a short laugh, relented and walked around to the passenger side. Kearns unlocked the car and said something to him, but her words were lost; all his focus was consumed by his reflection in the car window.

      It was the first time he’d seen his appearance since climbing out of bed and it wasn’t a positive experience.

      His eyes were bloodshot and sunken. His hair was longer than usual and he was sporting a scraggly beard. When added to his physical weakness and the fog still shrouding his mind, it was clear his treatment at the CDC had been hard on his body.

      Kearns seemed to read his mind. “We’ll get you cleaned up soon enough. Get in. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Herron opened the door and climbed into the car, expecting Kearns to do the same. Instead, she stood close to Christopher, sharing a few moments of conversation with him, then a brief embrace. They separated, and as Christopher headed back to the stairs, Kearns got into the car and started it.

      Herron looked at her. “What now?”

      She smiled. “It’s all taken care of.”
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      Herron woke with a start, sighed and rubbed his face. A glance at his alarm clock showed it was lunchtime, long past time to get up, but even so he hadn’t slept much. Like most nights, his dreams had been filled with the faces of the dead, grotesque reminders of Herron’s career as a paid killer. Every one of them had deserved their death, but whenever Herron closed his eyes, he was locked up with them in the cell of his mind. And it was a life sentence.

      He threw off the covers and climbed out of bed. The early morning sun was peeking through the blinds, but there was no warmth. The hardwood floorboards were icy under his feet and a chill ripple through him: Georgia was cold this time of year, but despite the temperature, Herron didn’t bother with the farmhouse’s ducted heating. Instead, he simply dressed in jeans, a t-shirt, a sweater and boots. He’d shower later.

      He was halfway to the kitchen when he heard the sound of a car engine and the crunch of gravel. He froze. Only one person visited him, once a week, and today was the wrong day. He hurried to the front door, pausing only to grab his hunting rifle.

      He peeked through the corner of his drawn blinds. A Toyota was pulling to a stop in the driveway – he’d never seen the car before and he couldn’t make out the driver. That made the situation a potentially dangerous one. He chambered a round, opened the door and took aim at the car. Only when he saw Erica Kearns at the wheel did he lower the rifle.

      He called out to her as she emerged from the vehicle. “You should’ve warned me you’d bought a new car.”

      “I borrowed it from a friend.” She shrugged. “Now are you going to shoot me or pour me some coffee?”

      “I don’t know. I’m low on coffee.” Herron smiled and gestured for her to follow him into the house.

      Kearns was the only person who knew about this location. She’d helped him make it into a home after their escape from the CDC. They’d driven straight to the remote Georgia homestead and she’d announced it was his for as long as he needed it, rented using cash and with neither of their names were attached to the property. Herron trusted her, but he’d double checked the arrangements. She’d done the job properly. Not even the realtor knew who really lived on the farm.

      Once he’d settled in and finished healing, Herron had tried to get in touch with his handler. He’d openly defied orders in his pursuit of the madman who’d threatened to unleash the Omega Strain, and he’d had no contact with his handler since he’d gone rogue. The phone number had been disconnected and it was clear Herron had been cut loose, his former life gone. Now, except for Kearns’ weekly supply runs, he never made contact with another soul.

      He wouldn’t admit it to her, but her visits were the highlight of each week.

      He crossed the kitchen to the coffee pot and turned it on. “What’s going on at work, Erica?”

      “I got promoted!” She smiled and sat down at the dining table. “They don’t have a clue I helped you. Christopher did a good job on the cameras and the cop never talked. For all anyone knows, you got away on your own.”

      They continued the small talk as they waited for the coffee. Then, when he was sitting opposite her and they each had a mug in front of them, he waited for her to raise the usual topic – the one she brought up every time she visited. It took three sips of coffee, less time than normal.

      She put her coffee down on the table and looked him straight in the eye. “I’ve got supplies in the car for you, but I want this to be the last time I need to bring them.”

      “That’s fine.” Herron held her gaze. “You’ve helped me for months. You don’t owe me anything.”

      She sighed and leaned forward. “I owe you everything, Mitch. You’re a hero, but nobody knows it. You need to rejoin civilization.”

      “Civilization has no place for me.” Herron shrugged. “You should’ve left me to die in that lab. And there’s no way you should’ve risked yourself to help me escape the CDC.”

      “When will you stop feeling sorry for yourself?” She put a hand on top of his. “You can’t live out here like a hermit forever.”

      For an instant he kept his hand in place beneath hers, then he stood and walked to the fridge. “Would you like some breakfast? I’ve got some homemade bread.”

      “It’s worse than I thought.” A slight smile turned the edges of her lips upwards. “From international assassin to baker?”

      “Do you want some or not?”
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        * * *

      

      Herron waved to Kearns as she drove away in the Toyota. She’d told him she had to get to work for an afternoon meeting and he was disappointed at how brief her visit had been. He watched the car until it was a speck in the distance, then hefted the grocery bags she’d brought for him and hauled them inside.

      He was halfway to the kitchen when a shrill alarm shattered the silence. He dropped the bags and ran to where his rifle was propped against the counter. After a few seconds, the high-pitched whine cut out, but the tripwire had done its job. Someone was sneaking onto the property. He just had to figure out who they were and how they’d found him.

      Herron had placed the booby traps around the outskirts of the farm in the first week he’d lived there. They were small, weather-resistant, simple pieces of technology designed to send a signal to a receiver inside the house. Whoever had just set one off had been foiled by gear worth about five bucks.

      Keeping low, he rushed back to the front of the house and knelt near a window. He kept his blinds drawn at all times, which forced him to rely on the skylights for illumination, but paid off in a situation like this. He pulled back a corner of the blind and peeked out. Everything seemed ordinary, the farm peaceful under the blue, cloudless sky.

      Then he saw a glint in the distance.

      “Fuck!”

      Herron ducked. Above his head, the window shattered as a chunk of the wooden frame exploded. Herron winced as he was showered with broken glass and wood splinters. A split second later came the crack of a supersonic rifle round. Whoever had set off the tripwire was a sniper and the only reason Herron was still alive was the reflection of the sun off the rifle’s scope.

      When there was no immediate follow-up shot, Herron scooted along the floor and dragged his rifle to a different window. This time, he kept his head out of sight and used the tip of the rifle barrel to move the blind a little. He flinched as the window blasted inwards and an impact jerked the rifle in his hand. The shot had struck the barrel of his weapon.

      “Shit.” Herron tossed the rifle to the ground. It was useless now.

      He retreated from the front of the house, staying down below the line of the windows. There was no way for him to win a shootout now and he couldn’t rely on any help arriving. Kearns had chosen the farm for its isolation, so nobody else would’ve heard the shot. He was on his own.

      Not that he needed help. He was used to working alone. As the sniper waited for another shot, Herron would be working to turn the tables on him.

      Clear of immediate danger, he considered who might’ve sent the shooter. Unless Kearns had betrayed him, there was only one possibility – his former employers. The only plausible explanation was that they’d followed Kearns here, but that meant they had an interest in her as well. Herron’s former masters played for keeps and now Kearns was in as much danger as he was. He had to warn her.

      Crossing to the back of the house, Herron flicked a switch on the wall. There was a rumble the ducted heating and cooling system kicked in. He turned it up to full, the result like a hurricane blowing through the house. The shooter would be kept busy watching all six windows at the front of the house now, as the heating system agitated every blind. It should be enough of a distraction for Herron to escape.

      He grabbed one of his go bags and took a pistol from it, then hefted the bag onto his back, pushed the door open and broke into a run away from the house. He half-expected to take a bullet. He was taking a risk by assuming there wasn’t a second sniper watching the back of the house, but it was a calculated one. The fact that no shot came only confirmed to him that his former masters had sent the shooter: when he’d been in their employ, Herron had always worked alone and it appeared this assassin was doing the same.

      Knowing the house would obscure the shooter’s sight line while he found cover, Herron focused on speed rather than stealth. He ran for fifty yards until he reached the point where the yard turned into a field and sloped away from the house. Though he had no animals or crops, he did have plenty of land on this farm and he planned to use it.

      He crawled until he was side-on to the house and able to see where the shooter had set up. Now he’d escaped containment, without the shooter knowing, his foe had blown it. In truth, the sniper had been at a disadvantage since triggering the tripwire and missing his first shots. Now the shooter would have to move in eventually and all Herron had to do was wait.

      The problem was that the longer he waited, the more risk to Kearns if she was a target too. Herron had the skills to stand a chance against a trained killer, she didn’t. The sooner he could head to Atlanta and make sure she was safe, the better.

      Just as Herron’s reserves of patience were running low, the shooter moved. A man in forest camouflage broke cover and scurried in the direction of the house: the sniper couldn’t retreat without finishing the job and he’d clearly decided that waiting for another shot was a poor bet against the chance that Herron was already dead or had escaped.

      If Herron still had his rifle, it’d already be over, but he only had a pistol and the range was too extreme to make a shot worthwhile. Luckily, he had a better idea.

      The operative continued to close in on the house, moving quickly. Herron didn’t move an inch until the would-be killer reached the porch. Only then did he reach into his bag and wrap his fingers around a remote.

      A large gas tank dominated the western side of the house, holding the fuel for its diesel generator. Herron had rigged it for another purpose. He waited while the killer opened the front door and moved inside, then flipped the safety cover off the remote and pressed a button.

      The explosion blew the house to matchsticks, the detonation causing Herron’s ears to throb and the ground to shake underneath him. Flames licked the carcass of the property as debris showered the ground for fifty yards around and the rolling fireball became a plume of greasy smoke billowing into the sky.

      There’d always been a chance Herron’s former employers would come for him and rigging the gas tank to blow had been his scorched-earth option if his hideout was ever exposed. It meant most of his cash and supplies were gone as well, but he had enough in his backpack to manage.

      “150,” Herron murmured, adding the hitman to his tally of bodies dropped over the years. The ritual gave him perspective, ensured he never became numb to death.

      As if his dreams would let him.

      He stood and moved in on the house. It was burning fiercely now and small spot fires were breaking out around it. When the cops finally stumbled upon the scene, they’d find enough human remains to fill a matchbox. They’d assume the person who’d rented the place was dead and maybe even chalk it up to an accident.

      Either way, Herron would be long gone.

      Stuffing the pistol down the back of his jeans, he walked to his car. It was parked far enough from the house to have escaped serious damage, though it’d been showered with debris. He grabbed his spare car keys from his bag, opened the door and climbed inside. After a final glance at the devastation, he started the engine and drove away.
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        * * *

      

      Herron flicked on his hazard lights and killed the engine. With ‘No Parking’ signs posted on Clifton Road, near the Center for Disease Control Headquarters, faking an auto emergency was the best way to watch the CDC precinct for a little while. Kearns had been headed for work when she’d left his house and now it was near the end of the work day, Herron hoped he wouldn’t have to wait too long to see her car leaving. Sooner or later, a breakdown was bound to attract the attention of a passing cop.

      He popped the hood of the car and got out. Then he settled in to wait, poking around at the engine with one eye on the CDC building. Within a few minutes, cars were streaming out of the basement carpark in increasing numbers – the early quitters hitting the road. Herron kept his eyes peeled for the Toyota Kearns had driven to the farm, but all he saw were unfamiliar sedans and SUVs. Nobody paid him any attention except to glance in sympathy or curiosity at his broken-down car.

      Almost half an hour passed and darkness started to settle in before he spotted her vehicle. He sighed with relief. “Finally.”

      He slammed the hood, got in the car and was easing out into traffic moments after Kearns passed. The traffic was light, which made it easy to catch up with her. Following her, he snaked through the city onto the I-85. Herron wasn’t sure where Kearns lived, but she’d commented once that she only had a thirty-minute commute. Anonymous in the endless river of red tail lights ahead of him, following Kearns was simple. Even if she was alert, she’d no way of knowing who was driving behind her.

      When she turned off the highway, Herron was a couple of car lengths behind her. After two more turns, they were driving through the quiet streets of John’s Creek, one of Atlanta’s ritzier suburbs. Kearns slowed and turned into the driveway of an expensive-looking house. She’d never talked about her home before, but Herron could respect that. Everyone wanted to keep some parts of their lives private.

      He pulled over twenty yards before he reached her house, killing the lights but leaving the engine running. He expected her to spot his vehicle, but she didn’t look in his direction as she locked her car and headed to her front door. A motion-sensitive light came on, illuminating the front of the house.

      Herron frowned. Something was wrong. He trusted his gut and right now it was churning like he was aboard a small boat in rough seas. He took his eyes off Kearns for a moment and looked further up the street. Nothing there. A check of his mirrors showed there was nothing behind him either.

      Soon Kearns would be through her front door. Once she was inside, he could stay parked out the front and make sure she was safe. But when the door to her house opened, he froze. A man was waiting for her in the doorway, not with a weapon but… a bunch of flowers.

      Kearns leaned in to kiss him.

      It was Christopher, the IT guy who’d helped them escape the CDC.

      Herron gripped the wheel so tight his knuckles went white. He’d saved the world with Kearns, spent months recuperating with her and having her as his only contact with the outside. Not once had she mentioned Christopher except for the brief moment in the parking garage of the CDC. Now he was a new addition to an already complex situation and even though Herron owed him a debt, he’d much rather the man was out of the picture.

      As he watched them, headlights swung into the road ahead, blinding him. Herron blinked and shielded his eyes with his hand enough to see a sedan slowing as it neared Kearns’ house. The two lovers standing in the doorway were oblivious to the vehicle, even as a hand appeared out of the driver’s side window holding a pistol.

      The shooter fired and Christopher slumped to the ground.

      Herron shouted in outrage. He mightn’t have relished Christopher being part of the equation, but the man had helped save him back at the CDC. He shifted his car into drive and floored it, aiming right at the assassin’s vehicle. Kearns was easy pickings and she’d be dead in seconds unless he could do something. With his speed climbing and the distance closing, Herron flickered his lights and pounded the car horn repeatedly to distract the hitman.

      “Look at me!” Herron shouted, desperate and angry. “Look at me, you bastard!”

      The assassin leaned out of the driver’s window enough to adjust his aim away from the house and towards the oncoming car. Herron ducked low as several rounds blew through his windshield in a tight pattern, separated by barely an inch. He let out a guttural scream and braced for impact.

      The car’s smooth forward acceleration ended in a violent collision that drowned out his scream. Herron was thrown forward, his seat belt crushing his chest like a kick from a horse and his forehead slamming into the airbag. Then it was all over except for the incessant droning of the other car’s horn.

      Herron coughed and shook his head, dizzy from the airbag’s impact. As the safety device deflated, he could see his foe in the other car, similarly stunned. There was no time to waste. He grabbed his pistol from the back of his jeans and aimed it through the windshield a fraction of a second before the enemy assassin could do the same.

      He put two rounds into the man’s chest and one into his head. The operative slumped forward, held in place by his seat belt.

      “151.”

      He unbuckled his seat belt and pushed the door. It was stuck, warped by the impact, but when he kicked out it groaned open on its hinges. He grabbed his bag from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car. Half the neighborhood had emerged from their homes to see what the noise was about and the cops wouldn’t be far away. Herron had kept Kearns safe from the immediate threat, but they were still in danger. They had to move.
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      Herron ran across the garden to the front door, just as the first police sirens began wailing in the distance. Kearns was slumped on her knees, crying over Christopher’s body, and Herron reached down to check for a pulse. There was none. Kearns looked up at him, the hope in her eyes erased by agony and fear.

      Herron held his hands wide and kept his voice calm. “Erica, we have to go. We’re not out of danger.”

      She switched her gaze between him and Christopher, tears streaking freely down her cheeks. Over her sobs, he could hear the sirens in the distance drawing closer.

      “I’m here to help.” His voice was more urgent this time. Christopher was gone, he couldn’t change that, but he could focus on the living and deal with the situation if they left right away. “I’m sorry about Christopher, but—”

      “He’s dead!” She wailed. “My boyfriend is dead and it’s your fault! You brought them here!”

      Herron shook his head. If anything, the opposite was true: she’d led the killers to his doorstep. Regardless, they had to go. There were two bodies out front of the house and he doubted the cops would be in the mood to hear his explanation.

      He crouched down and held a hand out. “They came after me, too. I came here to make sure you were safe.”

      She scoffed. “Why would they want me, Mitch? I’m nothing to them”

      It was a good question. Herron could understand his former employers wanting his scalp. He’d disobeyed them and killed one of his own colleagues, but Kearns was completely irrelevant except for the fact she’d helped him. There were only two reasons to go after her: one was to pull him out of hiding, but they’d already done that. The other was to erase everyone associated with him.

      Herron glanced over his shoulder and then looked back at her. “You need to calm down.”

      “Don’t you fucking tell me to —”

      “Erica, please. We’re wasting time. I’m your only chance to stay alive here.”

      She regarded him with eyes filled with doubt and pain. At last, she nodded. “Fine.”

      Herron stood to his full height and held out his hand again. “Let’s go.”

      “I need to get some things!”

      He shook his head. “No time.”

      “My laptop, my research, I —”

      Herron didn’t respond. He just dragged her through to the back of the house. The police would come through the front, so the rear of the building was the best way out.

      Kearns’ face crumbled as reality sunk in. Once a group of international assassins was on your tail, there were no half measures – you kill, you escape or you die. She gave no further protest as Herron unlocked the back door and pushed it open.

      He led Kearns to the back of her neatly manicured lawn and let go of her hand. After tossing his bag over the fence, he scaled it, then propped himself up on the other side and held a hand out to help her up. Despite the blank look on her face, she gripped his hand and he hauled her up.

      Herron dropped to the ground. They were in the backyard of the neighboring property. The space was littered with the detritus of children – bikes and toys – but he could see nothing useful, so his mind kept working. He spotted the garage and smiled. Grabbing his bag, he stalked over to the outbuilding, kicked the door open and flicked the lights on.

      A decked out black and chrome Harley Davidson sat in the middle of the garage. The keys were in the ignition.

      Herron grinned. For the first time today, he’d had some luck.

      “Ever ride on a Harley?” He turned to Kearns. He’d only been on one once before, but it’d been a memorable experience – chasing a target along California State Route 190 before putting a bullet in his skull.

      She stared at him, eyes puffy from crying. “What do you think?”

      “First time for everything.” He straddled the bike. “Get on.”

      She hesitated for a moment, then threw a leg over the bike and shuffled forward. Herron started the bike and revved it hard, warming the engine. Kearns wrapped her arms around him and he tensed slightly, both at what he was feeling and what he could see in front of him. The garage’s roller door was grinding open, revealing a man on the other side.

      Herron kicked the stand and put the bike into gear, but by now the bike’s owner was standing in front of the garage to block their escape. He was holding a baseball bat, but he didn’t look like he wanted to use it. Herron drew his pistol and aimed at him. The bike’s owner backed off, letting the bat fall to his side. Though he swore at Herron, he didn’t move to stop him.

      Herron turned to Kearns. “Dig into my bag, pull out one of the bricks of cash and throw it at this gentleman.”

      He kept his pistol on the bike’s owner as Kearns fished out the cash and tossed it onto the ground. As the man looked down at the money – easily enough to buy another bike – Herron revved hard and hit the road.
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      The Harley’s engine sputtered and stopped.

      “That’s it for the gas.” Herron sighed. He could’ve stopped to fill up, but hadn’t wanted to chance being caught on a security camera feed. As it was, the bike had taken them northwest for about an hour and now they were only a little out of Chattanooga, Tennessee. “We have to walk from here.”

      He and Kearns dismounted, and Herron walked the bike over to the side of the highway. She watched as he kicked the stand down, silent and clearly in shock. The adrenaline shot her body had delivered at the house would’ve worn off by now and, as if to prove the point, she made it only a few steps before she stopped, bent over and put her hands on her knees.

      “Are you okay?” He placed a hand on her back. Reassuring people wasn’t one of his strengths. “We can take some time to rest if you like.”

      “My boyfriend was just killed in front of me, Mitch.” She looked up at him, disbelief in her eyes. “So, no, I’m not okay.”

      Herron felt like an ass. Since they’d left the house, he’d been so focused on making sure they survived he’d barely thought about the man who hadn’t. “I’m sorry, Erica.”

      She nodded, squeezed her eyes shut and took a few deep breaths. “Sorry. I’m just finding this all a bit overwhelming.”

      “Just take it one step at a time. And the first step is survival. We’ve contracts on our heads now.”

      “I have a contract on my head?” Kearns shook her head. “Why? I don’t understand any of this, Mitch.”

      Herron shrugged. “I don’t know. Until I do, we have to disappear.”

      Her eyes widened. “I can’t just move away from Atlanta. What about my job? My life?”

      “You need to listen.” Herron put a hand on her shoulder. “Your life is gone. Your job, house, family and friends. Gone. Any plans for the future. Gone. That’s how you stay alive.”

      “I won’t hide away forever, Mitch!” Her voice was louder this time, more insistent. “Everything that’s important to me is back there.”

      “Then you’ll die.”

      Her face sagged and she started to cry. Herron sighed as she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. After a second, he returned the hug.

      After a while, her sobs lessened and she pulled away. She looked up at him, her eyes red. “I’m ready.”

      “Okay.” He nodded and gestured with his head for her to follow.

      It was a three-mile walk to the center of Chattanooga and Herron held Kearns’ hand the whole way. He asked a passerby the directions to the nearest Greyhound bus station, where he bought two tickets and they boarded a bus to Nashville, a city Herron knew had a lot more to offer than country music.
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      Herron stretched as best he could in the cramped seat of the Greyhound bus, with the seatback in front of him, Kearns’ head on his shoulder and the backpack on his lap limiting his movement. No sooner had he achieved some comfort, the driver braked hard and his knee slammed into the seatback. Herron winced in pain, causing Kearns to inhale sharply and move her head off his shoulder.

      She sat up straight and rubbed her face. “Sorry, did I fall asleep?”

      Herron laughed. “About 10 minutes out of Chattanooga.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Almost at Nashville.” Once they got there, he’d be able to access one of the stashes he’d hidden away in storage lockers and safety deposit boxes all across the country, ready to be cracked open in an emergency. In his profession, it wasn’t a question of if you needed such insurance, but when. “It’s going to be okay, Erica.”

      She forced a smile and they settled into silence, with Herron staring out the window and Kearns dozing beside him. The traffic density increased as they got closer to the center of Nashville and a city bus edged up alongside the Greyhound. Herron’s eye hovered on it for a second, considering the vehicle from front to back. It looked extremely fragile and suddenly he felt very exposed.

      He nudged Kearns in the ribs with his elbow. “It’s time to get off.”

      She stirred and grumbled. “Doesn’t the bus stop right in the middle of the city?”

      “Yes. That’s why we have to get off now. Less predictable means less vulnerable.”

      Herron stood, threw his backpack over one shoulder and walked down the aisle to the front of the bus. The other passengers watched him curiously, but he was focused only on the driver, who didn’t even acknowledge him and kept his eyes on the road.

      Herron leaned in close to the bus driver. “Any chance of stopping the bus a few blocks from the station?”

      The driver kept his attention straight ahead. “We’re arriving in a minute, you can get off at the same place as everyone else.”

      Herron pulled out his wallet and opened it. He counted out some bills and when he reached two hundred dollars he put the small stack in the driver’s cup holder. Without even glancing at the cash, the driver signaled and pulled the bus over to the side of the road. The doors opened with a hiss.

      “Thanks.” Herron started down the steps, with Kearns behind him.

      They watched as the engine of the bus roared and it eased back onto the road. They were only two blocks away from the scheduled stop, but Herron felt safer now. As an assassin, he’d always exploited patterns and routines in the lives of his targets, so he was determined not to give anyone hunting him the same edge.

      Kearns was shivering in the chill night air, her thin blouse clearly inadequate. “Are you warm enough?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Take this.” Herron removed his sweater, held it out for her and waited while she pulled it on. It was too large, but it’d do the job.

      Farther up the road, there was a boom.

      Herron turned to search for the source of the explosion. The bus they’d been on a moment ago had been blown apart. Standing at a red light, it burned fiercely all along its length, its passengers certainly dead. Kearns’ scream was lost in the roar of the high-powered motorbike Herron spotted zooming away down a side street. He’d have bet a lot of money that the rider had blown up the bus and now thought his targets were dead.

      Members of the public were emerging from cars, houses and businesses, rushing to the bus and the doomed souls within, but forced back by the fury of the flames. Kearns too stumbled toward the bus, but Herron gripped her arm, halted her.

      She pulled against his grip. “We have to help them!”

      “They’re dead.” Herron gripped tighter until she stopped resisting, then wrapped an arm around her and led her away from the blazing bus.

      “How’d they find us?” Tears streaked down Kearns’ cheeks. “You said we’d be safe.”

      “I don’t know. A CCTV feed or a traffic camera, most likely.” He stopped for a moment. “Did you bring your phone with you?”

      “No.”

      “Anything electronic?” He was kicking himself for not checking sooner. He wasn’t used to being on the run. It was a rookie mistake.

      “Just this.” Kearns lifted her arm and showed him her watch.

      “An Apple Watch?” Herron seized her arm. “They tracked us using its GPS.”

      “They can do that?” Kearns’ eyes widened.

      Herron unbuckled the watch from her wrist and glanced at the traffic ambling along Belmont Boulevard. After a few seconds, he spotted a pickup truck with an uncovered bed. He stuck his tongue out the side of his mouth and threw the watch toward the pickup. It sailed high and landed true, falling out of sight in the back of the vehicle. Soon, it’d be miles away, giving whoever was tracing Kearns a false read.

      But that didn’t mean they were safe. They still had to move. Herron stepped out into the street and hailed a cab.
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      “Just stop up here for a second.” Herron leaned forward to talk to the cab driver and then winced as the taxi cut off another car and darted across two lanes.

      Kearns gasped and gripped his hand as the cab stopped outside the Midtown Hills Police Precinct station. It was a large, uninspiring brick structure, with stairs leading up to the main door. A few cops were on the steps chatting and they stopped to stare as the taxi pulled in.

      Herron turned in his seat to face Kearns. “This’s your stop.”

      “What?” She let go of his hand, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “Go inside and wait. You’ll be safe here until I come back.”

      Her eyes searched his face, as if hoping for more of an explanation, but none came. He wouldn’t leave her alone for longer than necessary, but it was too dangerous to be together until he had the resources he needed. The assassin who’d blown up the bus could still be on their tail and Herron had more chance of taking him on if he was alone. He’d get his stash, collect her and take them into hiding.

      At last, she unbuckled her seat belt and leaned over to hug him. “Stay safe. I didn’t bring you back from the dead only to lose you now.”

      Herron squeezed her tight. “If they ask why you’re hanging around, tell them you’re afraid and need somewhere safe to sit.”

      She broke the hug and frowned at him. “You damn well better come back for me, Mitch.”

      Herron waited while she opened the cab door, got out and climbed the steps to the station. He watched until she was inside, then looked at the cabbie. “Let’s go.”

      They arrived at Green Hills Shopping Mall only a few minutes later. It was on the small side as far as American malls went, focusing on premium designer stores for its middle-class shoppers, but it had exactly what he needed. As soon as the cab came to a stop, he handed the driver a small wad of cash and got out.

      Once inside the mall, he rushed past other shoppers and made a beeline for the entrance to a maintenance hallway. He pushed open the door and stalked down the corridor, around a corner, past an empty break room, a firefighting station and assembly point, and a pin board covered in staff notices. At last he arrived at a wall of lockers. In one of them he’d find his stash.

      After finding the right locker, he looked around to make sure he was alone, then input the code and cracked open the door. He smiled. Everything was exactly as he’d left it – bricks of cash wrapped in plastic, a lunch container full of fake identification, a set of bump keys, a silenced pistol, ammunition and a cheap backpack to carry it all. Though he already had a pistol and some cash in the bag he was carrying, this was the mother lode.

      “Jackpot.”

      Relief washed over him as he opened the backpack and stuffed the contents of the locker into it. He’d made sure only to stash what could be carried easily in the bag, so when he was finished the backpack was full and the locker was empty, except for the pistol. He loaded it and stuffed it down the back of his jeans. It was a superior weapon to the one he’d brought with him from the farm, so he tossed the old pistol into the locker and slammed the door closed. Then, after checking around one last time, he retraced his steps back to the maintenance hallway entrance.

      He was almost there when he turned a corner and found himself staring down the barrel of a pistol. The man aiming it at him was smiling, the expression contrasting strangely with the deep, puckered scar that ran from the edge of his left eye down to the corner of his mouth.

      Herron pulled up short. He wouldn’t be able to reach his pistol before the gunman shot him, so he did the only thing he could. “Who’re you?”

      The man chuckled, cold and humorless. His pistol didn’t move an inch. “You can call me Shade. Hand over your weapon.”

      Herron froze in place. The second he handed his pistol over he was a dead man. “You realize you’re the third assassin I’ve dealt with today?”

      “And the last.” Shade raised an eyebrow. “Now, let’s be professional about this. The pistol and the bag”

      Herron had no choice. He reached behind his back, gripped the pistol and slid it along the ground. It was over, Herron knew. He’d been moments away from springing free with his stash, only to be tripped up at the final hurdle. Kearns, too; she might be safe in the police station for a while, but the assassins wouldn’t stop chasing her. Hell, Shade would probably go straight for her once he’d finished here.

      Shade smiled and picked up the pistol. The killer kept one pistol aimed at Herron while he ejected the magazine from the other. Keeping his weapon trained on Herron, he reached behind him and locked the door to the maintenance corridor before putting his pistol in the waistband of his jeans.

      Herron was astounded. The assassin had the drop on him… was he now giving him a chance?

      The cruel smile returned to Shade’s face as he assumed a fighting stance. “Now… It’s time for a lesson in humility.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Herron raised his fists as Shade advanced. The narrow hallway would constrain their movement and wasn’t the ideal place for hand-to-hand combat, but it gave Herron a chance with the pistols out of play. Though Herron didn’t know how proficient his foe was, Shade’s fighting stance and sadistic grin suggested he wouldn’t like the answer.

      “You should’ve just shot me. You’ve made this harder for yourself.” Herron feigned a jab once Shade was in range and followed it home with a straight kick.

      Shade took one step to the side and one step in, delivering a sharp blow to Herron’s stomach. “I don’t think it’s harder. But it’s definitely more enjoyable.”

      Herron coughed in pain and backed away, rattled. His foe had landed the first blow too easily and he fought to get his guard back up before Shade could capitalize. He needn’t have bothered. The assassin was clearly in no hurry. He was smirking, assessing Herron the way a hawk might a field mouse.

      Herron inched his way back. “Why have you been ordered to take me down?”

      Shade’s smile vanished. He tilted his head to the side, a curious look on his face. “Are you serious? You left the fold and went rogue. That can’t go unpunished.”

      Herron held his ground now as Shade stepped forward. His opponent struck twice and Herron fended him off, but the moment he tried to go on the offensive his enemy stepped inside the blow and delivered a brutal elbow strike to his chin. Herron grunted, saw stars and staggered back. But Shade didn’t press the advantage.

      “You’re a fool.” The scarred killer taunted him. “You had the best job in the world. You were an avenging angel. If you played by the rules, nobody could touch you and nothing was off limits. Turning your back on us insults your handler and the entire brotherhood. That’s why I’m not just going to kill you. I’m going to humiliate and dismantle you.”

      Herron shook his head to clear it. “You sure talk a lot.”

      “So my targets tell me. I think it’s a sign that I enjoy my work too much. Alas, we all have a weakness.” Shade shrugged, mockingly. “You, on the other hand, can’t fight for shit. I don’t know how you tallied up so many kills. It certainly wasn’t your martial prowess.”

      Herron refused to rise to Shade’s bait. Spitting blood, he resumed his fighting stance. He’d never taken so many serious licks in a fight, not with his opponent making it seem so easy. It unnerved him. His best attempts to fight the other man weren’t working, but with no weapons and no obvious escape, he had to try something else to best Shade. If not, this would be over very quickly.

      Herron lowered his head and charged. Shade clearly wasn’t expecting such an unconventional and amateur move, which was exactly why Herron did it. He tackled Shade in the midriff and took them both to the ground. Landing on top of the hitman, Herron connected with several blows before taking a fist to the solar plexus and an elbow to the cheek. The impacts sent him reeling and he fell to the ground.

      “He has some fight after all!” Shade chuckled as he shuffled away from Herron. “Maybe if the hired killer business doesn’t work out, you could try pro wrestling.”

      Herron was upright first and readied to press his brief advantage, but Shade thrust both of his hands out and a pair of small blades flew from them – one high, one low. Herron had barely time to react. He ducked low enough that the first throwing knife only glanced off his forehead, but the other embedded itself in his thigh. He grunted in pain.

      “Okay, playtime is over.” Back on his feet now, Shade reached into his pocket and produced a small, nasty-looking flick knife.

      Something cold uncoiled in Herron’s stomach. Even with an untrained foe, defending against a knife-wielding man without a blade of your own was a tricky proposition. Against a killer as skilled as Shade, who’d already bested Herron convincingly without a weapon, it was a fatal disadvantage.

      Herron played defense as Shade advanced. He used his forearms to deflect Shade’s first probing thrust, aimed right at his eyes, but the strikes kept coming. Herron slowly gave ground and it took every ounce of his ability and effort to stop Shade from landing a killing blow. And with each thrust, Shade laughed and taunted and mocked him.

      Over and over Shade thrust the blade at him, forcing him to weave and block and make sacrifices – small nicks and cuts – to avoid a slashed artery or critical stab wound. He was giving ground and eventually one of the slices would get through.

      He only had one chance.

      Herron aimed a straight kick at Shade. Although fended away, the move allowed him to put some distance between them. In one smooth motion, Herron backed away one more step, until he was level with the firefighting station he’d passed earlier. He grabbed an extinguisher from the wall and pulled the pin. Shade was too slow to stop him, his eyes widening as he realized his mistake.

      Herron sprayed a plume of carbon dioxide in Shade’s face, then turned and ran. The knife wound in his thigh was a problem, but he’d have to cope with the pain. He cut left down an intersecting hallway as Shade fired blind behind him, the pistol rounds pounding into the wall where he’d been standing a second earlier. Sprinting down the hallway he reached a door and barged through it onto the mall’s main concourse.

      As the door swung closed behind him, he heard a furious shout.

      “I’ll find you!”
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      Herron staggered through crowds of shoppers, who stared at his bloody and sweaty form as if he were some kind of leper. He didn’t stop for a second – he needed to get away from Shade and hiding amongst the shops and shoppers in his state was going to be impossible. His only chance was to get out of the mall and into a vehicle.

      He was still overwhelmed by the total dominance Shade had enjoyed over him. Herron had never been matched by anyone. It had never even been close. But in the maintenance corridor he’d met a foe so confident he’d been able to toy with Herron, taking his time to take him apart with blade and bare hands. If not for Shade’s overconfidence giving him that small opening to escape…

      He took a left and ran through the food court. As he looked for an exit, there was a sudden cacophony of beeps and rings and tinny music, and every one of the diners either looked down or reached for their bags or into their pockets.

      All the cell phones in the food court were ringing at once.

      Herron slowed to a stop. Since waking up on the farm this morning, he’d experienced a lot of firsts. He’d been attacked by three of his former colleagues, bested by one of them, and now every phone within earshot was going crazy. Focused as he was on escaping and getting back to Kearns, the phenomenon still sent a ripple down his spine.

      There was a tap on his shoulder: a woman of about 40 was holding a cell phone out to him, a look of concern on her face. “Is your name Herron?”

      He gaped at her. “Yes.”

      “I think it’s for you. They said it’s a matter of life and death.” From the way she was staring at him, she believed it.

      Herron took the phone and immediately the others stopped ringing. He put the handset to his ear. “Hello?”

      The voice that answered was electronically distorted. “You need to listen to me, Mitch. I can help to get you out. There’s more than one operative on your tail, I’m watching you all on the mall CCTV.”

      Herron glanced up and around – several security cameras were aimed down at the food court. His shroud of anonymity had been thrown off. “How do you know my name? Who’s this?”

      “Forget all that. The Enclave wants to kill you, but I can get you out safe and tell you how they’re finding you.”

      If there was more than one assassin on his tail, it changed everything. Shade had been more than enough to handle. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “Without my help, you’re a dead man. That’s all the trust you need.” The distorted voice paused for a second. “After I get you out, I want you to meet with me.”

      Herron considered the offer for a second, then nodded. He’d nothing to lose. “Okay. What do I do?”

      “There’s an exit to your left. It’s clear on the other side. Take it and head to the parking garage.”

      Herron dipped a hand into his backpack and tossed the woman who’d given him the phone some notes – probably enough to buy four phones – then hustled. He was running blind, with no choice but to take the caller’s word for it. With multiple assassins on his tail, he needed all the help he could get. True to the caller’s word, he made it to the carpark untouched. He crouched down next to a car and looked behind him. There was no sign of Shade or anyone else trying to kill him.

      Herron held the phone to his ear. “Where do I go now? You better not be wasting my time.”

      “You’re alive, aren’t you? Now shut up and focus.”

      “Okay.” Herron took a deep breath. “Wait, what do I call you?”

      There was a pause. “Moses. Now cross the aisle and move three cars to your right.”

      Despite the situation, Herron laughed inwardly. The irony of being guided to safety by Moses, who’d parted the Red Sea, wasn’t lost on him. He moved as he’d been instructed, keeping low as he crossed the aisle and moved three cars along to the right.

      He stopped. A man was standing by the hood of the car, facing away from him and speaking on a cell phone. There was a bulge in the small of his back, where his shirt just covered his chinos.

      “Take him out.” Moses delivered a death sentence devoid of emotion. “Quickly.”

      Herron put the phone in his pocket and advanced – low and slow – until he was standing behind his target. As soon as he finished his call, Herron struck, placing a hand over the man’s mouth and pulling back. His foe tried to break free, but Herron already had his pistol. He pressed the weapon into the man’s back and fired several times, the silenced weapon making very little sound.

      It was over in three seconds. Herron stepped back, letting the corpse flop to the ground. He crouched low and put the phone back to his ear. “He’s down.”

      “I saw. Nice work. There’s a car up ahead I can start remotely…” Moses’ voice trailed off. “Shit. That guy you tangled with in the corridor earlier? He’s heading straight for you.”

      Herron’s eyes widened. Though he now had a pistol, he wasn’t keen to meet Shade again so soon. “Get me out of here.”

      “Up three rows, you’ll hit a Ford configured for remote start. I’ll hack in, unlock it and get it moving. But you need to get to it.”

      He pocketed the phone again and crossed one aisle without incident, then another. He paused in front of a large SUV and peeked into the third aisle. A Ford pickup was waiting. It beeped and its taillights flashed as Moses unlocked it, followed a second later by its engine starting. Herron eased his head around the car for a look.

      “It’s him!” The distorted voice screamed in his ear. “Duck!”

      Herron hit the deck as shots pounded into the SUV. “Fuck!”

      “Found you!” Shade’s shout came from a few aisles behind him.

      “Get out of there, Mitch!” The distorted voice was excited now. “You can’t beat him!”

      Herron thought about standing and shooting at Shade, but the voice had been right so far. He darted across to the Ford, opened the door, tossed his backpack onto the passenger seat and climbed inside. He slammed the door shut, shifted into reverse and backed the Ford out as quick as he could before popping into drive and flooring it.

      The pickup took a beating as Shade fired on it, shots pounding into panels and shattering windows. Tires squealing, the vehicle gained speed. Herron gritted his teeth, expecting an explosion of pain, but it never came.

      The shots stopped. Shade was probably out of ammo. Herron let out a whoop of joy and sat up as the pickup roared to the end of the aisle. He tapped the brakes, turned and headed for the exit.

      He caught sight of Shade for only a second: the killer had a snarl on his face.

      Herron smiled. “Next time, fucko.”

      As he pulled onto the road, racing for the police station where he’d left Kearns, he put the phone to his ear again. “I’m clear.”

      “I saw.” Moses breathed heavily. “If you want to know why they’re chasing you and how to stop it, meet me in Baltimore at 7:00 PM tomorrow. Alone.”

      “When and where?”

      Moses recited an address and then hung up. Herron tossed the phone out the window. He was shaken by the ease in which the string of hit men had tracked him to Nashville, and now this Moses was offering the answers he needed; he had no choice but to meet. But first he had to get a new car, a change of clothes and reunite with Kearns.

      Then the hard work would begin.
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      Herron stifled a yawn as he switched the windshield wipers to their highest setting. The blades cut across the rain that had pounded the car constantly since they’d crossed the border to Maryland. If nothing else, the incessant hammering was keeping him awake. The noise had no such effect on Kearns – she was sleeping soundly in the passenger seat, but that just meant Herron had to answer fewer questions.

      It also gave him space to think.

      He hadn’t realized how much the events at the shopping mall had rocked his confidence until his mind and body had relaxed a little. After stealing a car and some clothes from a gym bag he’d found in the trunk, Herron had picked up Kearns from the police station. By the time they began their drive to Baltimore, his hands had started to shake. He’d got it under control quickly, but the sensation was something he’d never experienced before.

      The advantage Shade had over him had been absolute. Herron couldn’t beat the man and wasn’t convinced he could escape him, either, so getting answers from Moses in Baltimore became all-important. Herron hoped at the very least he’d learn why his former employers were after them and perhaps get the information he needed to make them stop.

      After driving for another five minutes, he decided they needed to eat before their rendezvous. He waited for the next exit sign, signaled and turned off the highway.

      Beside him, Kearns stretched in her seat, straightening her whole body like a cat and then sitting up tall. “Did I fall asleep?”

      “About ten minutes out of Nashville.” Herron laughed. “I’m going to stop so we can get some gas and some food.”

      She caught sight of a destination sign amidst the fury of the storm. “Frederick, Maryland?”

      “Got something against the place?” Herron smiled. “It’s home to the National Museum of Civil War Medicine.”

      “You read that on a sign.” She sighed. “Anyway, don’t tell me we’re here for that.”

      Herron didn’t respond and she didn’t push the issue. He hadn’t told her the plan. He wasn’t sure she’d be in favor of it.

      He pulled them off the highway and parked at the first fast-food restaurant he saw – a McDonalds. “You’re going to need to decide if a burger is worth getting wet for.”

      “Sure is.” She unbuckled her seat belt and then started to remove the sweater he’d given her after they’d got off the Greyhound bus.

      Herron frowned. “What’re you doing?”

      “Keeping us dry.”

      She opened the door and was met with the full force of the rain. She climbed out of the vehicle and ran around to his door with the sweater held over her head. Despite the makeshift umbrella, the storm was ferocious and she was soaked by the time she was half-way around the car. Her white blouse was sticking to her, her bra visible through it, and her black pants were soaked.

      Herron popped his door open. “You’re crazy!”

      Herron got out, slipped one arm around her waist and carried his bag in the other. He kicked the car door closed and they headed for the entry, squeezed in close to one another. Once they were under the awning, Kearns lowered the sweater and they separated. Her attempt to stay dry had failed miserably and they were both laughing.

      “I wonder if they have paper towels? Christopher used to –” Her smile vanished and she froze in place as her memory caught up with her.

      “Come on.” Herron took her hand, squeezed it, and led her inside.

      They walked to the counter – dripping water all the way – and ordered. When their food was ready, they carried it to the furthest table from the door. Herron threw the backpack into the booth and took a seat with his back to the wall, so he could see the entire restaurant. Kearns sat opposite him.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes, before Herron decided it was time to spill the beans. “Erica, we’re headed to Baltimore to meet up with someone. He’s promised to tell us why the assassins are after us.”

      She frowned. “You told me we were going to hide once you had the money. You said that’s how we’d stay safe.”

      “I know. I was wrong.” He sighed. “At the Mall, one of them almost took me down. The price of getting out of the situation there was agreeing to meet in Baltimore.”

      Kearns’ face clouded over and she put her food down. She clearly wasn’t impressed by the change of plan, but Herron was surprised by the strength of resolve on her face. He shouldn’t have been: over their time together he’d come to expect a certain strength from her.

      “Mitch, I don’t want to run all over America chasing after killers.” Kearns reached out and placed a hand on his. “I came with you because you said we’d hide and be safe.”

      He nodded. “I know, I—”

      “Let me finish.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ve lost my career, my boyfriend and my home. I trust you, but I’m not racing back into danger.”

      Herron sat back. He wanted to keep her close and to protect her, but it was possible staying close to him would be even more dangerous than splitting up. He could go to the meeting in Baltimore, follow that path for as long as it went, then return to her when things were safer.

      He nodded. She’d made her choice and he respected it. He dug into his backpack and, after looking around to make sure nobody was watching, he switched some of the contents into the newly emptied McDonalds food bag – a quarter of the cash, the bump keys, the identification and the few magazines of spare ammo. Then he put the backpack on the floor between them and took another gulp of his soda.

      “The bag under the table has enough money to cover you for a while. Stay here. It’s still dangerous in Atlanta and the less you move around, the safer you’ll be. Once I get some more answers and I’m sure I can keep us safe, I’ll come back for you.”

      “I understand.” She put her other hand on his, squeezed it tight for several long seconds. “Just come back to me, Mitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron parked the car on level five of the parking garage and killed the engine, as he’d been instructed. After separating from Kearns at the McDonalds, he’d driven the final hour to Baltimore. With plenty of time to spare before the meeting, he’d caught some patchy sleep on the back seat of the car then surveilled the parking garage. He’d spotted nothing of note, so now he was waiting with the pistol in his lap and watching the car’s clock tick to 7:00 PM.

      On the stroke of seven, the lights in the parking garage cut out completely.

      “Damn it.” Herron’s night vision was shot and there was no natural light at all in the enclosed space.

      He turned on the car’s lights and then climbed out, holding his pistol. The throaty roar of powerful engines echoed off the concrete and soon he was surrounded by three boxy, black SUVs. The occupants of each vehicle climbed out, all wearing balaclavas and aiming silenced weapons at him. He was outnumbered and outgunned, so did the only sensible thing and tossed his pistol onto the ground.

      “Thanks for coming, Mitch.” One of them spoke with a distorted voice. “I’m Moses. It’s time for a ride.”

      Herron nodded and held his hands out wide. He didn’t resist as they rushed in and restrained his arms with plasticuffs, but grunted as they forced a hood over his head and shoved him forward. He tried to soak up as much information about his captors as he could, but without his eyesight, it was difficult. All he had was that they drove near-identical vehicles, wore near-identical clothing and moved with precision.

      He was taken to the back seat of one of the SUVs and forced inside. With a sigh, Herron made himself as comfortable as he could while still wearing a hood and cuffs and counted down the time until the SUV stopped. Less than an hour after he’d been shoved into the vehicle, the door opened again and he was dragged out roughly.

      Herron snarled underneath the hood. “I’m not resisting, but if you keep up this up I might just start.”

      One of his captors snorted and gave Herron a hard shot to the stomach. The blow drove the wind out of him and doubled him over in pain. Whoever these guys were, they could throw a punch.

      They forced him into a chair, secured his limbs with cable ties and cinched a rope around his waist. When he was fully restrained, the hood was ripped from his head and he was overwhelmed by light. He closed his eyes against it. “You know how to make a guy feel welcome.”

      “You’re lucky to be alive at all.”

      It was a female voice. Herron squinted and after his vision had adjusted was able to see a woman in black fatigues was standing in front of him. She was in her mid-thirties, lean and with hard facial features topped off with a messy brown ponytail. She was holding a submachine gun she looked very comfortable with.

      “Moses?” Herron’s surprise was obvious.

      She flashed him a look of disdain. “You expected a man?”

      Herron shrugged and looked around. He was in a cavernous, near-empty warehouse – except for the chair he was seated in, the dark SUVs and his black-clad captors there was very little to see. Joining the woman – Moses – were four others, all men and all about the same age as her. Herron still had no idea who he was dealing with, but he suspected he was about to find out.

      Moses stepped forward. “Thanks for trusting me, Mitch. I know coming here was a risk for you.”

      Herron gave a bitter laugh. “Some welcome. I—”

      She held up a hand. “You need to understand it’s as much a risk for us. We’re also being hunted. That’s why we’re dealing with you carefully.”

      The revelation took Herron off guard and he fell back on thick sarcasm to hide his surprise. “You better watch out. Once I get out of these restraints I’ll deal with you all.”

      One of the men shook his head and stepped forward, aiming his submachine gun at Herron. “This’s a waste of time. Let’s blow him away and get out of here.”

      Herron smiled at the new player, his eyes ice-cold, but the loudmouth’s attention was on the woman now, and vice versa. Some sort of silent battle of wills was in progress. She was clearly their leader, but her authority was being challenged. The loudmouth stepped back begrudgingly. She’d won.

      Having stared down her subordinate, Moses turned back to Herron. “Sorry. I hope that little display won’t dissuade you from working with us.”

      “Working with you?” Herron snorted. “I came here for answers. Once I have them, I’m gone.”

      “Answers?” She smiled thinly. “Well then, it’s time for you to learn about the Enclave.”
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      Herron frowned. The Enclave? What the fuck is the Enclave? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Moses pulled a chair up opposite him and sat. “It’s key to everything. The Enclave is your former employer. Our former employer. They’re the ones trying to kill us.”

      Herron frowned. “Why di—”

      “Why’d they wait several months before attacking you and your lady friend?” Moses stole the words from his mouth. “Because of us. We decided we’d had enough and took the fight to them. Now they’re reacting and anyone who’s out is out. We started a war and you’re caught in it. You’re collateral damage.”

      She got to her feet, stepped behind him and slashed the restraints that were binding his limbs to the chair. He moved his arms and legs as she went to work on the rope that was around his waist, but kept the motions slow and easy. There were still four trained killers aiming firearms at him.

      Moses paced around in front of him again. “You’ve got the chance to join us and help stop them.”

      “No, thanks.” Herron stood up. “It’s nice to know the name of who’s after me, but going to war against them doesn’t help me stay safe.”

      “You’re wrong. The Enclave doesn’t just order the deaths of… bad people.” Moses’ tone had changed now he was free. “They take out terrorists and they stage terror attacks. They kill child murderers and they kill children. They do whatever they need to for maximum profit. Do you think you’ll be safe if we don’t stop them? Do you think Kearns will?”

      Herron ignored her. He wanted no part of this. “Where’s my gun and my money? I don’t appreciate having my stuff stolen.”

      Moses reached behind her back, grabbed his pistol and held it out to him. “Your money is gone.”

      Herron snorted as he took the pistol and stuffed it down the back of his jeans. “Liars and thieves.”

      “There’s only a few of us who can stop them, Mitch.”

      “None of my business. Good luck.”

      He turned and headed for the exit – no one tried to stop him.

      It had been a mistake to come here. He should’ve stayed with Kearns and relied on his own skills and wits. Now he was more committed than ever that they needed to disappear. He had his gun and his freedom. He’d figure out the rest.

      But Moses’ words nagged at him. Everything he’d ever achieved in his profession and all the risks he’d taken had rested on the knowledge that he was killing people who deserved it. Now Moses was asking him to believe his former employers killed the good and the bad indiscriminately. Herron wasn’t sure it was true – he was certain, however, that he was now a rogue player in between two frighteningly powerful factions.

      Lost in thought, he almost missed the dull thud of something pounding against the door. It swung inwards and a pair of small grenades skidded across the floor.

      “They’re here!”

      His words were drowned out by the flashbang grenades. Though he was about ten feet from the devices and outside their optimum area of effect, he still lost his hearing and succumbed to sickening dizziness. Thankfully, he had enough experience with flashbangs to quickly overcome their effects. He aimed and fired twice at the doorway, just as the first attacker stepped through it.

      “Unh.” The newcomer grunted as both shots took him in the chest and he fell.

      The rest of the breach team pushed in and Moses and her crew opened fire. The carnage gave Herron a chance to get to cover behind one of the SUVs – he took a second to recover, then stood up high enough to aim his pistol over the hood.

      It was chaos.

      The breach team had downed one of Moses’ men, but they’d taken several casualties in return and their cohesion was shot to hell.

      Herron fired and downed two attackers in quick succession, then ducked as return fire pounded the SUV. His hearing had returned enough that he made out the dull thud of submachine gun rounds hitting the bodywork, as well as the occasional deep boom of a 12-gauge shotgun. If he popped his head up it’d get shot off. Instead, he lay on his side and fired off his last shots under the vehicle, taking down one more attacker in the legs.

      Out of ammo, his eyes widened as an attacker rounded the back of the SUV and aimed a shotgun at him. Herron stared at the man’s hand as his finger pulled back on the trigger, the moment passing in slow motion as he waited for the end.

      It never came.

      There was a flat ‘pop’ and the gunman was a bloody mess on the floor. Time sped up again. Herron looked behind him. Moses was crouched behind one of the other SUVs and had enjoyed a perfect line of sight for the shot that had saved his life. She flashed a smile, shifted her aim and got back to work.

      Herron scampered over to the shotgun and pried it out of the man’s dead hands. A shell was already loaded, so he climbed to his feet and leveled the barrel, searching for a target. He was too late. The final attacker was just falling to the ground. The entire 10-man breach team was down, dead or incapacitated.

      Herron stood to his full height and rounded the SUV, sweeping the barrel of the shotgun between the wounded men to make sure nobody tried anything “We need to go.”

      “This safe house is blown.” Moses said, and pointed at the SUVs, silently ordering her remaining men to mount up. Then she looked back at Herron. “Are you coming with us or not?”

      Herron shrugged. “For now.”
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      Herron stirred as the car slowed to a stop. He rubbed his face and looked at Moses. “What time is it?”

      “2:00 AM.” Moses pulled on the handbrake. “You’ve been out for it for a couple hours.”

      Herron was grateful for the rest. His time in the special forces had taught him to grab sleep when he could. “Where are we?”

      She shrugged. “Some patch of countryside outside of D.C. Don’t ask me to point to it on a map.”

      Herron popped open the car door, climbed out and inhaled a lungful of cool night air. They were alone under the stars. After the ambush, they’d swapped cars twice and then made their way out of the city, stopping only to purchase food at a gas station. Moses still had her submachine gun and he had the shotgun, but they were unlikely to need the weapons here. They’d seen no further sign of any attackers and until they returned to civilization, they were probably in little danger – the Enclave team would’ve committed everything they had available to pull off the raid.

      He sat on the ground and watched Moses exit the vehicle, illuminated by the pale light of the moon. She sat beside him, putting the submachine gun down in front of her and the plastic bag full of food and bottled water between them. It was mostly junk – she’d insisted on large amounts of chocolate – but sugar and carbs would suit him right now.

      “Who was the man you lost back at the warehouse?” Herron looked at her. “I was surprised they sent in such a large team.”

      “His name was Gary…” Her voice trailed off for a second. “The Enclave doesn’t just use single assassins. They have other resources, including tactical teams. They’re enormously powerful and they’ll never stop hunting you.”

      He almost laughed. Her remarks were a further attempt to dissuade him from getting the resources he needed and then going into hiding with Kearns. But she did have a point. After Herron’s run-in with Shade at the shopping mall and the ease with which the assassin had bested him, running and hiding seemed almost futile.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Herron dug into the bag and pulled out a bag of Doritos. He tore them open. “So, what’re you planning now? More recruiting?”

      “There’s nobody else to recruit. You’re the last person on my list.” Moses’ voice was somber as she reached into the bag. “Now we fight back.”

      Her words surprised him – if what she’d said about the strength of the Enclave was true, Moses and her people would surely need more preparation before they were ready to strike – but her aggression was impressive. He liked that, although if Moses and her people were to win, they’d need one hell of a plan.

      “How many of you are there?” Herron reached for a handful of Doritos. “If you’re recruiting assassins who’ve turned rogue, I can’t imagine there’s many.”

      “The five of us at the warehouse, minus Gary, and one more you haven’t met.” She shrugged. “Numbers don’t matter if we hit them hard enough.”

      Herron didn’t necessarily agree. That sounded like a recipe to end up dead. “What’d they do to make you and your people want to fight back so hard?”

      She was silent for long seconds, then she sighed. “We all have our own stories and our own reasons. I was sent to Mexico and tasked with blowing up a warehouse full of drugs. I infiltrated, killed the sentries, set the explosives and bugged out. After it exploded, I watched it burn and heard the screams. There were dozens of people in there.”

      “Who were they?”

      She stared off into the distance. “Illegal immigrants preparing to cross the border into the United States. The warehouse was full of drugs, sure. I saw them. What I didn’t see was the holding pens full of desperate people who’d paid the cartel to get them over the border. I confronted my handler about it and got nothing but silence. That’s when I knew it’d been deliberate, not telling me about them first.”

      Herron couldn’t see why she’d lie about what had happened – and so pick a fight with such terrible odds of survival – but he also couldn’t see who’d benefit from killing a bunch of refugees. The U.S. Government? He’d always assumed the jobs his handler assigned him were conducted with official federal sanction. “Who ordered the mission?”

      “Who knows? Some of our jobs were for the Government, but others could’ve been for different employers. All I know is the Enclave is morally bankrupt. From my own experience and listening to the others, it’s clear to me that for all the good they do, there’s just as much evil – it’s all about the profit.”

      “So you started a war.”

      “I couldn’t live with what I’ve done otherwise. I’ve learned their agenda and their secrets and found enough allies to fight back.” She looked at him. “Allies like you.”

      Herron shook his head. To the best of his knowledge, he’d only ever killed those who deserved it, but in targeting Kearns and killing Christopher the Enclave had shown they’d target innocents too. Was that enough to join Moses’ moral crusade? “There’s a woman I promised to keep safe. I met you to see if you’d be able to help me do that, but what you’re asking just puts us both in more danger.”

      “It does. But if we don’t do this, you’ll spend forever looking over your shoulder for the next Enclave assassin to find you. If we pull it off, you’ll both be safe forever.”

      “This war… more innocents will die.”

      “And if we do nothing, the Enclave will keep killing the guilty and innocent depending on who’s paying. We need to stop it, even if there’s a cost.”

      There was a long pause. Herron needed to know if he could trust her before he could decide anything. He changed the topic to test that trust in a small way. “What’s your name?”

      “You don’t like Moses? I thought it was kind of smart, given I was leading you to safety.” She pushed herself to her feet. “It’s Jessica. Now, are you sticking around?”

      Herron nodded and stood up. “For now.”
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      Herron and Jessica arrived safely in Washington D.C. a few hours later, just as the sun was peeking over the horizon and the morning traffic was building on the highways into the city. They avoided the procession downtown. Instead, Jessica pulled up in the parking lot of an old, dank-looking motel, the sort of place that might charge by the hour.

      Jessica killed the engine and smiled. “Here we are, then. Paradise. Leave the guns.”

      Herron hesitated. They’d stowed their weapons in the trunk, not wanting a passing cop to spot their hardware, and he’d been fine with that. But being unarmed now made him uneasy. While he trusted this woman a little, he’d trust her a hell of a lot more with a 12-gauge in his hands, at least until she told him her plan.

      She wasn’t waiting for him to argue, though, and by the time he was out of the car she was halfway to the motel reception. Herron followed, taking the time to look around. The other cars in the parking lot were all newer European models, the sign out front flashed ‘NO VACANCY’ and the blinds were drawn in every window. He didn’t sense any immediate threat, but something didn’t sit quite right either. The motel felt unwelcoming, as if someone had gone out of their way to make it so.

      The reception area was empty and Jessica slipped around the front desk and into the back room, Herron a couple of steps behind her.

      Three men sat on sofas around a coffee table, on which lay an arsenal of weapons and a laptop. Herron recognized them all as having survived the ambush at the warehouse.

      “You know Ben…” Jessica sat heavily on one of the sofas.

      “Sure. The loudmouth,” Herron replied, earning himself a glare.

      Jessica laughed. “And that’s Kellen and Greg.”

      Herron nodded at them, his gaze settling on the laptop screen as he did so. It was showing a loop of security-camera feeds. Suddenly, everything made complete sense. “You guys rented the whole motel?”

      “Why not?” Ben gave a short laugh. “We found all this money just sitting on the seat of a car in Baltimore.”

      Herron wasn’t amused. That money had been his ticket out. “I hope whatever is left will find its way back to me.”

      “Think of it as security bond for good behavior.” Ben’s smirk widened and Herron considered punching it off his face.

      “That’s enough.” Jessica gestured for Herron to sit. “Herron still isn’t sure whether he’s in or he’s out, but I think I made a compelling case.”

      “You mightn’t need to.” Greg’s face darkened. “We heard from Ella an hour ago. There’s been an incident.”

      The mood in the room soured. Still standing, Herron looked at each of them and crossed his arms, waiting for someone to fill him in. “Who’s Ella?”

      “One of us.” Jessica’s expression was grim. “I put her on a special assignment right after we sprang you from the shopping mall.”

      No matter how bad he was at interpersonal communication and emotional intelligence, Herron didn’t like where this was going. “What sort of special assignment?”

      “Ella was tracking you to make sure you arrived at the meeting in Baltimore. We didn’t want you to fall victim to the Enclave.” Jessica shrugged. “But when we realized you had a friend who was also an Enclave target and that you were leaving her behind, I told Ella to stay in Maryland to keep an eye on her.”

      Herron’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you need to do that?”

      “To keep her safe…” She regarded him, her eyes shifty. “Or to use as leverage if you didn’t agree to join us.”

      Greg cleared his throat. “The Enclave sent an operative to take out your friend, but she’s safe. Ella is watching over her and will continue to keep her that way.”

      Herron ground his teeth. Jessica had played him by tasking an asset to sit on Kearns. This Ella had kept Kearns safe from another Enclave attack, but she also acted as a blade, hanging above Kearns’ head. And above his. “So, you decided that your best method of recruiting me was to blackmail me?”

      Anger flashed across Jessica’s face. “I want you to join us voluntarily, but failing that I’m happy to use your friend to get you on our side. The Enclave isn’t just going after us. Our friends and family are in danger, too. We’re desperate and, to me, the ends totally justify the means. There’s no neutrality in this war. You’re with us or you’re against us.”

      “So, what happens if I decide to hit the road?”

      “You know who we are and what we’re doing. You wouldn’t make it out of this room.” Her eyes were cold, serious – Herron didn’t doubt she’d make good on the threat. “The Enclave is trying to kill you and your friend. I’m asking you to help us save you both. With us, there’s a choice: you’re in or you’re dead. With them, you’re just dead.”

      “You think you could take me down that easily?”

      “Put your dick away before it gets you into trouble.” The man Jessica had identified as Kellen fixed Herron with a hard stare. “She’s an Alpha, buddy. She could take any of us down without breaking a sweat.”

      “What the fuck is an Alpha?”

      “The Enclave’s primary operatives. There’s only two of them.”

      Jessica held up a hand, interrupting her man. “What he’s trying to say is that my dick is bigger than all of yours. Now, can we get back to focusing on what matters? I’ve saved your ass twice, Mitch. Now I need you. Help me and I’ll keep your friend safe.”

      Herron let out a sigh. She had a point. At worst, he had no choice. At best, he now knew someone was looking out for Kearns. “So what’s the plan? Hanging out in motels?”

      Jessica’s face stayed serious, his joke falling flat. “Oh, we have bigger plans than this, Mitch. I think you’re going to like what we have in store. You might even thank me for forcing you along for the ride. It’ll even prove to you that I’m not lying about the Enclave targeting innocents. We’re going to stop them.”

      Herron finally took a seat on the sofa. “I’m listening.”

      “That’s not even the best part.” She smiled. “The Enclave’s other Alpha is a friend of yours. And we’re going to take him down.”
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      Herron massaged his temples. It felt like they’d been talking for hours. “If Alphas are gods and Shade is an Alpha, how am I still alive?”

      “You got lucky,” Jessica answered. “He was kicking your ass. Even with our help it was a close call. The thing about Alphas is we don’t fail. I suspect you were his first.”

      Herron nodded. He didn’t think she was embellishing the potency of the Alphas. Only instinct had got him off the bus and Shade had nearly succeeded in ending him at the mall. If there was a third encounter, Herron wasn’t sure he’d survive. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t kill for another chance to take Shade down, though.

      Jessica and her team had told him all he wanted to know about the Enclave and their campaign against it, and more besides... all he needed was proof of the organization targeting innocents.

      “Don’t worry.” Kellen seemed to mistake Herron’s silence for concern. “We can take him down. Bullets, explosives, blades, a motor-vehicle collision...”

      “Stick to the plan.” Jessica’s voice cut him short. “We’ve already lost Gary and a hard task is now a hell of a lot harder. But we can do it.”

      “We’re invisible to them now until we strike,” Greg put his feet up on the coffee table. “Whereas they still have clients to satisfy and targets to take out. We’re going to exploit that to save an innocent, capture Shade and use him to find a handler. Once we’ve got a handler, we can blow the doors open on their whole operation. It’s a good plan.”

      Jessica nodded and ran him through the plan. It was simple, but also bold, aggressive and violent – exactly the sort of move a small group of partisans needed to strike at a superior foe – and by the time Jessica had finished talking, any doubt Herron had about siding with her and her crew had been overtaken by his desire to get another shot at Shade.

      Herron had one more question. He’d seen hare-brained schemes succeed simply through superior firepower, and simple jobs fail through lack of it. “What gear do we have?”

      “We’ve managed to cobble together some odds and ends. Come take a look.” Jessica stood and led Herron and the team back out to the motel reception – behind the desk, out of sight of the door, were two large duffel bags near the wall. She gestured at them, like a gameshow host revealing a prize. “Go ahead.”

      Herron unzipped one of the bags and smiled. Inside were pistols, assault rifles and everything in between. He could also see grenades, knives, silencers, scopes, tactical vests and all the spare ammunition they could ever want. It mightn’t be enough to take down an army, but Herron was confident it’d give them a reasonable chance.

      “Okay.” Herron laughed and turned to Jessica. “Your cock is definitely bigger than mine. No contest.”

      “We’re not amateurs. We’ve been planning this for a while and we don’t intend to screw it up. It’s all locked and loaded and ready to go.”

      Herron inspected a few of the guns. All were top quality. It wasn’t the sort of arsenal you could just whip up. He inspected a pistol. “You might just pull this off.”

      “We might just pull this off.” Ben stepped closer and got into Herron’s face. “We lost one of our own back at the warehouse trying to get you out. You better be worth it. Or else.”

      In one swift movement, Herron snatched up a pistol and swung it in an arc at Ben’s head. It connected with a sickening crack somewhere near his temple.

      As Ben staggered back, his hands up to shield his head from further blows, Herron kicked straight at his stomach. Ben gasped, and Herron flicked off the pistol’s safety, pointed it at him. Jessica hadn’t moved an inch. Neither had the rest of the team. They seemed content to let Herron and Ben sort this one out. That was fine with Herron.

      “Get something straight.” Herron’s voice was ice-cold. “I’m here because I choose to be. Don’t threaten me again.”

      Ben glared with hate-filled eyes. “You better hope Jessica stays on her feet, because the second she’s no longer the boss, you’re a dead man.”

      Herron pulled the trigger.

      He’d placed the shot wide, but not by much. Ben’s hand flew to his ear, blood oozing between his fingers.

      Herron raised an eyebrow. “Clear?”

      Ben’s gaze went to the floor. “Clear.”

      “Good. Herron tossed the pistol back into the trunk.

      Herron walked out into the night. He’d made his decision. Now that he was sure they had the gear to pull off the plan, he was along for the ride. First came sleep, though. There was no use having exclusive use of a motel if he couldn’t catch some shut-eye. He had no idea what to expect tomorrow, when the hunt for Shade began, but he’d face it fresh and rested.

      And with both ears intact.
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      Herron woke with a start, blinking and struggling to focus. His nightmares had made their usual visit and a moment ago he’d been firing endless pistol rounds into the shambling corpse of a target he’d killed a decade ago. But at least he’d clocked some rest – if he was going to be charging at the most capable killer on Earth, he’d prefer not to do it yawning.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was showered and ready to go. He had nothing to pack, so he simply walked out into the daylight, closing the door behind him. He’d shut his eyes and was enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face when a footstep crunched on the gravel beside him.

      Herron opened his eyes and saw Jessica holding a cardboard carry tray with two takeout cups in it. Herron took one. “Thanks.”

      She leaned against the brick wall. “Sleep well?”

      “You tell me. You were watching my room all night.”

      Jessica nodded. “We’re watching the whole motel and everything within five blocks.”

      “No sign of the Enclave?” Herron sipped his coffee. “I half expected to wake up to Shade smiling down at me.”

      “Then I doubt you’d have woken up at all. We’d have seen him, but we wouldn’t have been able to help you in time.”

      She turned and led him to the parked cars. The other members of Jessica’s crew were spilling out of the motel office and into the parking lot, like they’d been up and ready for hours. Herron wasn’t surprised to have been left out of the early-morning conversations. He was new on the scene. They didn’t know him, so Jessica was controlling the information he received. He’d have done the same thing if he were in her shoes.

      It didn’t matter. He knew his role: Help to kill Shade.

      Kellen opened the trunk of his car, revealing the arsenal still in the duffel bags. Herron rifled through the guns and selected a silenced pistol. It was a relatively modest weapon compared to the heavy firepower on offer, but it suited his role in the plan. He stuffed it into the waistband of his jeans.

      “You sure you wouldn’t prefer something with a bit more grunt?” Kellen held up a submachine gun.

      Herron filled his pockets with a few spare magazines. “This suits me fine. If you guys do your job, I won’t need it.”

      Ben had a weapon in each hand and was tapping them against his legs in some out-of-time tune. “Good to go?”

      “Last thing.” Jessica produced a bag the size of a glasses case and unzipped it. “I want everyone in touch throughout the whole operation.”

      She held out an earpiece to Herron. It was state-of-the-art gear, with a built-in microphone – he’d be able to hear the whole team and would only need to speak very softly to be heard in return. He twisted it into his ear and waited while the others did the same. Then, as soon as everyone had tested the technology, the team split up and headed to their assigned vehicles.

      Jessica and Ben took one car, Kellen and Greg another, leaving Herron to ride solo in the SUV he’d arrived in. Jessica had left the keys in the ignition for him and in an instant the SUV’s engine roared to life. As he disengaged the handbrake, he didn’t even glance at Jessica and her team, just shifted the car into gear and floored it.
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      “I’m five minutes out.” Herron looked down at the SUV’s navigation screen. “Everything good to go?”

      “Okay.” Jessica’s voice was loud and clear in his ear. “We’re all in place, Mitch.”

      The hotel was just up ahead. The others had trickled in over the last hour and Herron would be the last to arrive, allowing everyone else to get in position. As he covered the final mile to his destination, he ran through the plan again in his head. Jessica had let him in on the detail only at the very last minute, when all the pieces were in place.

      While Jessica was limited in the number of field operatives she had at her disposal, they weren’t her only assets. It appeared not everyone in the Enclave was willing to take up arms, there were those inside the organization who were willing to fight in other ways – with information. It was from one of these leaks that Jessica had learned about David Hogan.

      The CEO of a Fortune 500 company, Hogan was the kind of corporate fat cat that made up in body weight and wealth what he lacked in hair and charm. But while Herron found such men personally distasteful, Hogan had done nothing wrong in the pursuit of his business. Nothing except upset the Enclave’s interests, at least. The way Jessica’s mole told it, Shade had been tasked to take Hogan down as soon as Herron was dealt with – but with Herron inconveniently failing to die, and the businessman only in town for a day, Shade would have to make his move on Hogan now.

      Their plan was simple: keep Hogan covered until Shade appeared and then capture the enemy Alpha.

      The deadliest man on Earth was close and Herron was headed straight for him. For the first time in his life, Herron felt nervous about a mission. He was no slouch in the business of death, but Shade…

      …Shade might actually kill him.

      Herron pulled into the hotel parking area, switched off the engine and got out. A valet rushed over to him. Herron tossed the keys to the man. “Here you go, pal.”

      The valet smiled wide. “Hello, sir. Do you have a reservation?”

      “Dave Hogan.” His first part in the plan was to make sure the doomed entrepreneur had checked in.

      The valet nodded, punched something into his iPad and then frowned. “Sir, it says Mr Hogan has already checked in and parked his vehicle.”

      “He’s my lover.” He dug into his pocket and produced some cash. “Could you take care of the car please?”

      “Of course, sir. We’ve got some spaces free.” The valet winked at Herron, took the cash and headed for the SUV.

      Herron entered the lobby and headed straight for the check-in counter. Kellen was standing at the concierge desk, flicking through brochures, but Herron couldn’t see the rest of Jessica’s team. He knew they’d be close.

      At the counter, an army of good-looking young staff members waited with smiles on their faces. If they knew the violence that was about to be inflicted inside their hotel, Herron doubted they’d be so cheery.

      “May I help you, sir?” A young blonde staffer asked.

      “Could you check if Mr Hogan is in his room?”

      “Of course.” She reached for a phone and dialed. “One moment.”

      “Thanks.”

      The receptionist frowned and put the phone down. “Mr Hogan has his telephone set to the do not disturb setting. I can’t get through, but he hasn’t left his key with us, so that’d suggest he’s in. If you like, I—”

      Herron held up a hand. “He’s probably asleep. We had a late night. I’ll catch up with him later.”

      He left her to it and headed for a cluster of expensive leather sofas that ringed a hardwood coffee table. He sat facing the bank of elevators, reached behind his back and pulled out his pistol, which he kept in his hand covered with a cushion. Now it was a waiting game. They had no doubt Shade would come for Hogan: when an Enclave operative was assigned a target, they completed the mission or died trying.

      Herron was counting on that.

      “I’m in position.” He spoke softly, knowing the high-quality comms gear would pick up his voice. “Reception just confirmed Hogan is in his room.”

      “Excellent.” Jessica’s voice had a nervous edge. “Greg and I will breach his room, secure him and wait for Shade to arrive. You guys stay in the lobby. Remember, we need Shade alive.”

      As he settled back for confirmation that Jessica had completed her task, Herron kept his eyes locked on the elevator bay, knowing the others were watching the stairwells. His mind worked overtime, probing Jessica’s plan for any weaknesses that could allow Shade to escape, but he came up blank. The plan was good. Once they had Hogan under guard, the trap would be set. if Shade somehow made it out, Herron and the others would be ready to hit him in the lobby.

      Jessica radioed situation reports. “We’ve reached the door… Scanning cloned access pass… Breaching.”

      Herron held his breath. Seconds passed with no update and he started to lose patience. “Anything?”

      “No. There’s luggage and the bed has been used, but there’s nobody here. Could he have gone out and not left his key at reception?”

      “Something feels wrong.” Herron tensed. “We need to abort.”

      “Not a chance.” Ben’s voice now. “Like Jessica said, he’s probably just stepped out for a minute. We can’t surrender this advantage. We can still get Shade.”

      Herron knew it was a mistake to stay. Their business required detachment and the ability to know when to pull back and try again later. Herron’s instincts nagged at him to do just that – withdraw, regroup – but that’d mean leaving Jessica and her team potentially high and dry. He focused on his role in the plan, monitored the elevator, wondering how much longer Jessica would have them sit here exposed.

      Seconds ticked by. Every time one of the elevator doors opened Herron was ready to start shooting, but nobody emerged except businessmen and holidaymakers. There was no sign of the scarred menace who’d almost killed him at the shopping mall.

      He tried again. “Our intel is wrong, Jessica. We should bug out and reassess.”

      “Shut your mouth, pal.” Ben’s voice came over the communications network, but he was also close enough for Herron to hear him in person. “You’re not top dog here.”

      “Ease up on that, Ben.” Jessica’s tone had changed. There was doubt in her voice now. “Herron’s right, we’re bugging out. I—”

      Her voice was lost as somewhere, high above the lobby, an explosion boomed.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck!” Herron tore his earpiece out as the sound of the explosion tortured his ear.

      As the sound of the detonation faded, he scanned the lobby. The place was awash with activity. Staff and guests were either running away or standing shell-shocked, their screams competing with the blaring of the fire alarms. Herron’s gaze slipped over them, located Kellen and Ben. Both were staring at him and the implication was clear: the plan had gone wrong and Herron was the newest member of the team...

      He didn’t blame them – he’d be thinking exactly the same thing. But he knew what they didn’t – that he hadn’t been the one to screw up. He replaced his earpiece. “I’m heading up. You guys wait here and watch for Shade.”

      Without waiting for confirmation, he headed to the stairs. The plan had gone shit, which meant Shade must’ve known they were coming and turned the tables on Jessica and her crew. It sounded like Hogan’s room had been rigged to blow, but Herron wouldn’t know for sure until he got there to help Jessica and Greg.

      If there was anything left to help.

      He reached the stairs and panicked guests were pouring out. Herron tried to fight past them, but the mass of humanity was impenetrable. Though taking the elevator in this situation was a stupid idea, he needed to get upstairs fast. He gave up on the stairs and headed for an elevator. He pressed the button for Hogan’s floor and the doors closed. The second he was alone, he drew his pistol from behind his back.

      He didn’t know what he was going to find up there, but he’d be ready for it.

      The elevator made it five floors before there was another explosion. This one was more muffled – more distant – and didn’t blast Herron’s ear in the same way as the earlier detonation. It had to have come from somewhere more distant, away from Jessica and Greg’s microphones. A second later the elevator stopped moving and the main lights went out.

      Herron sighed and mashed the buttons on the console as pale orange emergency lighting came on. It was no good. He was trapped.

      He couldn’t wait for the elevator to get moving again or for someone to pry him out. Above him, he spotted a locked panel that’d give him access to the shaft. Putting the pistol back in the waistband of his jeans with one hand, he took his bump keys from his pocket with the other.

      He placed his hands on the walls of the elevator car and his left foot on the safety rail, then pushed up to stand fully on the rail. Keeping one hand on the wall to steady himself, he reached for the panel with the bump keys. It was a stretch and his movements were awkward, but in a few moments he’d unlocked it and pushed it open.

      Herron gripped the rim of the access hatch and pulled himself up into the darkened shaft. The only light was from the elevator he’d just escaped and the emergency lighting bleeding in between the cracks of doors above.

      A maintenance ladder was built into the side of the shaft, and he seized a rung and started to climb. He made it a half-dozen floors when the light below him grew brighter. The lights inside the elevator were back on. A second later there was a whirring sound and the empty car began to rise – fast. Herron cursed and climbed more quickly, his muscles straining from the exertion.

      By the time he reached the next set of doors in the shaft, he had only seconds to act.

      He forced them open and crawled out, collapsing on the carpet as the elevator whizzed past him. Water rained down on him, and after a moment to catch his breath, he looked up. The fire-suppression system had activated and sprinklers were dousing the entire corridor. More by luck than judgment, he realized, he’d pulled himself out on Hogan’s floor, and the scene that greeted him was carnage.

      He was alone – any guests and staff must’ve long since fled the scene. Down the hall, the door to Hogan’s room was blown open. Flash burns and the sprinklers had turned the immediate vicinity into a blackened, soaking mess. Greg’s body lay right outside the room, utterly still and crumpled in an unnatural pose. The force of the explosion must’ve thrown him out of the door and into the wall.

      Herron climbed to his feet and drew his pistol. There was no sign of Hogan or Jessica. They might be vapor, but he had to try find to them.

      He moved along the doorway, pistol scanning for a target – for Shade – as he approached the room. He paused to relieve Greg of his submachine gun, looping the sling over his shoulder, then slipped inside.

      The room was heavily damaged, windows were blown out and furniture turned to kindling, but the sprinklers had put out any flames. Herron cleared the bedroom and living area, then moved into the bathroom. He lowered his pistol at the sight of Jessica sitting on the tiled floor with her back to the bathtub. Her head was slumped forward, with her chin on her chest.

      Herron slid onto his knees beside her and checked for a pulse. She was alive! Somehow, she’d survived the bomb and had no visible injuries.

      Keeping both his pistol and his eyes on the bathroom door, he grabbed a fistful of material near Jessica’s neck and shook her. He needed to get her back to her feet quickly, before the cops and hotel security arrived. Worse, Shade might show up to deal with anyone who’d survived the explosion.

      Their plan had been a terrible failure but now he had to focus on survival.

      After a few moments, Jessica coughed and opened her eyes. She blinked, confused, then quickly got her bearings. “I feel like I’ve gone three rounds with a pickup truck.”

      “It was a setup. Shade knew we were coming.” Herron held out a hand to help her up. “He might have more surprises in store. We need to get out of here.”

      She took his hand and keyed her mike as she climbed off the floor. “It’s Jessica. Head to the parking garage and we’ll bug out.”

      “Okay, Jessica.” Ben paused. “Greg?”

      Jessica looked at Herron. When he shook his head, she sighed. “Greg didn’t make it, guys.”

      Herron followed her out into the corridor. Jessica paused for a second when she saw Greg’s body and then they were moving again, taking the stairs down to the basement parking garage. He wasn’t sure about the plan, but she was in charge and he’d follow her.

      When at last they burst out of the stairwell and into the gloomy carpark, however, his ill-feelings were justified. At the far end of the garage, a shadowy figure waited behind a car, an assault rifle propped on its hood and leveled at Herron and Jessica.

      Shade grinned and opened fire.
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      “Down!”

      Herron barged Jessica with his hip, knocking her to the ground. He dived after her, landing hard as rounds pounded into the concrete wall behind him, and scrambled to cover behind a Toyota sedan. He and Jessica sheltered behind its hood, keeping the engine block between them and Shade as the Alpha’s fire perforated the bodywork. Whoever owned the car was going to have one hell of an insurance claim.

      “Close but no cigar!” Shade’s shout dripped with mockery. “There’s two of you and one of me, though. I hoped it’d be a fair fight!”

      Herron gripped Greg’s submachine gun tight and glanced at Jessica. She didn’t look wounded. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine!” Jessica had to raise her voice as more shots slammed into the sedan. “How’d he know we’d be here?”

      Herron had his suspicions. “We can figure that out later.”

      Jessica nodded then peered around the car, only for the ferocity of the gunfire to increase. “We’re pinned.”

      The clatter of the assault rifle died was replaced by Shade’s shout. “If you guys want to have some fun, we better hurry up! The cops will be on their way!”

      Herron gritted his teeth and looked around, searching for an edge. Shade had them boxed in, but two-to-one odds had to count for something. “Wait here and fire at him every ten seconds. Make sure you’re on time.”

      Something flickered across Jessica’s face – clearly she wasn’t used to being ordered around – then she nodded. She popped from cover and fired, the reports booming in the echoing space.

      Herron broke cover and sprinted, betting everything on the hope that Shade would duck when he was being fired on. He made it to the next car without being pierced by hot lead, counted down ten seconds and then moved again as Jessica opened fire. After three more bursts her magazine was empty and Herron was closer to having the drop on Shade, but he was still not close enough. The Alpha was at the far end of the garage and had a sightline on all except the far-most cars on either side of him. Herron wanted to get 90 degrees side-on to Shade, taking his cover out of the equation so he could force him to surrender.

      Herron was glad Jessica had the sense to switch out her magazine and keep to schedule, firing another short burst. Herron scrambled, moving from car to car in time with Jessica’s diversions, expecting with every step to catch a bullet. Sooner or later Shade would figure out what was going on, but Herron had to hope he was in position before that happened.

      And then he had a clear line on the target. He crouched low behind a BMW, steadied his submachine gun on the trunk and took aim at Shade. All thoughts of capturing the enemy Alpha were now gone. He was going to terminate his ass.

      Ben’s stupidity was the only thing that stopped Herron from capturing Shade. Kellen threw the door to the garage open and both he and Ben stormed through it. As soon as he saw Shade, Ben dived for cover and shouted a warning for everyone to stay down. Kellen wasn’t quite so smart. He pulled up short and stared at Shade, clearly not expecting to see him there.

      Shade fired a quick burst at Kellen and then ducked. Herron lost sight of his target and he looked around frantically to reacquire his target. After five seconds of searching, a steel door slammed and Herron knew Shade had escaped, retreating when the odds against him became too great.

      All their work had been for nothing.

      Herron stormed across the parking garage and aimed his submachine gun at Ben’s head. Immediately, both Jessica and Kellen aimed their weapons at Herron. It was a standoff between four of the deadliest operatives on the planet.

      “You prick!” Ben shouted. “What’re you doing?”

      “The only way Shade could know we were coming is if someone sold us out. If you sold us out.” His eyes were locked on Ben, his index finger was half squeezed back on the trigger. He’d suspected Ben was dirty and the way his shouted warning had given Shade a chance to escape all but confirmed it.

      Herron snarled at Ben. “It can’t have been me – I didn’t know the safe house location when The Enclave raided it. They might’ve figured that out by following us from the meeting, but then they blew up a plan I didn’t know any details about until the last minute. That says we have a mole. Jessica was in Hogan’s room when the bomb went off and Greg died in the blast, which rules them out. That leaves two possible options: You or Kellen.”

      “Fucking hell.” Jessica shifted her aim to Kellen. “Which one of you pricks was it?”

      Ben’s eyes were wide. “Why do you think it was me?”

      Herron laughed. “You’ve been rattling my cage since I joined the team. You were at the safe house. You tried to stop me from being recruited. You didn’t want to abort just prior to the bombs going off. You shouted a warning just as I was about to capture Shade, like we originally intended…”

      Jessica cut in. “But when Shade fired on Kellen he missed. For a normal operative, that’d be strange. For an Alpha, it’s impossible.”

      “Shit.” Ben shook his head. “When we were in the lobby, Kellen turned off his comms and told me we should bug out through the entrance. He delayed us getting down here.”

      Kellen sighed and flashed a humorless smile at Jessica. “Your little rebellion is over. The Enclave knew what you were doing every step of the way. I—”

      Herron shifted his aim and fired a burst into Kellen’s head. “152.”
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      “So what now?”

      Herron sat on a sofa opposite Jessica and Ben. They’d managed to escape the hotel, evade the cops, swap out their vehicles and make it to a motel in a town somewhere outside Washington D.C. They didn’t know what had become of Hogan – if the CEO had even been at the hotel at all. Either Jessica’s mole had been wrong or Kellen had sold them out to Shade and the Enclave. It didn’t matter. The mole was burned and Jessica’s team had lost three people in as many days.

      They needed a next move. If there was a next move.

      A knock at the door shattered the silence. Herron sidled up to the peephole and peered through: it was the Dominos delivery driver. He opened the door and made small talk with the driver as he swapped three large pizzas for a twenty-dollar bill. In less than 30 seconds, the driver was gone and Herron was depositing the pizzas on the coffee table. He devoured the first slice before noticing neither Jessica nor Ben was eating. He’d hoped the food would break the impasse, but they were acting like sullen children.

      Herron finished his pizza and stared at them. “Enough sulking, both of you. I asked what now.”

      Ben grimaced. “Without capturing Shade and then a handler, we can’t execute the next phase of our plan. That was our only shot.”

      Herron frowned. “Can’t we get our hands on one another way?”

      “It’s not that easy. Not now we know our mole inside the Enclave must be bullshit too.” Ben shrugged and reached for a slice. On the trip to the motel the trio had discussed the situation a little and realized that since the mole was Kellen’s asset, almost every piece of intel they’d received from him had to be tainted. Ben had clearly given up. “They don’t know where we are and we don’t know where they are. We’re blind.”

      “Plus they have more of every other resource than we do.” Jessica spoke her first words in almost half an hour. “We’ve lost everything. It’s over.”

      Herron sneered. Jessica had convinced him to try to take down the Enclave, now she was giving up? “I thought you guys had more guts than this.”

      Jessica’s eyes narrowed. “I had plenty of guts when I saved your ass those few times.”

      “So what happened to them?”

      Herron got up and headed for the bedroom. He wanted to grab some sleep before hitting the road tomorrow, even though it was still the middle of the afternoon. If Jessica didn’t want to fight, he wouldn’t try to convince her. He’d go back to his old plan: disappear with Kearns. Though the Enclave and Shade would still be on his tail, it seemed a better idea than sticking with a group that’d given up the fight.

      He closed the door, stripped down to his underwear and climbed into bed. The mattress was hard and uncomfortable, but it suited him fine. There were a hundred worse places he’d bedded down for the night. He put his pistol on the side table, closed his eyes and drifted off.

      His victims came for him in his sleep, like they always did, and it seemed like only moments before he woke again drenched in sweat. He rubbed his face and looked around. He didn’t know what time it was, but the afternoon sunlight that had been peeking in through the curtains when he got his head down had been replaced by the darkness of night.

      He closed his eyes and was almost asleep again when the floor creaked. He opened his eyes and reached for his pistol, but a firm hand grabbed his wrist. Jessica was standing over him, the connecting door to her room ajar. There was enough light that he could see the resolve on her face, but there was also a softness in her features that surprised him.

      She released his wrist. “I wanted to apologize for using your friend to blackmail you. That was wrong. And I understand if you want to leave.”

      Herron considered his next words carefully. “I agreed to help you take down Shade and the Enclave. We’re not done yet.”

      “You’ll stick with us?”

      “Sure. If you keep fighting.” He paused. “Put the setback behind you, forget about things for tonight, get back up tomorrow and keep leading.”

      “Some army I’ve got, huh?” She gave a bitter laugh. “All right. Tomorrow we figure out what comes next and how to take the fight to them again.”

      “Okay.” Herron regarded her quizzically. “What’re you do—”

      She held her index finger up to her lips to silence him, then unbuttoned and removed her black blouse. Her cream-colored bra was off next, revealing breasts that were small and shapely.

      “You suggested we forget about things for the night. This seems like a good way to do that.” Then she paused. She had a sly look in her eyes. “Just sex. Nothing more. Okay?”

      Herron nodded. He was fine with a little recreation.

      She unbuttoned her pants and let them fall to the floor. Like her bra, her underwear was functional and the furthest thing from lingerie-store sexy that he could imagine, but that only made her even more appealing. Within seconds, she was naked at the foot of the bed.

      “Well?” She put a hand on her hip and raised an eyebrow. “What the hell are you waiting for?”

      “The end of the preview.” Herron threw the covers off. “We’re not going to both fit in this bed.”

      She glanced down at his underwear. “We’ll just have to do some rearranging, put some things inside others and make it work.”

      They made it work.
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      “That was… energetic.” Jessica snuggled in to him tightly, breathing heavily

      Herron grunted. She was right. It had been a constant struggle for dominance. They were both strong and athletic, a fact that had led to a range of pleasing outcomes. She’d finished first, but had been generous in helping him over the line. It wasn’t the best sex he’d ever had, but it was the best he’d had in a while.

      Her fingers traced along his body, locating his scars. He explained them all: the deep stab wound in his thigh, the gunshot wound in his shoulder, countless others. He’d earned them all in the Special Forces or, later, working as a contractor for the Enclave. He found no such scars on her body, which suggested she was better at the job. She was an Alpha.

      Once their breathing was back to normal, Herron maneuvered his body so he could look at her. “What now?”

      Jessica sighed. “We wanted to capture a handler because there’s a gathering of the Enclave’s leadership next week. I know that for a fact, because before I went rogue they were talking to me about using the Alphas – me and Shade – to defend it. If we can get a handler, we can find out where it’s happening.”

      Herron’s eyes narrowed. “So any handler could lead you to the rest of the leadership.”

      “In theory. They’ll all be attending. We only need one.”

      While Herron considered this, they settled into comfortable silence. Before long, Jessica was asleep. As he lay there enjoying the warmth of her naked body pressed into his and the quiet sound of her breathing, he planned. He knew he needed to take the fight into his own hands and the information about the leadership gathering might just give him what he needed to do it.

      A few hours passed before he’d figured it out in his head. His move was going to be less complex, less aggressive than taking down Shade and using him to capture a handler.

      Carefully he uncoupled himself from Jessica and climbed out of bed. She sucked in a breath, grumbled in protest and rolled over. He paused until her breathing confirmed she was sound asleep, then dressed in the dark. She didn’t move again, not even when he grabbed his pistol and hit the same creaking floorboard she’d trodden on when coming to his bed.

      When he was clear of the room, he moved quietly across the living room, where weapons and ammunition were scattered around the pizza boxes. Ben was sleeping soundly on the sofa, with his submachine gun for a bedfellow. Perhaps they shouldn’t have skimped on renting a third room after all. Herron started past him and then did a double take.

      Two of the three pizzas he’d ordered were untouched.

      He scoffed two slices of cold pizza, then walked to the kitchenette and grabbed a bottle of water. The sex had been energetic and sweaty, so he needed to refuel and hydrate. Before heading for the front door, he grabbed one of the pizza boxes. It’d keep him going on the road.

      Standing alone in the parking lot, he sucked in a deep breath of cool night air. He was looking forward to getting on the road again, though he didn’t think Jessica would be thrilled when she realized he was gone. Her reaction would be something to behold after he’d told her he’d stick with her.

      He crossed the street, walking right past the car he’d arrived in and headed instead for a plain white Toyota. Using his bump keys, he broke into the Toyota and he had it started inside of a minute. He placed the pizza box on the passenger seat and hid the pistol in the glove compartment, then, keeping the headlights off until he was away from the motel, he signaled and pulled onto the road.

      This time, he didn’t need directions. He knew exactly where he was going.

      He was driving back into his past.
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      Herron’s shit list had a new addition after the incident at the hotel – elevators. That didn’t remove the need to ride one up to the eleventh floor of this Washington D.C. apartment block. Not if he wanted to find the answers he needed to get back on the trail of the Enclave leadership, anyway.

      The digital display ticked up through the floors and Herron breathed a sigh of relief when this elevator succeeded where the last one had failed. He stepped out into a softly lit hallway filled with bland artwork and ranks of identical apartment doors. He counted off the numbers on them until he came to 1114.

      Standing to the side of the door so no one could see him through the peephole, Herron knocked. There was no response, so he tried again, pounding the door with his closed fist. Someone inside the apartment cursed and footsteps approached the door. As it opened, Herron stepped through and confronted the occupant.

      Herron smiled. “Good to see you, Michael.”

      “What’re you doing here?”

      It was a fair question. Until a year ago, Herron hadn’t thought about Michael Reeves in more than a decade. He’d once saved Reeves’ life in Hong Kong but had never expected to call in the favor, because the Enclave had always provided all the resources he’d needed. But now he was on his own, he’d used Reeves to end the threat of the Omega Strain. Now Herron was returning to the well.

      “I’m here to ask for a favor.” Herron raised his pistol. “Let’s go inside.”

      As soon as he saw the gun, Reeves’ eyes widened and he backed away. Herron followed him and kicked the door closed behind them, locking them inside. Reeves’ eyes darted from the pistol, to the door, to the windows. Looking for a way to escape was an entirely natural reaction, but Herron didn’t have time to waste.

      He injected some menace into his voice. “Whenever you’re done, let’s talk.”

      “No.” Reeves’ voice had a surprising amount of resolve. “You said we were square.”

      “Things have changed. I need something else.”

      Reeves sagged. He was one of the smartest men on Earth, a senior analyst at the National Security Agency responsible for sifting through a billion specks of electronic sand and finding treasure. He was clearly also smart enough to realize the man with the gun set the terms, no matter the previous deal. He led Herron into a small dining room and sat in a chair at the table.

      Herron sat opposite and placed the pistol on the wooden surface, close enough that he could reach it and Reeves couldn’t. He leaned forward. “How’s the spook business?”

      Reeves sneered, a little more relaxed now the gun was off him. “How’s the killer business?”

      “A little slow lately, actually. I’m a freelancer these days.”

      “Really?” Reeves’ surprise was plain. “Okay, what do you want?”

      Herron paused; what he was about to say sounded stupid. “I need to find a handler.”

      “Did you lose him or something?” Reeves rolled his eyes.

      Herron had known this was going to be the difficult part of the conversation. Reeves was an NSA ferret who could find anything or anyone who had the slightest electronic signature. He was hoping the resources Reeves had at his disposal would be enough to pierce the veil of secrecy surrounding the Enclave.

      Herron ignored the jibe. “I don’t have a name, address, phone number or identifying features.”

      “Then why don’t you just ask me to converse with the dead?” Reeves scoffed. “I’ll need some details.”

      “Look, when I used to call my handler, I’d recite an eight-digit code for clearance. If you can flag any calls that open with a code like that and listen in on them you’ll be able to tell if the person on the other end of the line is using a voice distorter. If they are, it’s a good bet they’re a handler.”

      “I—” Reeves began, then stopped and chewed his lower lip. “That could work.”

      “Good. Find me a handler and we’re even. I—” Herron paused when a frown passed over Reeves’ face. “What?”

      “I don’t have access to the computing power I’d need to scan every phone call in America for eight-digit codes. It’s too broad. I’ll need more information to narrow the search.”

      “There’s none. You’ll have to get access to more processing power.”

      Reeves was starting to panic again, his eyes shifted to the gun. “That’s impossible! I can’t get that kind of access by myself, not without someone noticing. I’d have to request it, be allocated it. And there’s no way I can ask for computer resources of that magnitude unless I’ve got evidence of…”

      “What?”

      “Something huge, a catastrophic threat to national security like—” Reeves faltered as he realized his mistake.

      Herron nodded and stood. “All right then.”

      “You can’t do it, it’ll never—”

      Herron smiled. “Never say never.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron gripped the chain link fence, climbed over and landed on the other side. All around him were dozens of white vans with Joe’s Rentals stenciled on the side. He had no idea who Joe was, but he was about to become a national figure. Within 24 hours his name and his vans would be splashed all over the national news, with the authorities scrambling to piece together events that had led to another terrorist attack on American soil.

      This was the first stop of several he had to make tonight. He’d spent an hour using the heavily encrypted internet at Reeves’ apartment to formulate a plan big enough that Reeves’ bosses wouldn’t question giving him the computing power he needed to prevent it. Herron was going to stage an attack on an airport big enough for the NSA to assign Reeves all the computing power at their disposal. But instead of hunting the supposed terrorists, Reeves would use the grunt of the NSA’s electronic snooping systems to track the Enclave.

      Herron broke into one of the vans, climbed inside and hot wired it. The first and easiest part of his plan, it went off without a hitch. Picking up speed, he drove to the exit gate and smashed into it. The chain link gates were secured only by a padlock, which couldn’t resist the force of a one-ton van. With a tortured squeal they sprang apart, releasing Herron and the van from Joe’s clutches and getting him on the open road.

      He kept his gloves on and the balaclava over his head as he drove down the suburban roads and onto the highway, headed south. He’d chosen Joe’s Rentals because it was the closest van supplier to his next stop, a farm supplies wholesaler. The largest of its kind in the north-east, it was less than 15 minutes away in the highway traffic.

      When he arrived at the wholesaler, Herron removed his balaclava and stopped the van at the security checkpoint near the gate, beyond which the facility kept multiple warehouses. He wound down the window as the guard inside looked up from his magazine, removed his feet from the desk and exited his booth.

      Herron smiled at the guard as he closed in. “Evening.”

      “It’s late. We’re closed.”

      Herron frowned, as if this was a surprise. He rubbed his chin with one hand and gripped the door handle with the other. “But I’m due back with horse feed by dawn.”

      “Do we look like a 24-hour McDonalds?” The guard shook his head and placed a hand on the side of the van. “We’re closed. Beat it.”

      Herron pulled on the door latch and pushed with all his strength. The guard cried out as the door slammed into him, overbalancing him and knocking him to the ground. Herron climbed out, pistol drawn. Towering over the man, he lashed out with his boot, striking the guard in the head and knocking him out cold.

      He took a minute to tie up the guard in the security booth, then pressed the red button to open the gate, which trundled to the side on its rails. By the time he’d put his balaclava back on, the way was clear into the gigantic farming supplies complex. He drove in, snaking his way through the facility until he reached a warehouse with a large metal roller door. He backed the van up to it. He’d done his research. This was the right spot.

      Leaving the engine running, Herron got out and drew his pistol. Three guards were sprinting in his direction, batons and flashlights in their hands, the beams of light dancing around the outside of the warehouse complex. They shouted at him, but slowed when they saw the gun.

      “Slow down, guys.” Herron aimed at them. “Drop the gear and get those hands in the air.”

      None of the security men had guns of their own and they looked at each other as if figuring out whether eight bucks an hour was worth a bullet. It only took one guard to comply with his instructions before his two colleagues did the same. Soon, all three were standing with their hands in the air.

      “I’m your best friend, guys.” Herron walked over to them. He put bullets into two of their radios and took possession of the third. “Any other robber would’ve killed you.”

      “What do you think you’re going to do, you prick?” One of the guards glared at Herron. “The cops are going to be here in 10 minutes.”

      “Good thing I only need nine, because you’re going to help me load up my van. If you do, you live.”

      He explained what he needed. The guards muttered and cursed, but none of them resisted. Herron kept a safe distance and his pistol trained on the men as they opened the metal roller door that separated the van from inside of the warehouse and thousands of tons of fertilizer.

      Ammonium nitrate, a key ingredient of explosives.

      He waited while the guards loaded thirty large bags into the back of the van, by which time the first sirens were approaching. It was time to go.

      He forced the guards back into the warehouse, pulled down the roller door and locked it. They’d be out in a few minutes, but he’d be gone in less than that. He climbed into the van and drove to the front of the depot. The van was handling sluggishly with the fertilizer in the back, but he was still able to hit the open road before the cops arrived.

      When he was satisfied he was in the clear, Herron relaxed a little and grabbed the radio he’d stolen from the guard. He turned it on and pressed down on the transmit button. “Hello?”

      After a long few seconds, the radio squawked and a voice replied. “Who’s this? Where’s Frank?”

      “Locked in a warehouse with his buddies. The cops will spring them soon enough.” Herron paused. “When they do, you’ll want to tell them I stole some fertilizer. Next time they see it will be at a US airport.”

      Herron turned off the radio and tossed it onto the floor of the van. The lights of the depot shrank to specks in his rear-vision mirror and then he was back on the highway. He still had a lot of work to do and not much of the night left to do it in, but the hardest part was now behind him. After a few more steps, he’d be able to deliver all the computer power Reeves could ever dream of.

      Then he’d get back on the trail of the Enclave.
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        * * *

      

      Herron wound down the window and took a ticket from the machine, raising the entrance boom gate. As the barrier rose, he screwed the piece of card into a ball and tossed it onto the floor. He wasn’t planning on returning, so he didn’t need it. Then he accelerated and the rental van lurched forward, hauling his cargo into the long-term car park of Dulles International Airport at twenty minutes to midnight.

      He cruised the aisles, searching for a space. Though it was late and there were only a few people walking to and from cars, the garage was full to bursting with vehicles. Finally, right near the back, he found a vacant spot and lodged Joe’s van in between a beat-up Chevrolet and a new model BMW.

      Slipping out of the van, he took a second to stretch and let out a long yawn. It had been a long night. After leaving the farm supplies wholesaler, he’d stolen more equipment from a hardware store. Then he’d found an abandoned warehouse in which to finish his work. It’d taken some time, but when he was done he had something he was really proud of – a fake bomb that looked like a real one. Combined with the theft of the fertilizer, it was more than enough to catch the attention of the authorities.

      After checking to see if anyone was watching, he opened the rear doors of the van and used a cell phone he’d stolen from a man at a gas station to take some photos. When he was happy with the shots, he locked the van and walked away. All the while, he kept his gloves on to avoid leaving prints.

      Strolling towards the main airport terminal, he used the phone to text the pictures to a number he’d memorized. As soon as the phone chimed, confirming the photos had been sent, he slid it under a parked car and continued walking.

      Inside the terminal, there was still no sign the jig was up. The few staff and passengers around at that time of the night went about their business, ignoring him completely. All of his effort to make the bomb and get it in place had left him famished, so he found a café, selected a muffin and soda and took them to the counter.

      He smiled at the cashier. “How’s your night been?”

      The tired-looking teenager gave his best attempt at a smile – it was more like a grimace. “Ten minutes until I’m out of here. Six twenty, thanks pal.”

      “Airport prices.” Herron laughed as he handed over a twenty then pocketed his change. “Have a good one.”

      Grabbing a booth, he sat and munched on his food, keeping his eyes on the bank of televisions against the far wall of the café. It took longer than he’d expected for the 24-hour news machine to get cranking, but after about 10 minutes CNN flashed up a news alert. He lifted the soda and downed it in one gulp as the photos he’d texted to the station’s tip line appeared on the screen with the caption: VAN BOMB AT US AIRPORT?

      That was his cue.

      Herron ate the last bite of his muffin and walked out of the café just as the staff were reacting to the news. The cashier he’d spoken to earlier was talking with a colleague, wondering aloud about the odds of the bomb being at this airport. Herron hoped that the same anxiety was rising up at the NSA, where Reeves would be sitting and waiting as the story broke.

      It wouldn’t be enough, though. There was one more thing left to do. He walked from the café to a bank of payphones against the far wall of the terminal, relics of an older time. He fed the change from the café into the phone, picked up the handset and dialed 911. He imagined the dispatch would be melting down with reports of vans in parking lots across the country, but this would be slightly different.

      The call connected in less than 10 seconds. “911. What’s your emergency?”

      Herron spoke softly so nobody could overhear. “I just parked a van with a bomb.”

      The operator paused slightly, then her training kicked in. “Where’s the bomb, sir?”

      “You’ll need to figure it out.” Herron laughed for effect. “I’ll give you a clue. Are you listening?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “One. Seven. Nine. Eight. Four. Four. Three. One.”

      Herron hung up the phone. He turned and left the bank of payphones, not even bothering to collect his change from the call. His call would send law enforcement scrambling to figure out the link between 8 random numbers and the bomb, which would give Reeves the cover he’d need to find the real target – an Enclave operative dialing in for orders from a handler.

      Herron exited the terminal, knowing Reeves would already be searching out similar examples of eight random numbers being spoken in phone calls. The NSA would have billions of recorded calls and would also be listening in on calls being made at that very moment. There’d be a bunch of false reports, but Herron hoped at least one would have a distorted voice.

      If it did, he’d have found a handler.

      With luck, when he met with Reeves in 10 hours, the NSA agent would be able to put him back on the Enclave's trail. For now, though, Herron needed some sleep. In the cold night air, he joined the line of bleary-eyed travelers waiting for cabs and was inside a vehicle within a minute.

      The driver was listening to the radio and news of the bomb was just breaking. He tutted. “When will they just leave us alone? We got out of Iraq years ago!”

      Herron grunted a reply, closed his eyes and napped.
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      Herron watched the house for a few more minutes, making sure there was no movement. It was 4:00 AM, so it was unlikely he’d see any, but he hadn’t survived a career as a contract killer by being stupid. He opened the door of his stolen car, climbed out and then closed it as quietly as he could. He didn’t want to warn his target that doom was coming.

      The bomb threat had worked a treat. The entire national security apparatus of the United States had scrambled to find it, giving Reeves all the resources he needed to finish the job. Herron had met Reeves in an alleyway and the spook had handed over what he’d found: several phone calls that featured both a distorted voice and someone reciting an eight-digit code. The most recent had originated from the house Herron was now watching.

      He crossed the street, pistol in hand, and walked around the back of the house. He wasted no time with subtlety, kicking the back door hard and sending it swinging in on its hinges to slam against the wall. He moved past it, pistol held high, walking through the laundry and into the open-plan living room that ran off it.

      He cleared the house room-by-room, focusing on speed rather than stealth. He wanted to bag the handler before help could be summoned. None of the living spaces were occupied, so he moved to the bedrooms at the front of the house. He wouldn’t find any children sleeping.

      The first of the two bedrooms were unoccupied. That left one still to check.

      He paused outside the master bedroom for only a second, took a deep breath and opened the door. With his pistol trained on the bed, he flicked on the light; the bed had been slept in, but it was currently empty.

      Herron frowned. There was no ensuite bathroom or anywhere else the handler could be hiding. The whole plan with Reeves and the bomb had been geared towards this moment; could it really be a dead end?

      Apart from the bed, the room had two bedside tables and a closet. Herron looked at the closet – he’d ignored it at first, but now…

      He aimed low and squeezed off several shots, moving his aim along the closet. The silenced rounds tore through the timber and after three shots, a man yelled at him to stop.

      Herron snarled. “You’ve got one chance to stay alive. Come out very slowly. You die if I see a weapon, a phone or any sort of resistance.”

      He took a step back as the closet door opened. A man of about 40 stepped out with his hands up. He was dressed in pajamas, unkempt and frightened, his eyes fixed on Herron’s pistol. He was taken aback that such a powerful man should seem so pathetic when confronted, but it made the next steps easier. It didn’t look like he’d need to spend long cracking him open to get at the secrets inside.

      “Mitch, there’s still time to walk away from this.” The handler looked up at him for the first time, eyes pleading for mercy. “You’ve stayed hidden from Shade until now. This’s a mistake.”

      Mitch…

      Herron’s eyes widened. He’d asked Reeves to help track down a handler. Was it possible they’d found his handler? “Are you…?”

      “You got me.” He shrugged. “Listen, out of respect for what our previous relationship was worth, you should disappear. You and your little band of rebels can’t win. It’s over.”

      Rage coursed through Herron. He lowered his aim and fired a shot into the man’s knee. He cursed and screamed as he crumpled to the ground, but Herron ignored his cries, stepping forward and grabbing hold of the man’s hair. He dragged him, kicking and yelling, out of the bedroom.

      Herron hauled him downstairs and released his hair only long enough to unlock and open the front door. He stepped outside for a second and looked around. The street was empty, except for one car that was idling opposite. Herron waved at it, stepped back inside the house and dragged the handler to his feet. He howled even louder as he put weight on the knee, but Herron didn’t let him fall.

      “Straight to the car.” Herron jammed the pistol into his side. “I don’t want to hear a word out of your mouth until you’re in it. Clear?”

      He nodded and Herron led him all the way to the car. When he was only a few steps away, the rear door opened and Jessica smiled out at him. Herron forced the handler inside and slammed the door, knowing Jessica would keep him secure and dress the wound. He’d told her to bring a first aid kit when he called to tell her he’d tracked down a handler.

      After one more good look around, Herron got into the car too. A quick drive, then it’d be time for a long chat.
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        * * *

      

      The vessel rocked gently under Herron as he leaned against the rail of the boat and stared at the sea. The midday sun glistened off the water like a million diamonds, but he couldn’t get out of his mind that the peace and sunshine would soon be replaced by violence and darkness – a necessary step if he was going to end the threat of the Enclave forever.

      From the handler’s house, Ben had driven them to the banks of the Potomac, where they’d stolen a boat and headed south into Chesapeake Bay. They were far enough from shore to do what needed doing undisturbed and the boat would also let them stay out of the Enclave’s grasp while they did it.

      It was time. He turned to Jessica and Ben, who were talking quietly to one another near the boat’s wheel. They knew what needed to be done – what he needed to do. He was going to get answers and vengeance at the same time.

      He took the steps below deck to the sleeper cabin, comprised of a double bed, a small kitchenette and an adjoining bathroom. His handler was splayed out on the bed, still out cold from the sedative Jessica had given him, so he was oblivious to the anger growing inside Herron.

      Fury coursed through him as he considered all the death and destruction he’d wrought under this man’s orders. At the time he’d thought all his targets deserved to die, but now he had no way to be sure he hadn’t been killing innocents all along.

      He kicked the edge of the mattress, jolting his handler but failing to rouse him. When he failed to respond to his shouting, Herron walked back up onto the deck to grab a bucket, which he filled in the bathroom and then upended over the bed.

      The handler coughed, spluttered and blinked the water from his eyes. Only then did he notice the toolbox Herron had retrieved from beside the bed. He scowled. “You’re making a terrible mistake.”

      Herron gave a humorless laugh. “Of all the things you could say to me and with all the pain that’s about to come your way, you choose the most tired movie cliché there is?”

      Still sneering, he scooted up the bed to a seating position, backing away from Herron like a trapped but still dangerous animal. He was clearly used to ordering the killers around, but now Herron was calling the shots.

      He dropped the toolbox onto the edge of the bed, opened it, and pulled out a box cutter. He held up the blade so the handler could see. “If you cooperate, I won’t need to use this. Part of me hopes you do resist, though.”

      “Oh, Mitch. That little knife is the best you can do?” He shook his head. “How the hell did we get to 150 kills together?”

      “149, actually.” Herron pushed on the button that caused the blade to extend from the casing. “First, tell me your name.”

      “My name is meaningless. Taking me achieves nothing, torturing me achieves nothing, killing me achieves nothing.”

      “‘Handler’ it is, then. Now, tell me if I killed innocents. How many Enclave targets did I take down who’d done nothing wrong?”

      Handler laughed. “You’re a fool. Of course you killed innocents. That was the job. You got paid.”

      Herron clenched his teeth, resisting the urge to kill Handler right there. “There’s a big meeting of all the handlers scheduled. Tell me how you all communicate with each other.”

      “You’ll need to work for that. If I sell them out, my entire family ends up dead. But if I delay you… well, the meeting will happen and my colleagues will disperse again.”

      “Last chance.” Herron stared at Handler for a moment, but he remained tight-lipped. “Okay.”

      He stepped around the bed and gave Handler the hardest backhand he could muster. He grunted when the blow landed and as he toppled sideways, Herron used his free hand to force him onto his stomach. He straddled him and pressed the blade of the knife in between Handler’s shoulders, not hard enough to cut through Handler’s clothing but enough so he felt it and kept still.

      He used the knife to cut at Handler’s clothing. It gave way to the sharp blade and within seconds he had nothing but bare, pale back to deal with. He cut into flesh, ignoring Handler’s muffled screams and using his weight and strength to keep him still. He showed little care as the blade bit deep, right between his shoulder blades. The pain must’ve been unbearable.

      Herron climbed off him. Handler writhed in pain and rolled onto his back, throwing a death stare his way. Herron laughed at the theatrics as he pocketed the knife. He’d only just started. He returned to the toolbox and dug out a heavy wrench.

      “I want the location of the meeting.” He slapped the wrench against his palm. “And the phone number you use to contact your colleagues.”

      Handler returned to a seated position and stared down at the slick of blood that had soaked the top of the bed. “Fuck yourself.”

      Herron smiled and stepped forward.
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        * * *

      

      Herron gripped the pistol in one hand and Handler’s hair in the other as he led him up the stairs from below deck. He cursed and fought the whole way, but Herron was far stronger than his prisoner and not in the mood to tolerate any resistance. After a few more steps, Handler tripped and stopped climbing completely, so Herron simply dragged him by the hair.

      He’d been below deck for hours. In that time, he’d beaten and tortured the hell out of Handler. He hadn’t enjoyed it, but the fact he’d had him kill innocent people and then sent several killers after him and Kearns had given him the resolve he needed. Handler was bloody and broken, but he’d surrendered the answers Herron needed. Now he was worthless. A broken mess that required disposal.

      When they reached the deck, Herron gave Handler’s hair a final yank and sent him flying. He landed hard. Herron looked at Jessica and Ben and smiled. “I got it.”

      “All of it?” Jessica raised an eyebrow. “You know where the meeting is going to be? And when?”

      Herron nodded. Handler, was now on all fours and looking up at him. His face was something from a horror movie. He was bruised and bloody, with one eye a dark purple and his nose clearly broken. His clothes were torn, he had cuts on his body and several broken bones. The man who’d ordered hundreds, maybe thousands, killed now looked little better than a corpse himself.

      “Get it over with.” Handler hissed at him.

      Herron aimed the pistol and fired. “153.”

      Jessica looked up from the corpse. “What do you want to do about the body, Mitch?”

      Herron shrugged. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Someone will find him in the next few days, but by then they’ll be finished or we will be.”

      “Cheery.” Ben said. “If I had my former handler in that position, I’d unload a magazine into him just to make sure.”

      Herron moved to the back of the boat. Ben had navigated the boat to an isolated patch of coast just outside of D.C. He’d run the boat aground and killed the engines, waiting for Herron to finish his work and the time to leave the boat.

      Herron climbed over the side of the boat and jumped down to the gravel and sand below. Jessica and Ben followed behind him, but he was in no mood to speak to them right now; he needed to be alone with his thoughts.

      He needed to come to terms with the fact that he’d killed innocents, but he wasn’t sure he ever could. Taking down Handler was the start of his redemption and destroying the Enclave would be the next step. Now he had the location of the Enclave meeting, there was a chance to smash the organization’s entire leadership and fracture the network of killers into a million pieces.

      If Herron had his way, he’d be the man to swing the hammer.
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      Herron stared down the sights of his sniper rifle. A caress of the trigger would drop another of the men who’d ordered the unjust death of so many others. This Enclave member looked entirely normal – slightly balding, dressed in an unremarkable suit, a bit overweight. Though the handlers and their master controlled some of the finest killers on Earth, it seemed they themselves were just ordinary looking people.

      That suited Herron just fine. He’d had his fill of battling super-soldiers.

      He lay prone on a rooftop a block away from the office building that Handler had revealed as the meeting location. By the time he Jessica and Ben had driven there from the boat, the Enclave leadership had already convened in the assigned room. There were six of them buttoned up tight on one level of the target building, sitting around a boardroom table. Nobody had entered or exited the room in some time and there was nobody else on the floor.

      Herron had waited until he was confident everyone had arrived who should be attending – now the time for action was near.

      He whispered. “Status check.”

      “In position.” Ben spoke first. He was on the rooftops on the other side of the target building. “I can’t see any hostiles on the ground or on the rooftops.”

      There was a slight pause, then a small crackle preceded Jessica’s voice. “I’m in position, too. No movement. Are you seeing anything, Mitch?”

      “Just a head that’s ripe for a bullet.” Herron grinned. “Everyone I’ve seen moving around the building seems calm.”

      “Time to change that.” Jessica gave a soft laugh. “Okay, I’m about to make the call. Radio silence.”

      Herron inhaled and exhaled slowly. Jessica would be dialing the number Handler had given up under torture. It was possible he’d lied, though he’d caused so much pain he doubted it. He’d have given him anything he wanted by then. If the person on the other end answered the call, listened to the eight-digit code and then started to talk with a distorted voice, they’d know they were in the right place.

      They’d have the green light to start firing.

      Through his scope, Herron could see a man at the meeting table frown and look around at his five colleagues. When they stared back at him blankly, he answered the call. As he heard Jessica speak the eight-digit code that Handler had given up, the man who’d answered the call removed the phone from his ear and looked down at the phone. Then he did something very human. He looked out the window and started to talk into the phone.

      “Targets confirmed.” Jessica’s simple words sounded the death knell. “It’s them.”

      Herron grinned as his target’s confused face filled his sights. “Hitting them now.”

      The rifle kicked hard into Herron’s shoulder, the supersonic round cracking loudly as it broke the sound barrier. The result was spectacular. The window the Enclave handler had been staring out of shattered and his head exploded like it’d had an anvil dropped on it. The headless corpse dropped out of sight.

      Herron worked the rifle’s bolt and scanned the meeting room for more targets, even as he heard the crack of two more rifles – Jessica and Ben taking their shots. Between the three of them, they had the meeting room in a kill box, covered on three sides and every entrance covered. They’d discussed it and decided that everyone on the meeting-room floor was fair game, as was anyone on other levels who produced a weapon.

      Herron inhaled and shifted his aim, drawing a bead on another target – a woman who’d drawn a pistol the moment the shooting has started. Herron exhaled as he fired, this time aiming at the center mass. The high-caliber bullet blew clean through the woman’s chest. She dropped as Herron chambered another round as two more shots rang out from Jessica and Ben.

      He swept back and forth for more targets, but he couldn’t see any. Had they achieved utter decapitation of the Enclave? It’d almost been too easy. Though he wasn’t certain everyone around the table had been a leader, any who hadn’t been were still fair game. Working with scumbags had a price.

      He smiled. “Clear.”

      “Clear.” Jessica spoke next.

      Then there was silence.

      “Ben?” Herron frowned. “Jessica, do you see him?”

      “No.” Her voice was shaky. It was the first time since Herron had met her that her composure had slipped. “Mitch, I—”

      He heard the boom of a rifle and Jessica grunted. Herron’s eyes went wide and he ducked low – this new shooter was bound to be targeting him next. They’d gone from triumph to trepidation in less than a minute. Now he had another battle.

      Survival.

      “Mitch! Mitch!” The voice that came over the comms mocked Jessica’s last cry, a voice Herron recognized only too well. “Good job with the handlers. You beat our defenses.”

      Shade. He must’ve dealt with Ben, stolen his comms gear and used his rifle to take out Jessica.

      Herron eased back from the rifle and crouched low. “Your leadership is eradicated, Shade. It’s over.”

      “Oh, you think so?” The enemy Alpha laughed. “None of that matters now. You’re a dead man.”

      Herron snarled. With the Enclave’s leaders dead, he had a choice: attack Shade head-on and probably die in the process, or return to Kearns and try to protect her, like he’d promised. His heart burned to avenge Jessica and Ben, but his head suggested the opposite.

      His head won out.

      There was nothing else to be achieved here. Ben and Jessica were dead and he couldn’t beat Shade. He had to be content in the knowledge that the Enclave’s leadership was eradicated and their atrocities would end. The mission had been a costly success, but it was time to go.

      Herron drew his pistol and scanned the rooftops immediately surrounding him, but it seemed clear.

      For the last time, Herron bugged out.
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        * * *

      

      He scrambled to the fire escape on the far side of the roof, away from where he’d been positioned. As he moved, Shade continued to curse and mock him, but he tuned it out. It was just noise. Now his decision was made, his focus screened everything else out – all that mattered was to get off the roof, steal a car, get the hell out of DC and find Kearns.

      Herron ran down the fire escape to an alleyway. Cop cars flashed past, sirens blaring and lights spinning, their occupants oblivious to what had just ended on the rooftops above them. There’d now be a power vacuum amongst the most dangerous contract killers on the planet and Herron didn’t plan to stick around while they fought to fill it.

      There was no time for subtlety. He took two steps out of the alley and aimed his pistol at the driver of the nearest car. It took a second for the middle-aged woman at the wheel of the Ford sedan to realize what was happening, but once her mind shifted into gear she got out of the car faster than Herron would’ve thought possible.

      “Sorry!” Herron called after her as he rounded the car and climbed inside, ignoring the cries of alarm from the woman and several bystanders.

      He accelerated directly away from the buildings on which Jessica and Ben lay dead on the rooftop: Shade was still somewhere in their vicinity, so better to head in the opposite direction.

      “Mitch…”

      The female voice in his earpiece took Herron off guard and he clenched the steering wheel so hard his knuckles went white.

      Jessica?

      He slammed on the brakes, turned the wheel and put his foot to the floor. The tires on the small Ford sedan squealed and other motorists rode their horns in protest as the car cut across traffic and headed back the way he’d come.

      “Wow, she’s alive!” Shade was taunting him. “Looks like the Enclave makes us Alphas tougher than advertised. I guess it’s a race to get to her now, huh Mitch?”

      Herron snarled, pulled out his earpiece and tossed it into the foot well. Now he knew Jessica was alive, he didn’t want the distraction of Shade’s verbal diarrhea. He zigged and zagged through traffic, driving to Jessica’s building in record time. He had a lot of ground to cover, but he might just be able to beat Shade to her location – it was possible the Alpha was still on Ben’s roof.

      He parked on the sidewalk amid a cacophony of horns and curses, ran inside the building where Jessica had been stationed and called an elevator. He slipped inside the car, pressed for the top floor and drew his pistol as the doors closed. There was every chance Shade could’ve beaten him to her and he needed to be ready. The elevator came to a stop and the doors chimed open.

      The hallway was deserted. Herron followed the signs to the stairs and roof access. Jessica had picked the lock to get into position a few hours earlier and the door to the stairwell opened easily. He took the stairs two at a time, until he reached another door at the top. Herron eased it open and moved onto the roof.

      He spotted Jessica right away. She was slumped on her side next to her sniper rifle, blood pooled around her torso. Scanning his surroundings as he moved, he crossed to her. Her eyes were closed, so he dropped to his knees and checked for a pulse. It was there, but faint. He squeezed her wrist.

      Her eyes flickered open. She looked confused at first, then relieved. “I knew you’d be back.”

      “Stay still.” Herron kept his pistol in one hand and put pressure on the wound with the other.

      She clenched her teeth in pain. “I saved your ass a bunch of times. Put me out of my misery, Mitch.”

      “Not going to happen.” Herron shook his head. “You’re not going to bleed out while I’m here to stop it. I—”

      Someone moved by the stairwell. One hand still on her wound, Herron turned and aimed at the doorway. Shade’s head vanished back inside as Herron fired twice – the shots pounded into the steel door.

      Shade had foiled their every effort to beat the Enclave. He’d been too late to save his leaders, but even with their corpses still cooling, he kept on coming. He was everything that Herron had come to realize was wrong with the Enclave: a sadist with a God complex. With Shade alive, it wasn’t enough that the Enclave’s head had been cut off. The organization was still a threat.

      But Jessica needed pressure on her wound to stop her bleeding out. To go after Shade now would mean leaving her…

      “Mitch, he has to die.” Jessica whispered, as if reading his thoughts. “There’s no point saving me now. Go get him.”
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        * * *

      

      “Be strong.” Herron whispered to her and took his hand off her wound. Then he stood and advanced on Shade’s position, his pistol trained on the door.

      “Nice job beating me here, Mitch.” Shade called out. “I didn’t think you had it in you. You normally seem better at running away from danger than into it.”

      Herron inched closer, waiting for Shade to move. He didn’t have to wait long. The barrel of a submachine gun peeked around the corner and Shade fired blind. Herron dived to the right and fired in midair as he tried to avoid the burst of fire. Both assassins missed and as Herron hit the ground Shade emerged from the doorway in search of a target.

      Herron scrambled behind an air-conditioning unit as the submachine gun chattered again. He was outmatched and outgunned, Jessica was bleeding out and the only escape route was covered. He gripped his pistol tight and looked around the rooftop for options, but all he could see were more air-conditioners.

      Shade was whistling tunelessly, the sound drawing closer. “We’re at checkmate, Mitch. You should’ve tried to shoot me with your rifle. You’ve no chance up close.”

      Herron took a deep breath… then paused. A chopper was approaching, the thwack of its blades growing louder, nose pointed straight and down, the pilot punching it.

      “This is the District of Columbia Metro Police!” The chopper’s loudspeaker boomed as the pilot hovered over the roof. “Throw down your weapons.”

      There was a shooter positioned in the doorway of the helicopter. Herron swiftly recalculated: the cops were now his best chance of beating Shade and getting Jessica off the rooftop alive. He could figure the rest out later. He slowly held his pistol out and placed it on the ground, making sure to stay out of sight of Shade and his submachine gun. As soon as his pistol was down, the shooter in the doorway of the chopper shifted his attention from Herron to Shade.

      Herron waited and watched, willing the cop to fire.

      Shade fired first. His submachine gun barked and sparks danced across the nose of the chopper. The windshield shattered and the pilot banked as his sniper shot back. Too slow: both the pilot and the marksman took hits.

      Herron moved like a flash, snatching up his pistol and popping up from behind the air-conditioning unit. Shade was still aiming at the chopper, giving Herron a split second to act.

      He unloaded the four rounds left in his magazine into Shade’s center mass.

      The Alpha staggered, but stayed up. He was wearing a vest. Herron cursed and ducked back under cover as Shade’s return fire pounded at the steel cooling unit. Then the bolt of the submachine gun clicked forward loudly. Shade was out of ammo, too.

      “Got you.” Herron tossed his pistol and rounded the air-conditioner to rush at Shade. He closed the distance as fast as he could, giving his opponent no time to reload.

      Shade dropped the submachine gun and held his arms wide. “I didn’t think you had the guts to come at me.”

      Herron aimed a side kick at Shade’s chest, hoping to topple his foe. Shade stepped away from the shot and used his forearms to deflect it, before lashing out with a quick jab that caught Herron in the chin, stunning him. Herron staggered back as Shade went on the attack, jabbing, striking and kicking faster than Herron thought possible. He blocked or deflected as many as he could, but his opponent was too strong. Too skilled. He took a knee to the torso and another hard shot to the head. Any attempt to fight back was quickly overwhelmed.

      He was like a punch-drunk heavyweight, stumbling and exhausted. He refused to give up, but he was unable to win – the enemy Alpha was too much to deal with.

      Herron gave ground, backing away from the other man’s assault, inching closer to the edge of the roof. Glancing to the side, he spotted that the pilot of the police chopper had touched down on the other side of the rooftop, saving the vehicle from plummeting into the street below – Herron had been concentrating so fiercely on the fight that he hadn’t noticed before. And now it was too late – the chopper was too far away. There was no other consideration, nothing that could help him, only a desperate struggle to survive.

      “It was really stupid to come back here, Mitch." Shade sneered, allowing Herron to retreat a little, increasing the distance between them. “If you’d have run away, I’d have hunted you, but you might’ve had the chance to hide like the treacherous rat you are. Your stupidity is my gain, though. It makes it easier to take you out. The Enclave might promote me for it.”

      “There’s nobody left to promote you, Shade. Whatever happens to Jessica and me, the Enclave is finished.”

      Shade tilted his head sideways and laughed. “Do you really think that? Oh, you poor fool. Your plan almost worked. You took out all the handlers, but whoever shot at the Master didn’t do very well. He’s wounded, but very much alive. Paramedics are seeing to him right now. Unfortunately, you’ll be too dead to finish the job.”

      Herron frowned. Was it possible?

      Then Shade was on him again and Herron retreated under a flurry of blows, until he was less than a yard from the edge of the roof.

      Any further, he’d go over the edge.

      Herron took a step forward, feigned a left jab at Shade’s head then tried for a right elbow strike, but his opponent was ready. Shade dealt with both blows, then delivered a shattering punch to the chin. Herron’s knees went weak. It took all of his effort to avoid falling backward off the edge of the building. Instead, he fell forward and landed hard. He huddled to protect himself from kicks to his head and torso. Each time he tried to climb to his feet, he’d take another shot and collapse again.

      It was over. He was spent. He couldn’t beat this man.

      Shade brought his foot up, poised to stamp on Herron’s head.

      The boot came down beside him, wide and slow.

      Herron looked up.

      Blood streamed from a gunshot wound in Shade’s shoulder.

      Jessica. It could only be her.

      With a shout of fury, Herron launched himself at Shade, tackling the assassin in the midsection and lifting him off the ground. Sheer rage gave Herron the strength to ignore the blows rained down on him by the Alpha as he shoved the killer towards the edge. He stumbled to his knees only inches away, but close enough to send his nemesis over the side.

      Shade screamed once… then was gone.

      Herron collapsed on all fours, panting desperately to catch his breath. A little way away, Jessica was propped up with a pistol in her hand and her eyes half-closed.

      He staggered over to her. “Thanks for the save.”

      She smiled slightly. “You looked like you needed a hand.”

      Herron felt for a pulse. It was weak. “We’ll take the chopper out of here.”

      On the other side of the roof, the helicopter’s rotors were still turning slowly, but the pilot had slumped forward on his stick – he’d managed to land the aircraft intact, saving the lives of those on the street below, but he hadn’t survived past that. The police marksman looked dead too.

      Jessica’s eyes were closed now. She was almost out of time. Herron put his arms under her torso to scoop her up, but her eyes shot open and she cried out in agony. He stopped trying to lift her and the pain subsided.

      “Leave me.” Her voice was calm, but firm. “If Shade was right and the Master survived, you need to go after him and end this.”

      “No! I—” Before he’d finished speaking, her eyes turned glassy and she was gone. Herron checked for a pulse again, knowing it was futile. “Fuck!”

      When his anger subsided, he prised Jessica’s pistol from her hand and stood up. Though the crusade pulled him into wasn’t over, her part in it was. Herron wished he could give her a fitting farewell, but there was no time. The cops would be here in minutes and he had a target to hunt.

      He headed for the chopper and didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Lazarus Protocol

          

          Mitch Herron 3

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shit!” Mitch Herron cursed as more lights on the helicopter dashboard flashed red, joining the others already warning that his ride was doomed. “Can’t you just cooperate?”

      The helicopter responded to his plea by shaking violently and Herron fought to hold the stick steady. Just flying the chopper was difficult enough, but it was becoming harder with each passing second. As if to illustrate the point, another red light blinked on, adding a coolant leak to his many problems.

      Escaping in the helicopter had seemed like such a good idea 10 minutes ago, now he was questioning the decision. He had taken off from a rooftop in Washington D.C., the same rooftop where he’d barely survived a fight with an assassin named Shade. After dealing with Shade – who’d killed the original occupants of the police chopper – Herron had stolen the aircraft. His current plight suggested he should have inspected it for damage first.

      An alarm wailed. Herron scanned the instruments and gauges for the source, his brief stint of flight training in the military being tested to the limit. Though he knew how to get a helicopter up and down again, he’d never had to deal with this much trouble before.

      After a second, the problem became clear – the helicopter was nearly out of fuel. One of Shade’s shots must have blown a hole in the fuel tank.

      It was a final flip of the bird from the assassin, stacked on top of another he’d delivered before his death. Herron had fought hard to eradicate the leaders of the Enclave – his corrupt former puppet masters – but only moments before his death Shade had taken great joy in telling Herron that his mission was incomplete. The Enclave’s leadership hadn’t been wiped out: its supreme leader – the Master – was still alive. If that was true, all Herron’s work had been for nothing.

      But he could worry about that later, if he managed to avoid crashing into the ground.

      Knowing he was burning the very last of his fuel and that fighter jets had probably been scrambled to intercept him, Herron searched for a safe place to land amongst the forests and farmland below. He spotted a relatively flat field a few moments later. It was good enough. He couldn’t push his luck more. There was too much wrong with the machine to coax any further performance out of it.

      Running on fumes, Herron took the chopper down, the handling becoming even worse as he lost altitude. He gripped the stick tight. “Here goes nothing!”

      Herron’s eyes flickered between the instruments and the windshield as the chopper rumbled louder. Despite the flashing lights and blaring alarms, he tried to keep his cool. The last thing he needed in this situation was to panic or rush, even if the chopper was falling out of the sky more than landing. He picked a nice level part of the field and went for it.

      Relief washed over him as the chopper touched down, but it lasted only a second. The loud squeal of twisting metal told him he’d landed too hard and one of the landing struts had buckled. Herron tried to compensate for the sudden imbalance, but he was far too slow to adjust the stick.

      The chopper rolled onto its side and Herron grimaced as he was thrown around in the safety harness. The shriek of the rotors shearing off assaulted his ears and the smell of aircraft fuel filled his nostrils.

      Then it was over. Herron coughed violently and shook his head to clear the fog. He reached out for the console, switched off the engine and cut the fuel. He didn’t want to risk a fire. It would be the cherry on top of a cake made of shit.

      Herron pressed the harness quick-release button and fell free, grunting as he landed hard on his side. Still coughing, he found his pistol and fired several shots into the already damaged windshield. Cracks spider-webbed through the glass and Herron kicked out, dislodging the glass in one badly damaged piece.

      He struggled to his feet and carefully climbed out through the opening. He was sore from the fight with Shade and the crash, but he was in one piece. That’s more than could be said for his ride. The helicopter was now a wreck of torn metal: the main rotor had sheared off, the tail rotor was buried in the dirt and the fuselage was badly damaged.

      Time to move.

      After stuffing the pistol into the waistband of his jeans, Herron picked a direction at random and started to walk. He needed to find a road, relieve someone of their wheels and stay ahead of the cops. It was slow going. He walked with a limp, pulling up short the few times he tried to run. He was going to have to do this the hard way – inch by inch across a field that stretched as far as the eye could see.

      Herron had barely made it 500 yards before an explosion boomed behind him. He turned and looked back at the chopper. A fireball was streaking into the sky, wreathed by greasy brown smoke. Herron watched the chopper burn for a second, glad he’d made it out of the aircraft and wondering exactly what had caused it to blow. Then he resumed his walk across the field.

      If the cops didn’t know where to look before, they knew now.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it!” The speeding SUV kicked up a cloud of dust as it passed, its driver ignoring the thumb Herron had held up.

      He stopped walking and coughed loudly to clear his lungs. His plan to commandeer a car hadn’t worked – every passing driver had ignored his attempts to flag them down and he’d swallowed a lot of dust while trying. He was starting to get desperate. The cops would be closing in. He didn’t want to use the pistol to force someone to stop, but he might not have a choice.

      He made it another half-mile without seeing any more cars. For the first time since leaving the rooftop, he had time to think. He’d been so focused on escaping that he’d barely processed Shade’s bombshell: that one of the Enclave’s leaders may still be alive. If it was true – and he wasn’t sure – he would have to get clear of the authorities before he could figure out what to do next.

      A few minutes later, he heard the deep growl of a V8 engine approaching from behind him. Herron smiled. There was something magical about the sound and he decided he wanted that car. But when he turned his head and locked eyes on the vehicle, his smile disappeared immediately. It was a police cruiser – there’d be no chance of a ride in it on any terms he’d find favorable.

      The roar of the engine increased as the cop car drew closer, but it was soon overwhelmed by the piercing wail of a siren. Herron sighed. It looked like they were going to do this the hard way. He waited as the cruiser pulled to a stop, its sirens blaring and light bar flashing like a disco.

      He kept his hands relaxed by his side. On the surface, he looked calm and compliant, but he was coiled to strike. These cops might be pulling him over because they were bored, or they might know he was a dangerous man who’d crashed a chopper in their county. He was ready for both possibilities, keeping front-on to the cops so they didn’t see the bulge of the pistol in the small of his back.

      The lawmen killed the siren and climbed out of the car, leaving the engine idling. Maybe they thought he’d make a run for it and they’d need to chase him down.

      Herron smiled. “Afternoon, officers.”

      Neither cop responded as they closed in, their eyes hidden by dark glasses. Both were in their late 20s and had plenty of tread left on their tires. Herron had hoped for a pair of lazy veterans, guys nearing a pension who’d rattle his cage a little and then move on. These two looked more ambitious, which made them more dangerous.

      “Afternoon.” One of the officers stopped a few steps closer to Herron than his partner. His nameplate read ‘Riley’. “Decided to take a stroll?”

      Herron shrugged. “Great day for it.”

      “Sure. Except we noticed you’re all bloody and walking with a limp.”

      “A limping stranger with blood on them raises some questions around here.” The other cop spoke around a mouthful of gum. The tag on his shirt read ‘Davidson’. “Big ones.”

      Herron kept his eyes on Davidson. Of the two, he had his hand closest to his weapon. “I crashed my car a few miles back and my cell is flat. I was going to get help.”

      “Strange, we didn’t see your car…” Riley’s voice trailed off. “But it’s your lucky day. We can take you into town.”

      Herron needed a ride, but a cop car wasn’t what he had in mind. “Thanks, guys, but the thing is—”

      The radio on Davidson’s shoulder squawked. “Dispatch to one-nine, receiving?”

      Davidson held down his talk button. “Receiving.”

      “Say, Al, you guys spotted a crashed helicopter?”

      He shook his head and looked at Riley, who laughed. Davidson keyed the radio. “You drunk again, Mike?”

      “I’m serious, asshole. D.C. Metro Police lost one of their choppers and they’re saying it came down somewhere near you guys.”

      Herron didn’t like where this was going. He took a half-step back from Riley. “Sounds like you guys have a job to go to. I’ll keep walking.”

      Riley frowned, as if something had just fallen into place in his mind. He drew his pistol and aimed it at Herron. “Don’t move, pal.”

      Davidson tensed. “What is it?”

      “Look at what he’s wearing.”

      Herron looked down at his torn black combat fatigues. “They were on sale...”

      Riley glanced at his partner, who also drew his weapon. “You’re under arrest.”

      Herron didn’t move. He could have drawn and downed both officers before either officer could fire, but he didn’t want to kill these men. Instead he kept his features neutral as Davidson covered him. Meanwhile Riley moved in, holstered his weapon and started to pat him down. Herron paid close attention to where Riley’s hands roamed, knowing that as soon as he found the pistol things were going to get messy. The cop started with his pockets, moved down his left leg and up the right, then felt around to his back. Herron winced as Riley reached the pistol… just as he heard sirens in the distance.

      The situation changed from tense to insane in a second.

      The instant Davidson glanced around at the convoy of police vehicles tearing toward them, Herron moved like lightning. He spun and used all his momentum to elbow Riley hard in the temple. As Riley dropped, Herron pulled his pistol from behind his back. He had the jump on Davidson now.

      Herron advanced on Davidson with his weapon leveled. “Don’t even think about being a hero.”

      “You’re a dead man.” Davidson sneered, but he kept still. “A half-dozen cops will be here in 20 seconds.”

      “Then there’s no need for you to worry, because they’ll take me down.” Herron pointed to the ground. “Toss the pistol.”

      He waited until Davidson had thrown his gun in the dirt, then ran to the police cruiser. He was glad the throaty V8 engine was still idling – the convoy of police vehicles tearing down the road was only seconds away. Herron climbed in the open door, shifted the cruiser into gear and floored it.
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        * * *

      

      Herron clenched the wheel tight as the cruiser sped up to 80 MPH within a handful of seconds, keeping him just in front of the pursuit vehicles. Two stayed on his tail, while another had peeled off to assist Riley and Davidson. He’d stolen the police chopper to avoid exactly this situation, because the longer the authorities stuck on his tail, the more likely they’d catch him.

      And Herron didn’t intend to get caught.

      He could let the pursuit chew up a lot of miles, but with each passing minute the chance of additional units joining the chase increased. He needed to end this soon. Luckily, he knew the cops’ playbook and how to use it against them.

      He eased off the gas and grinned as the pursuing cars closed in. “You sweet, predictable bastards.”

      As one of the cop cars took the lead, Herron watched it carefully in his mirrors. The driver was moving in to complete the standard PIT maneuver – Pursuit Intervention Technique – whereby he’d pull alongside Herron and steer into the rear of his car. Against most fugitives it would work like a charm, but against someone with Herron’s experience it was a quick way to take yourself out of the chase.

      Herron waited as the front of the cop car inched past his trunk, then slammed his foot on the brakes. The cruiser overshot, then Herron hit the gas. The V8 responded with a roar. He now had one cop car in front and one behind. Herron changed that quickly, pulling up alongside the vehicle ahead of him and executing his own version of the PIT. His car nudged the police vehicle, which veered off the road.

      Herron righted his own course and smiled as the final cop car closed in behind him. He could see his pursuer’s face in his rear-view mirror – the patrolman looked calm. It was time to change that. He eased off the gas, bleeding speed and letting the car on his tail get closer once again. He had to time his gamble perfectly. It’d hurt, but it’d work. When the chasing car was less than a yard from his rear, Herron clenched his teeth and hit the brakes.

      He grunted when the patrol car slammed into his rear. He fought the steering and accelerated gently, trying to keep some power in the wheels. His car had taken a pounding but it kept moving, which was more than could be said for the other car. A glance in the mirror confirmed its airbags had deployed and it was stationary in the middle of the road, the driver likely stunned.

      He’d done it. There was nothing except open road ahead of him…

      …until he crested a shallow rise in the road and saw a roadblock a mile up ahead.

      Herron narrowed his eyes as he tore towards the obstruction. There were two police cruisers parked across the road, their hoods pointed inward at each other. Four cops had taken cover behind the vehicles, their pistols drawn and aimed at Herron as he approached at high speed.

      They were expecting him to stop and he was hoping they’d move.

      It was a deadly game of chicken.

      As his vehicle chewed up the distance to the roadblock, Herron had seconds to assess his options. Behind him were the cops he’d shaken off his tail and ahead were more of them blocking the road. There was no other place to go – he could charge ahead, turn around or give himself up. If he gave himself up he was as good as dead and if he turned around he’d still be in their net.

      That left one option. The odds were abysmal, but his only choice was to punch through the roadblock and escape the dragnet that’d surrounded him.

      Herron aimed his car at the narrow gap between the two police cruisers. If he hit the sweet spot, he might be able to get through. The airbags would deploy, but Herron hoped he could keep driving if the car wasn’t too badly damaged. He made sure to keep the vehicle straight on and at full speed. Absolute precision and maximum force were the keys. He was a half mile out when one of the cops held up a hand…

      Herron didn’t stop.

      A quarter mile out, the cops opened fire.

      Herron ducked down as shots pinged into the cruiser’s body and windshield like hail stones. He knew the engine block would protect his body, so he focused only on keeping the car on its driving line.

      The world exploded.

      Herron grunted and closed his eyes as his vehicle slammed into the barricade with incredible violence. He was hit painfully in the face and in the chest. There were so many sounds around him he couldn’t process them. His grip on the wheel slackened for just a second, then he forced his eyes open. The airbag had deflated, he was through the roadblock and he could see open road ahead.

      He floored it.

      But the engine didn’t respond. His car was losing speed, even with his foot on the gas. Smoke poured from under the hood and Herron pounded the wheel as the car slowed to a stop.

      He kept his hands on the wheel as the cops swarmed around him. Though several pistols were trained on him and the cops were shouting at him, he waited calmly as the door was opened and he was dragged out of the car.

      Keeping his feet, he let the officer twist his wrists behind his back and cuff him, but as soon as he was restrained, a cop kicked him in the back of his left knee and he stumbled. After another boot in the back, Herron was eating dirt.

      Things had just got a whole lot more complicated.
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      “Twenty-nine… Thirty…” Herron sucked in a breath as he completed his set of squats, then dropped to the floor and started to do push-ups. “One… Two… Three...”

      He worked through the exercises with ease. He was used to more strenuous workouts but the police station holding cell didn’t offer much space or many options to mix it up. Though the light exercise didn’t do much to raise his heart rate or stress his muscles, it passed the time.

      He was back in Washington D.C. a whole lot sooner than he’d planned. Though he’d been arrested in Virginia, the local cops had been happy to hand him over to the D.C. Metro Police to face their more serious charges – including multiple counts of murder for his attack on the Enclave leaders. He’d been transported to a police station and tossed into this cell.

      A police officer walked past his cell – he caught Herron’s gaze and sneered. Herron just laughed and kept working on his push-ups. Every cop in the station was on edge. They knew they had a dangerous man in their midst but didn’t know his identity.

      Eventually he climbed up off the floor, lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling for a long while, counting the cracks. He contemplated for the millionth time whether Shade had lied about the Enclave’s Master being alive. Then, finally, he fell asleep.

      His nightmares returned, as they did every time he slept, but they had been different since he’d captured and killed his handler. Herron had always thought the targets he eradicated for the Enclave had been vermin and although they’d populated his nightmares, he’d always felt they deserved what they’d got. But before dying, Herron’s handler had taunted him with the knowledge that he’d killed innocents, people guilty of no more than getting in the way of the Enclave. Since then, his nightmares had tortured him even more.

      The squeal of the cell door opening saved him from hours in the prison of his mind.

      He opened his eyes and saw a pair of cops, including the officer who’d been patrolling the cells earlier, who was standing in the entrance to the cell and holding a shotgun. These guys weren’t messing around. Herron climbed off the bed, held out his hands and waited as the two officers stepped inside, the one with the shotgun keeping his distance while his partner approached cautiously.

      “Time for a heart-to-heart.” The cop cuffed Herron then shoved him towards the door. “If you give us any trouble, we can arrange for you to fall down some stairs.”

      Herron was led out of the cell and through the station to an interrogation room, where his escorts gave him some coffee then left him alone. He drank the coffee while he waited. An hour later the door to the interrogation room opened again. Two men in suits entered and sat opposite Herron.

      They watched him. He stared back.

      Finally, one of the detectives broke the silence. “Nothing to say?”

      Herron shrugged.

      The detective sighed and started peppering him with questions. He asked for Herron’s name, his background, his motive for shooting up an entire floor of a Washington D.C. office building, the identity of his fellow shooters…It was all pretty standard stuff, but Herron felt no reason to answer. He was waiting for an edge. Until then, silence was his ally.

      Before long, the detective lost patience and pounded the table. “Who are you?”

      Herron smiled. It was time to push their buttons a little. “You asked me that already.”

      “He speaks!” The detective exhaled loudly. “Given the job you did shooting up that office building, we figure you must be ex-military. If you are, we’ll find out soon enough. We’ve got your prints…we’ve got your photo…there’s no hiding from this. Refusing to cooperate just puts you in deeper shit.”

      Herron crossed his arms. Right now there’d be cops trying to identify him by scouring every government database and law enforcement system in the country. They’d also be checking with the Pentagon and the National Personnel Records Center in St Louis – the US repository for information about millions of discharged or deceased veterans.

      They wouldn’t find anything.

      Though Herron had been born in Chicago and spent a decade in the special forces, the Enclave had erased every record of him. He was a ghost. After completing a mission, he’d always shed one persona and replaced it with another, until it became so automatic it was like breathing. Regardless of the heat on him right now, his true identity was safe.

      Despite the detective’s confidence that Herron’s identity would soon be cracked, the interrogation returned to form: the detectives asking repetitive questions that Herron refused to answer. He had no intention of doing time, but he couldn’t yet see a wrinkle he could exploit to get out of this situation. In the past, he’d have relied on the Enclave to spring him loose, but he was on his own now that he’d gone rogue and eradicated their leadership.

      Or most of their leadership, if Shade was to be believed.

      By now Herron was growing tired of the endless questions. Time to change the dynamics. He spoke the four magic words hated by cops everywhere. “I want a lawyer.”

      “You want a lawyer?” The detective sneered at him and glanced at his partner. “Didn’t we offer him one of those a few hours ago?”

      The other cop nodded. “Are you sure? If you talk to us now, we can help you. But once a lawyer walks through that door you’re on your own.”

      The good cop had made his play.

      Herron sat, face impassive. He wondered if there was some sort of script these guys followed and if the crooks ever fell for it. They had a slam dunk case against him, but they’d been trying to coax his identity and a confession out of him. A lawyer would complicate that. But Herron had made his request and they’d have to comply with it.

      The good cop sighed after a minute or so. “Suit yourself, we’ll get a lawyer in to talk to you, but you’re making a big mistake.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Four hours later, after another workout and a meal in his cell, Herron was in a different interrogation room. It looked the same as the ones the detectives had questioned him in earlier, except this one didn’t have a one-way mirror. That meant his lawyer was on the way. The cops had even removed his cuffs, so he sat back in his chair with his hands behind his back and his eyes closed.

      After another five minutes Herron heard the door open. He opened his eyes. A woman was being escorted into the room by a uniformed police officer, who then left and closed the door behind him. Herron summed up the woman. She was young, nervous, clutching a manila folder tight in both hands, like she expected someone to snatch it from her.

      After standing frozen in place for a second, she stepped closer to him and held out her hand. “I’m Renee Elder. I’m your court-appointed lawyer.”

      Herron smiled at the woman and shook her hand. “Who’d you piss off to get this job?”

      Elder gave him a cautious smile. “I wanted to do some community legal work before I join a firm.”

      “Your family firm?” Her face flushed red. It was obvious she was a rich kid wanting to slum it a while before hitting easy street. “Good for you, kid.”

      She opened the manila folder and took a second to organize herself, removing paperclips from documents, stacking the paper into working piles, picking up a pencil. When she was finished, she looked at him expectantly. Herron wanted to see what she was made of, so he simply returned his hands behind his head and kept his eyes locked onto her.

      Finally, she spoke. “What do I call you?”

      “You can call me Bob.”

      She scribbled the name on her pad. “Is that your real name?”

      “No.”

      She sighed and put the pencil down. “Listen, I’ve reviewed your case. You’re in a lot of trouble. You’re facing a list of murder, assault and firearms charges as long as my arm and a pile of minor charges thicker than most novels. You’re lucky D.C. doesn’t have the death penalty, but you need to start playing ball. What are you hoping to achieve, Bob?”

      “I have no intention of spending my life in a small box, put it that way. I just have to figure out how to avoid it.”

      She laughed. “You’re ambitious, I’ll give you that. But there’s no way you’re avoiding time. You need to reconcile with that. The only thing up for grabs is how long you’re in for.”

      Herron nodded. In truth, he only needed one thing from her. “Can you tell me when I’ll be moved into the general prison system?”

      “After your bail hearing. If that fails – and it will – they’ll move you within a day or so. Forget that, though. We need to talk strategy. I’d suggest we wait until the medical situation with the survivor is clearer. Once we hear what he has to say we might be able to push for a plea bargain. You’ll be facing a little less jail…”

      Herron tuned out of the conversation. Before, he couldn’t be sure that sadistic asshole Shade hadn’t been screwing with him, but now he had independent verification that there was a survivor and that changed everything.

      He locked eyes on Elder. “Who survived the shooting?”

      She glanced down at her notes. “Robert Pritchard. He’s being treated at George Washington University Hospital for minor wounds and shock.”

      Herron couldn’t be certain the name was real or that the survivor was the Master, but he had to take the information seriously. He and his team had turned the office building into a kill zone, and he had no idea how anyone could have survived it, but he wanted to find out. He needed his freedom as soon as possible, because if this Pritchard only had minor injuries they wouldn’t keep him in hospital for more than a day or so.

      “I’m guilty.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “I’m guilty.” Herron stood. “Don’t contest bail. I want to go to a proper jail.”

      Slowly, she nodded and then got to her feet. “I think you’re making the right decision. If you behave in jail and play ball with the authorities, we might get you out before you die.”

      Herron walked around the table. As they shook hands, he reached behind his back with his left hand and snagged a paperclip from her notes on the table. He kept his eyes on her the whole time and she didn’t notice; the only risk was that she’d realize later it was missing and alert the authorities. It was a gamble, but he was a man used to those.

      He closed his fist around the paperclip and let go of her hand. “How long will it take for them to move me?”

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they had you on the bus tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron smiled as the door on the bus closed with a hiss and the driver started the engine. The throaty diesel roared to life, probably the only part of the rust bucket that’d had seen any maintenance over the last decade. The prison district had likely purchased the bus for next to nothing and converted it into an inmate transport for cheap.

      He didn’t mind the condition of the vehicle. He didn’t plan on riding for long.

      Herron whistled a tune as the driver shifted into gear and hit the gas. The bus lurched forward and they were soon on the road. Even though Herron’s ankles were cuffed to the floor and his wrists were secured to the rear of the seat in front of him, he couldn’t be happier. Elder had been right. The transfer had happened quickly once he’d been denied bail. He was one step closer to freedom and dealing with Robert Pritchard – the Master.

      He had a new mission. He had a purpose again.

      Apart from the driver, Herron was the only person on the bus. He sat back in his seat and waited. Time was on his side. As he’d been led up the stairs onto the bus, he’d taken a peek at the driver’s schedule. It had confirmed he was being transported to Chesapeake Detention Facility – a supermax prison in Maryland. Elder had told him Maryland had a contract with the Federal Government to house pre-trial detainees charged with crimes in the capital, so the transfer made sense.

      As the bus ground through the miles, and suburban D.C. gave way to countryside, the sun sunk over the horizon and night settled in. Soon enough, the inside of the bus was dark, illuminated only by the ambient light that spilled in from cars passing in the other direction. Herron doubted their drivers had any idea of the dangerous cargo that was passing them as they headed home to their families.

      He went to work.

      He spat softly and caught the paperclip as it fell from his mouth, where he’d held it the entire time. He bent the metal into shape, keeping his eyes on the driver, and once he had the smaller end sticking out perfectly straight, he twisted the rest into a makeshift handle. Finally, he reached up and bit into the end of the straight part, hard enough to leave an impression in it.

      He waited until a car passed and admired his handiwork in the briefest moment of pale light, then he started work on the handcuff lock. Like every pair of handcuffs the world over, its mechanism was held in place by three ratchets with teeth. Using the paperclip, Herron was able to push them out of the way. In less than a minute his wrists and ankles were free.

      Once Elder had confirmed the Master was alive, Herron had shifted his focus to the prison transfer. Movement was the most vulnerable part of any security operation, whether it was transporting prisoners or the President. Any static position could be locked down and secured, the target protected by so many eyeballs and guns that things became difficult, but a lone driver in a vehicle was way more vulnerable to external threats.

      Or internal ones.

      Keeping hold of one of his cuffs, Herron dropped the paperclip and stalked forward, moving as quiet as a whisper. Whatever sound he did make was easily smothered by the rumble of the diesel engine. The driver was looking straight ahead, his mirrors useless in the darkness, the radio playing generic easy-listening tunes. The man wasn’t prepared for what was to come.

      When he was a step away, Herron pressed the pointed tip of the handcuff arm hard into the driver’s throat. “Keep driving, straight and steady. What weapons do you have?”

      The driver tensed, but he complied instantly. “Pistol in the holster and shotgun in the foot well.”

      Herron pressed the handcuff into him a little harder. “Hand over the shotgun. Count aloud to five, then hand me the pistol, count to five again and pull the bus over.”

      Herron watched the driver carefully as he kept one hand on the wheel and used the other to reach down for the shotgun. He took possession of the weapon, pumped the slide and aimed it at the driver. Now he had a whole lot more firepower than a pair of handcuffs. The driver counted to five, removed his pistol from its holster and then held it out for Herron, who took it and waited while the driver counted down again and pulled over.

      “Good. Keep co-operating and you’ll get out of this alive.” Herron took a step back. “Now stand up, empty your pockets, and take off your pants and shirt.”

      The driver put the bus into park and killed the engine. After a glance at Herron, he stood and emptied the wallet and cell phone from his pocket. Then he removed his shirt, shoes and pants. Once the guard was standing in nothing but his underwear, Herron gestured him to sit down again and tossed him the handcuffs. This time, the man didn’t need instructions; the message was clear. He cuffed his wrist to the wheel.

      “You’re home free.” Herron shifted his aim. “This is going to be loud.”

      Herron fired the shotgun at the driver’s radio. The boom of the long gun was devastating inside the enclosed space, and the result was similarly spectacular – the radio exploded in a mess of plastic. As the sound of the shot faded, Herron reached over and took the driver’s keys from the ignition. The man was now stuck in the middle of nowhere and unable to contact anyone. He’d eventually be found, but by then Herron would be long gone.

      Taking a step back from the driver, Herron rested the shotgun on the same seat where he’d stashed the pistol, then changed into the driver’s pants and shirt. They were a little big, but they’d do for now. He kept his own shoes. Now he looked little like the prisoner who’d climbed onto the bus, which might be the difference between success and failure. Satisfied, Herron took possession of the pistol and left the shotgun where it was.

      The last things he did before leaving the bus was rifle through the driver’s wallet for some cash – about eighty bucks or so – and then throw the wallet and the cell phone to the other end of the bus. Then he took one more look around, stepped off the bus, and took a deep breath of cool night air.

      It tasted like freedom.
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      “Fantastic.” Herron sighed as he turned up the car’s radio, after the music had been interrupted by a newsflash. He didn’t have to be Nostradamus to guess what the bulletin would be about. He’d been waiting for it since he’d escaped from the bus an hour ago.

      The newsreader sounded earnest as he fired the starter’s gun on a nationwide manhunt. “Authorities are searching for a man who has escaped from custody. While police haven’t released his name, they have revealed that the fugitive is charged with multiple counts of murder. The man is in his mid-thirties, has brown hair, and is armed—”

      Herron killed the radio and sighed again. He’d hoped for more time.

      After escaping from the bus, he’d sprinted for a mile before reaching a grocery store. There, he’d stolen a car from the parking lot and hit the road, heading back to D.C. and hoping he could terminate the Master and complete his work before the cops realized he’d escaped.

      So much for that.

      Things were getting hot. Common sense and his training dictated that Herron go to ground until the attention from the cops had eased off a little. A man with his skills could remain invisible, but if he stayed out in public with all eyes searching for him there was a high chance he’d have further confrontations with the authorities.

      But Herron didn’t plan to hide, not until the Master was dead. He just had to move faster than law enforcement could catch up.

      He turned into the parking lot of George Washington University Hospital and did a long, slow lap. As he drove, Herron searched for cops or anything else out of the ordinary. It all seemed fine. The parking lot was sparsely occupied and there were very few people around. It was past visiting hours, so the only cars he was competing with for space belonged to patients and the overnight staff.

      Satisfied he was good to proceed, Herron parked as close to the entrance as possible and got out of the car. He was still dressed in the prison bus driver’s black pants and white shirt, but it was as good a disguise as any. He crossed the parking lot and entered the hospital through the emergency entrance.

      The emergency room waiting area wasn’t overly busy, which wasn’t surprising given it was 11:00 PM on a weeknight. Herron had been counting on that. Before he was in sight of any hospital staff, he placed his left forearm across his chest and gripped it with his right hand, as if he’d injured it. Then he made his way to the reception desk.

      The nurse behind the desk looked up from her computer. “Do you need help?”

      “I think my arm might be broken. I was hoping a doctor could take a look at it.”

      “We can manage that. I’ll just need a few details about you first.”

      Herron nodded and answered the woman’s questions. He gave her an identity he’d shed a while ago – James Baker – a fake name that would show up on her screen as having full medical insurance. He hoped that would reduce the number of other questions he’d need to answer.

      Money talked.

      “Thanks for your patience, Mr Baker.” The nurse smiled at him, satisfied with his credentials. “My colleague Tonia will take you through to a cubicle and get you seen to.”

      Herron followed Tonia through a security door and into the emergency room proper. The large space was dominated by a nurses’ station, which sat in the middle and was ringed by a few dozen small emergency cubicles. Herron didn’t speak to the nurse as she led him to one of the alcoves, pulled back the curtain and gestured for him to enter.

      When he was inside and seated, she spoke. “Another nurse will be around to check your vitals, and a doctor will be in shortly.”

      Herron nodded. A second later, the nurse closed the curtain and left him alone. He waited for a couple of minutes, and then stood and slipped out of the cubicle. In his head, a clock started, counting down the time until he’d be exposed.

      He walked through the hospital like he owned it. There were only a few other patients and staff moving around and none of them paid him any attention. He exited emergency and headed for a staff locker room.

      He looked left and right. The coast was clear, so he pushed the door open and entered. The change room was just as empty as the rest of the hospital. Herron forced open a locker at random and smiled when he saw the clothes inside. He’d look like a doctor in no time. He changed quickly, transferred the pistol to his new clothing and threw his old clothes in a waste bin.

      He stepped outside and headed down the corridor in the direction of the wards. When he arrived, he smiled at the woman on duty at the nurses’ station and rounded the desk. He looked at the whiteboard, searching for Robert Pritchard’s room number.

      He was in Room 7…and seconds away from death.

      Herron walked deeper into the ward. The numbers on the doors of the large suites he passed increased until he reached Room 7.

      He looked around to make sure he was alone, drew his pistol and pushed the door open.

      His mouth fell open. The hospital room was empty.
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        * * *

      

      Herron shook off his moment of surprise and moved inside the hospital room. There was an armchair, some hospital equipment, a bed and little else. The bed had been slept in, but the patient who’d occupied it was gone. Suddenly, Herron’s plan to terminate the Master was in disarray. He had to adjust.

      He returned to the corridor, looked left and right, then approached the nurse at the nurses’ station. “Where has the patient in Room 7 gone?”

      The woman frowned. “He discharged himself only a few moments before you got here, doctor. We loaned him a wheelchair and he’s on his way to the parking lot.”

      Herron kept his composure, but his mind was shouting curses. “I need to see him before he goes. Which way would they have gone?”

      “To the elevators.” The nurse pointed down the hall, then her face wrinkled with confusion. “Excuse me, doctor…I’m sorry, I just haven’t seen you around before, and I—”

      Herron turned and broke into a run. He was certain the Master was still in the hospital, but now, with his ruse exposed, time was of the essence. As if to illustrate the point, an alarm started to wail throughout the hospital. Security and the police would soon be on him.

      He had to come up with a new plan. Fast.

      Herron barely slowed as he raced around the corner and spotted an older, male nurse pushing a guy in a wheelchair. That had to be him: the Master. Both the nurse and the Master were oblivious to his presence, the nurse reaching out to press the elevator call button.

      Herron drew his pistol and leveled it at the pair. “Hold it right there!”

      The nurse turned and his eyes widened. “Don’t shoot!”

      Herron slowed to a walk and inched closer. The man in the wheelchair craned his head around and they locked eyes. Herron snarled. He was face to face with the Master for the first time. The minor setback had been corrected. He shifted his aim from the nurse to the Master, ready to eradicate this stain on the tapestry of humanity…

      Then he sensed movement in his peripheral vision.

      Herron grunted as someone tackled him from behind, a split-second before he had the chance to fire. As the heavy weight of a hospital security guard took him to the floor, Herron lashed out with his elbows and the pistol, trying to club the man off him. He landed a few blows, but then a second guard was on him, laying into him with a baton.

      Herron rolled up into a ball, protecting his head from the assault. The guard who’d tackled him climbed to his feet and kicked the pistol away, then joined his colleague in whaling on Herron with his baton. Though the blows hurt, they were like getting kissed by a lover when compared with the pain of failure, knowing that with each second that passed the Master was slipping further from his grasp.

      After a moment, the guards stopped laying into him. One of them slapped his baton against his palm. “Had enough, pal?”

      Herron nodded, uncurled himself and glanced toward the elevator. The nurse had taken a step back and was holding his palms out in front of him, clearly terrified. His patient had abandoned his wheelchair and the door to the emergency stairs beside the elevator was slowly swinging closed.

      Yet again, the Master had slipped from Herron’s grasp. He needed to get after him, but before he could do that he had to deal with the security guards.

      Herron looked at one of the guards. “Can I sit against the wall until the cops arrive?”

      The guard nodded. “Fine. But make one wrong move and we start hitting you again.”

      Herron pushed himself across the floor to the wall. Both guards kept watching him, even as one of them stepped forward with the baton at the ready and the other reached down to secure the pistol. When Herron reached the wall, he used it to push himself to his feet. The guards stepped forward to stop him, one shouting at him to sit back down, but it was too late. Their mistake would doom them.

      Herron stepped closer to them and they backed away. Their batons were held at the ready and they probably had the upper hand, but their retreat told Herron they didn’t think so. Here he was again, having to hurt innocent people who got caught in the crossfire – exactly the reason he rebelled against the Enclave in the first place. Once the Master was dealt with, he was going to stop.

      Herron charged at the first guard, who swung the baton at him in a wide arc. Herron caught his wrist, twisted it down and away, breaking it in a flash. The guard shrieked in pain, dropping the baton so he could grip his fractured arm. Herron followed the strike with a sharp kick to the guard’s knee. It buckled and he fell – he was out of the fight and there was no need to inflict any more punishment on him.

      “Don’t hurt me!” The second guard tossed the pistol onto the ground and backed away. “Please, don’t hurt me!”

      “Be smart.” Herron kept his eyes on the guard as he leaned down to pick up the pistol. The man didn’t move or try to impede him, so Herron didn’t waste any more time.

      Breaking into a run, he charged past the male nurse who’d been pushing the wheelchair and headed for the stairs. The alarm still blared and there was an electricity in the air, the hospital awake and active when minutes ago it had been sleeping and still. Patients were peeking out of their rooms and there were more staff members around than normal.

      It wasn’t a welcome development, but Herron ignored them all as he charged through the door to the stairwell.

      He took the stairs down two at a time. Pritchard was injured and only had a small lead on Herron, which meant there was a chance to catch him if he worked hard enough. There was no time for caution: things were getting hot at the hospital, but now was still the best time to get the Master. Herron had done everything right except finish his target, now he was at risk of failing altogether.

      He could hear the clomp-clomp-clomp sound of someone else rushing down the stairs below him. When he was three levels from the bottom, there came the sound of a door slamming. Pritchard must have exited on the ground level. When he reached the bottom, Herron stashed his pistol in the waistband of his pants, put his hands on the door handle and opened it.

      After a deep breath, he stepped out of the stairwell and prepared to hunt his prey.
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        * * *

      

      Herron exited the stairwell and walked through the hospital towards the emergency reception area. There were plenty of security staff around, which was amazing given how deserted the hospital had been a little earlier, but Herron was dressed as a doctor and the security men didn’t give him a second glance. Still, he expected more heat on him at any moment, so he kept moving.

      He looked around briefly, but he couldn’t immediately see Pritchard. The Master had two options – try to double back and lose Herron inside the hospital, or head for the emergency room exit and try to outrun him. Herron made his own choice and headed in the direction of emergency. Soon he spotted a man in a hospital gown walking down the hallway in the same direction.

      It seemed Pritchard had made his choice.

      Herron followed his prey out of the hospital and into the parking lot. Two police cruisers were just pulling in, and Herron slowed down as they passed. News of the disturbance had clearly reached beyond the hospital. There’d be more cops on the way.

      Herron returned his attention to where Pritchard was walking away.

      The Master had gone.

      Herron cursed, drew his pistol and was about to search the aisles between the parked cars when shots started to pound into the sedan beside him. There was no sound of gunfire, only that of the bullets’ impact, which meant a silenced weapon. That ruled out the cops and made the Master the likely shooter. Several more rounds slammed into the car, but Herron was already moving. He crawled in between the vehicles, keeping his own pistol at the ready as he tried to locate Pritchard.

      Herron flattened onto his stomach and looked under the rows of cars, smiling when he saw a pair of feet and the flowing bottom of a hospital gown. He rolled onto his side, aimed and fired at the Master’s feet. The shots would alert the cops and security guards, but Herron didn’t care. All that mattered was finishing the job. His smile widened when Pritchard cried out and dropped to the ground.

      Jumping to his feet, Herron ran to where the Master lay. He kept his pistol aimed at Pritchard as he rounded the car and kicked his fallen foe’s weapon away. It skidded under a car and out of reach. Herron had taken the last vestige of the Enclave to the ground and now, in a world of pain as he writhed on the concrete, the Master was completely defenseless.

      “Bad luck.” Herron kept the pistol aimed at Pritchard’s head. “The Enclave dies with you.”

      “You know nothing.” Pritchard scoffed. “What is dead can rise again. You should scurry under a rock, where you might just survi—”

      Herron squeezed the trigger, putting a round between Pritchard’s eyes. “155.”

      He exhaled, savoring the last and most important kill of his career. It was over. He knew he needed to go, but he waited anyway. He stared down at Pritchard’s lifeless body, enjoying the sight of blood that was pooling on the concrete near his head. A split-second later, he frowned. Something was wrong…

      Apart from the wounds Herron had given him – most obviously the bullet wound to the head – Pritchard was uninjured. The situation didn’t match the story of a man in hospital being treated for injuries. So what happened to those injuries? Why had he been in hospital at all?

      Only one explanation made sense.

      The man oozing blood onto the ground wasn’t the Master.

      Herron closed his eyes and thought back to when he’d caught up with the man he’d thought was the Master and the nurse pushing the wheelchair. Small signs – the nurse wincing when he’d put his hands up, being less afraid than he should have been – told the whole story.

      He’d fallen for the simplest of ruses. Pritchard had outwitted him. After checking himself out, Pritchard had swapped clothing with another Enclave operative and started pushing that man through the hospital. When Herron had intercepted them and chased after the patient, Pritchard had simply stood back with his hands up.

      He’d killed an Enclave operative, not the Master.

      Pritchard had escaped Herron’s grasp and probably walked right out of the hospital.

      “Fuck!” Herron opened his eyes.

      The taste of victory was replaced by failure. He thought about going back into the hospital, but the Master would be long gone. Herron had lost contact with him over five minutes ago. He needed to get away from the hospital and plot his next move. If there was a next move. He turned and started to walk away from the hospital and the dead body...

      “Freeze!”

      He’d only made it a few steps when he heard the shout and turned to see two police officers rushing in his direction. When they saw Herron’s pistol and the dead body, they drew their own guns. Herron turned and ran, knowing that from this range the cops had an even chance of hitting or missing. The cops fired, but no bullets penetrated his body as he increased the distance from the cops.

      Herron ran to the end of the lot, looking for an opportunity to escape. The cops had given up shooting and started to chase him, while even more police sirens were sounding in the distance. The heat on him was increasing with every passing second. He’d never been this exposed before, a man used to living in the shadows flushed out into the light. It was getting to the point where he could barely show his face in public.

      When a driver in a nearby sedan pulled out of his parking space and drove in his direction, Herron was momentarily blinded by the car’s headlights. Herron stopped running, shielding his eyes from the light with one hand while aiming his pistol at the car with the other. The driver was smart. He slowed the car to a stop and climbed out. Herron gestured for him to beat it and tracked him with the pistol as he ran away, then headed for the sedan.

      Herron climbed into the car and put his foot to the floor.
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      Herron clenched his teeth as machine gun rounds tore chunks from the broad tree he was using for cover. The trunk protected his body but did nothing to silence the cacophony of gunfire that roared through the valley. Only escaping or eradicating his pursuers would achieve that and the odds weren’t great.

      There was a break in the gunfire, and Herron chanced a quick glance from cover.

      It wasn’t good.

      A dozen infantry were advancing on him. He was alone, almost out of ammo and totally out of options. That didn’t mean he’d make it easy on them. He aimed his rifle at an enemy soldier who’d drifted into his sightline and fired. The rifle kicked into his shoulder, the soldier dropped and Herron ducked behind the tree just in time as return fire barked out at him.

      When the hail of bullets slackened, he ran further up the hill and sheltered behind another tree an instant before more shots tore into it. He was playing for time, but time was running out. There were only two rounds left in his rifle and he had no spare ammo. He looked down his scope, fired, worked the bolt action and fired again. Two targets fell, but the rest of the infantry kept advancing, taking advantage of their numbers.

      Out of ammo now, he tossed the rifle on the ground and darted to the next tree. His luck ran out. Halfway to the next oak he grunted in pain as his left leg gave out from under him…

      Herron woke with a start, sighed and rubbed his face. A glance at the alarm clock beside the bed showed he’d been asleep for barely three hours and already his dreams were taunting him. After escaping from the hospital, sheer exhaustion had forced him to go to ground. He’d swapped cars and used the bus driver’s cash to buy supplies, clothes and a cheap motel room in the most out-of-the-way place he could find.

      After crashing into bed, he’d fallen asleep quickly and a dream he hadn’t had in a long time had returned with a vengeance. He’d been in the special forces when intel had come in suggesting a rogue North Korean general was preparing to launch an artillery attack on Seoul. Herron and his team had infiltrated, assassinated the general and then been ambushed on the way out. Herron had been the only survivor.

      The timing of the dream was fitting, because the escape from North Korea was the only other time Herron had had so much heat on him. For the past few days – from the minute he’d left the rooftop in the helicopter to the time he’d climbed into the motel bed – the cops had only been a moment behind him. Law enforcement across the country were looking for him, his description was all over the news and his luck had almost run out.

      All of that would be acceptable if he’d succeeded...

      Herron put his hands behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. The room was illuminated by the pale-yellow glow of the alarm clock and what light from a streetlamp could peek in through a gap in the blinds. He wasn’t a man used to indecision – he was given a target, he eliminated the target, then he waited for another one. But this time was different. Now he was a freelancer, he faced a choice: go to ground or keep on after the Master.

      He didn’t have to continue with this fight, but he wasn’t sure he could live with himself if he didn’t. The Master led an organization of elite killers, contractors like Herron who completed jobs on the understanding that their work was conducted on behalf of the United States Government and that those who died were human vermin. Herron had thought he was taking out terrorists, drug runners and other scum.

      The resistance that’d formed against the Enclave had shown him otherwise.

      So the decision was simple. He and the resistance had destroyed most of the Enclave, but it had to be eradicated down to the root.

      The Master – Robert Pritchard, if that was his real name – had to die.

      Herron didn’t delay – he’d had enough sleep to power him for another day. He climbed out of bed, walked to the coffee table and opened the plastic bag of supplies he’d purchased from a gas station convenience store – food, water and the means to disguise himself. He took the scissors, shaving foam, razor and make-up from the bag, carried the items to the bathroom, and left them on the basin while he showered.

      As the water pummeled him, he formed a plan. He’d fallen for a classic bait-and-switch at the hospital, giving the Master time to skulk back into hiding. Herron had to find him again. Unfortunately, he was not a woodsman tracking a dumb animal in a contained environment. He was looking for a hyper-intelligent man with billions of possible hiding places.

      Luckily, he had an idea.

      Herron turned off the taps, toweled himself off and returned to the basin. The cheap motel room didn’t have a bathroom exhaust fan, so he used the towel to wipe the condensation from the mirror. He already looked a little different than usual, with a few days of stubble, several cuts and bruises. By the time he left the motel, he wanted to look like a completely new man.

      Herron took the scissors to his already short hair. He cut as close to the scalp as he could, rough and fast, paying no attention to styling. When that was done, he filled the sink with hot water and applied the shaving foam to what hair remained on top of his head. He went slower with the razor, moving in slow and deliberate strokes, only pausing occasionally to rinse the blade.

      When he’d shaved all the hair from his head, Herron considered his new look in the mirror. It was strange, but he did look totally different. After deciding to leave the stubble on his face, he drained the sink and started work with the makeup. He applied a layer of foundation that made his skin look darker, with particular attention paid to covering up his scrapes and bruises.

      When he was done, he ran his hand over his bald scalp and smiled. “A whole new man.”

      He didn’t bother to clean the bathroom. He simply gathered up his possessions, turned the light off and left. He picked up the food and water from the coffee table, and after a quick breakfast of bread and honey, washed down with some water, he was good to go. He put everything he’d bought from the gas station into the plastic bag, tied it off and threw it in the trash.

      Once dressed, he pocketed the car keys and left the motel room. He kept his eyes peeled as he moved towards his car – a stolen Toyota. He was used to camouflaging himself in the dark shadows of a city, revealing himself with precise and explosive violence only when needed, then hiding again. But with the entire country on alert, he had to be careful.

      He unlocked the car, climbed inside and started it. He was going to take care of the Master, but he had to take care of someone else first.
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        * * *

      

      Herron drove the Toyota to Frederick, Maryland. It was early in the morning and there’d been little traffic to slow him down, so the trip took only about an hour. He arrived in town just as the sun was starting to peek over the horizon and cars were starting to fill the roads; if all went to plan, he’d be gone before the sun was at its highest point in the sky.

      He parked in the lot of a McDonalds restaurant and killed the engine. He squeezed the wheel tight and closed his eyes, hoping his guess was correct. The last time he’d been here, he had made one of the hardest calls of his life – agreeing to leave Erica Kearns behind as he drove off to fight the Enclave. He’d wanted to keep her close, but she’d insisted on staying behind.

      It was the only time a personal conflict had threatened to impact on his mission.

      If Herron died, nobody would know about it. The Enclave had scoured every trace of him from the world. His parents and siblings had never been much of a family and now they thought he was dead, he didn’t have any friends, and there was no record of him anywhere. He was a dead man who walked the Earth and extinguished the lives of others. When his time came, he’d be a completely unidentifiable corpse – a John Doe quickly forgotten.

      That didn’t mean there was nothing that he cared about.

      Before plunging into the most dangerous hunt of his life, Herron wanted to take care of Kearns, the one thing that mattered to him apart from his mission. He owed her. She’d brought him back from the dead, cured him of the deadly Omega Strain virus and then risked herself further to help him escape the police and get to safety.

      He’d promised to return to her once the Enclave was dealt with, but if killing the Master cost his own life he wanted to make sure she was looked after.

      He opened his eyes, climbed out of the car and crossed the parking lot. The McDonalds had only a couple of diners in for breakfast, people making the healthy choice to start their day. Herron entered and ordered, and when his food was ready, he walked to the booth furthest from the door and sat with his back to the wall. It was the best seat in the house, which let him see everyone who was coming and going.

      As Herron ate, he kept his eyes on the door and the parking lot. Customers came and went, but not the one he was waiting for. He hoped she was still checking the restaurant – the place where he’d left her – every day. If she didn’t show up, he’d have to search the other likely places: the grocery store, the post office, the restaurants and the cafes. But if she was smart she’d return here to the McDonalds.

      Herron finished his meal and let an hour pass with no sign of her. It’d been a long shot, but it was the best one he had. He decided to wait another five minutes, aware of how risky it was to stick around. A cop could enter, a citizen could recognize him despite the disguise, or a staff member could wonder why the bald stranger was sitting around for so long after eating.

      The time passed and Herron returned to his car, trying to decide where to look for Kearns next. He doubted she was working and he didn’t know where she was living, so the only way to find her would be to catch a break as she went about her day. The grocery store seemed the best bet. He started the car, shifted it into gear and reversed out of the parking space…

      …then he saw Kearns in his mirrors, right behind him.

      He slammed on the brakes, a lump in his throat. She looked well. They’d been through a lot together, yet so much more than that had changed since he’d last seen her. Though it’d been less than a month, it felt like a lifetime. He watched her as she passed his car and headed into the McDonalds. She hadn’t seen him and looked completely at ease as she ordered and waited for her food.

      Herron was about to park the car again when another vehicle turned into the lot – a Frederick Police Department cruiser. The cops inside were driving at a normal speed and showing no signs of recognizing him, but their presence raised the stakes immediately. He’d wanted to go inside, meet with Kearns and explain the situation, but if he parked again and climbed out, the cops might recognize him.

      “Fuck it.” Herron cursed as he finished backing out and pulled slowly away.

      He drove down the street for a few hundred yards, giving the cops enough time to get out of their car and inside the restaurant. Kearns wouldn’t be going anywhere for a few minutes, so he had the time to play it safe. After a minute, he turned around and headed back, making for the drive-through.

      The young woman staffing the window smiled at him. “Good morning, sir. What can I get for you today?”

      “A large Coke.” Herron smiled back at her and then glanced at his rear-view mirror. There was no one behind him in the line. “Can you also hand me a pen and some napkins?”

      “Sure.” She passed them out to him. “I’ll just pour the Coke for you. Wait here please.”

      Herron rested the napkin on the dashboard and carefully wrote out a detailed set of instructions on the napkins, making sure each letter was perfect. He couldn’t afford a mistake or for his writing to be illegible. The staff member finished pouring his Coke and returned to the serving window before he’d finished, but waited patiently until he was done. In all, it took three napkins to write his message.

      “Sorry.” Herron looked up at her and dug into his pocket. He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to her along with the napkins. “You can keep the change.”

      Her eyes widened as she took the money and the napkins. The tip was more than she’d make in a few hours. “Thanks.”

      Herron took the cup from her. “I need you to hand those napkins to a woman who’s inside the restaurant. She’s in her mid-thirties and wearing a denim skirt. It’s very important.”

      “Okay.” She nodded and looked down at the napkins. The words he’d scribbled on it wouldn’t mean anything to her. She turned and walked away from the window.

      Herron put the Coke in the cup holder and drove back around to the front of the restaurant. He didn’t park, just sat with the engine idling and looked through the restaurant window. The drive-through attendant was already at Kearns’ table. He watched as she handed Kearns the napkins, turned and returned to her post at the drive-through window – job done and tip earned.

      Kearns read what was on the napkins – the location of one of Herron’s stashes, along with detailed instructions on how to access it. The cache contained weapons and a million dollars, enough money to last her a long time if she used it wisely. At the bottom of the last napkin, he’d also written a farewell message. When the realization hit her, she looked up, but by then Herron was already on the road.
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        * * *

      

      Herron revved the motorbike, accelerating enough to zip through the intersection before the traffic lights flickered from yellow to red. He relished the power of the bike beneath him – he’d stolen it from a backwater town somewhere between Frederick and Washington D.C – and while he was careful to stay below the speed limit as a precaution, that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the ride.

      He hadn’t expected to return to the dragon’s den so soon. With agencies all across the country after him, most people would consider heading back to the capital a crazy move – a suicide mission. But Herron knew he had no choice. He needed to get back on the trail of the Master and he had only one sure-fire way to do it: Dan Reeves. Reeves worked for the NSA, had helped Herron find his handler, and was a reliable resource for jobs like this.

      When the most secretive people on the planet retreated into the shadows, they were almost impossible to find. The only answer was to deploy the world’s largest spotlight – the NSA. Reeves had access to systems and data powerful enough to expose anyone. He would certainly be able to hack the security feed from the hospital and get a perfect picture of the Master.

      Herron pulled up a half-block away from Reeves’ apartment building and looked up and down the street. The lights were on in Reeves’ window and the streets were deserted except for the occasional passing car. It was safe to proceed. He killed the engine, kicked down the bike stand and climbed off. With his crash helmet still on his head, he walked up the street towards Reeves’ home.

      When he was only four doors away, he heard the first police sirens in the distance. He cursed. He’d thought he had made it undetected, but there was a chance it was him the cops were coming for. He ran to Reeves’ building and buzzed his apartment. If he could get inside before the law arrived, there was a chance he’d avoid them.

      The intercom crackled. “Who is it?”

      “Herron.”

      There was a long pause. “Go away. Our business is done.”

      Herron knew he should have tailgated another of the building’s residents inside and just show up on Reeves’ doorstep. It was harder to talk back when you had a pistol in your face. The sirens were getting louder now, and he was getting more desperate. If he couldn’t get inside in the next five seconds, he’d have to retreat to his motorbike and try to slip away. But if he couldn’t secure Reeves’ help, he couldn’t find the Master.

      He pressed the intercom button again. “You need to reconsider. Fast.”

      There was no response: Reeves was playing hard to get. Herron cursed and slammed his palm into the wall. He considered kicking in the glass door, but then the first cop car came tearing down the street. Herron walked back to his bike. With each step, he expected the police to pounce, but instead they drove right past him and pulled up in front of Reeves’ apartment block.

      Any chance of using the NSA analyst to get back on the Master’s trail was now gone, but while he climbed back on the bike and started the engine, Herron didn’t immediately ride away. He was too engrossed with what was happening outside the building, where four officers had emerged from the cars and were forcing their way inside.

      Herron watched them disappear, only to return a few minutes later with Dan Reeves in handcuffs. The NSA analyst was dressed in his pyjamas and looked shocked, which wasn’t surprising given that only a few minutes earlier it’d been Herron at his door. The cops bundled him inside a car and drove away.

      Herron rode off in the opposite direction, forming a new plan on the fly. He had no idea what had led to Reeves’ arrest, but it had to be related to his own escape from custody. Somehow, the cops had linked his takedown of the Enclave leadership with Reeves. Another door was now closed to him, and things were getting desperate. Herron was almost entirely without resources and the net was closing in.

      He was alone and his luck was failing. He’d have to create his own.
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      Herron grunted as he threw his duffel bag over the chain-link fence with enough force to clear the barbed wire atop it. Though it made a bit of noise as it landed, the bag didn’t trigger any sort of alarm or security lighting. Despite his penetration of their outer perimeter, the grounds of Secure Corporation remained shrouded in the inky black of early morning.

      That made things easier.

      It was one thing to talk your way into a hospital, but getting access to a secure server housed in a security company was an entirely different proposition. When attacking this kind of facility, Herron would usually want to study the schematics, stake out the building to determine its security features and maybe even try to cultivate an asset on the inside.

      He had time for none of that. He’d only had the chance to visit a hardware store and do a lap of the facility on his bike before getting to work. He’d parked a block away, donned a balaclava and then headed to the section of fence at the rear of the facility. He didn’t know how difficult getting inside would be, but he was as well prepared as he’d had time to be.

      Herron gripped the only thing he’d kept from the duffel bag – the bolt cutters he’d bought from the hardware store with the rest of his supplies. Satisfied there was little security aside from the fence – no motion lights, sensors, dogs or alarms – he used the cutters to make a hole in the mesh. He tossed the cutters onto the ground, gripped the section he’d cut free, and pulled.

      After one last look around, he maneuvered through the gap. He drew his pistol, picked up the duffel bag and walked in the direction of the squat building that stood like a sentinel in the center of the grounds. It was four stories tall and likely contained all sorts of treasure, but Herron was only interested in one piece – the security camera footage from the hospital.

      It’d been easy enough to figure out where the footage was stored. Secure Corporation stickers had been all over the hospital, spruiking the company’s work to keep the hospital safe. A simple Google search at an all-night internet café had given Herron all the information he needed to crack open their security like a drill through drywall. Although the company’s business was security, their own facility was lacking.

      It’d be fine against most threats, but Herron wasn’t most threats.

      Like an onion, Secure Corporation’s protection had layers. Besides the unguarded perimeter fence, Herron’s reconnaissance had revealed a single guard at a gatehouse and another inside a well-lit reception area at the front. He was certain there’d be internal cameras, secure doors and possibly even roving teams of guards – none of it would be sufficient to stop him.

      He reached the rear of the building and pressed his back up against it. Though he’d scouted the building and was cloaked in darkness, he couldn’t be totally sure that he hadn’t missed something. He waited there with his pistol gripped tight, his senses on a razor’s edge, and ready to explode into action if the situation demanded. A full five minutes ticked by and nothing happened. It was safe to move.

      Herron made his way to the back of the building, where a heavy steel door with a pair of locks restricted his access. Normally, he would have selected his tools based on a thorough reconnaissance of the target, but he hadn’t had that option this time. Instead he’d procured a wide range of cheap tools – from a set of bump keys to some traditional lockpicks – that would let him deal with most locks.

      Thankfully, the door only had a pair of simple tumbler locks. Herron opened the duffel bag and dug through its contents. He found the bump keys and within a minute he’d dealt with both mechanisms. He pushed down on its handle and the door opened freely on its hinges. Herron stashed the keys back in his bag and entered the offices of Secure Corporation.

      He closed the door behind him and dug a small flashlight from the bag. He turned it on and looked around. There appeared to be no internal security features at all. If he was a client of Secure Corporation, he’d be alarmed at how easily someone with the right motivation and tools could work his way inside. Hell, he hadn’t even needed most of the gear he’d purchased.

      Herron used the flashlight to guide him through the maze of darkened cubicles that seemed to dominate this level of the building. Some of the desks were neat, some were cluttered, but Herron only cared about one thing. He examined each for a split second, until he found a terminal with a sticky note attached to the screen. On the note, whoever worked at the computer had written their username and password.

      Herron smiled. It never failed.

      He took a seat and turned on the computer. When it booted, he entered the login and password and the computer accepted his credentials. He went exploring and he soon found his way to the security camera archives. Within a few minutes, Herron had located the hospital, the correct ward, the right camera and roughly the time of day when he’d interrupted the Master wheeling the other Enclave operative to the elevator.

      At exactly 9:43 PM, the Master had looked right up at the camera.

      “Got you.” Herron smiled. “You’re mine now, asshole.”

      Herron let go of the mouse and opened up the desk drawer. He found a USB flash drive, inserted it into the computer, then dragged the camera footage onto the drive. The file was large, so it would take several minutes to transfer. Herron stood, keeping alert. Being interrupted now by a roving security patrol wouldn’t be ideal.

      For the first time since he’d left the rooftop in the helicopter, something went right for Herron. Nobody interrupted him as the transfer took place, and when it was completed he pulled the stick from the computer and put it in his pocket. Then he simply walked out of the office, across the grounds and out through the hole in the fence.
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        * * *

      

      Herron rode his motorbike down the sleepy suburban street, counting down the numbers until he came to the modest, single-level house he was looking for. He stopped across the street and waited. Even though it was 5:00 AM, after the experience at Reeves’ apartment, he wanted to take a minute to make sure no cops appeared to spoil the party.

      After one last look up and down the street, Herron killed the engine, kicked the stand and climbed off the bike. He crossed the street and walked up the driveway to Robert Graham’s front door. Graham was one of the few people who could take the footage Herron had stolen and use it to unlock the Master’s whereabouts.

      When he reached the front door, Herron used the bump key he’d purchased from the hardware store to open Graham’s front door. The lock gave way in only a few seconds. After drawing his pistol, Herron eased the door open. A lamp was on in the living room, so he started there. He walked a few steps down the hallway, turned into the living room and was confronted by an overweight, middle-aged man asleep in an arm chair.

      Still wearing the motorbike helmet and with his pistol aimed at the sleeping man, Herron crossed the room to the armchair. He kicked the sleeping man’s leg. The sleeping giant snorted as he woke, his eyes locking onto Herron in a second. The man Herron assumed was Graham stared down the barrel of the pistol.

      “You’ve made a terrible decision.” Graham’s voice was calm, despite the situation. “Who are you?”

      “You’re Robert Graham?” Herron waited until the other man nodded. “Great. We need to talk.”

      With Reeves off the board, Herron had lost the best way to track down the Master. The security camera footage he had stolen was useless without access to the FBI’s Next Generation Identification-Interstate Photo System. It had over 400 million photos on file and was patched into camera feeds all across the country. It could also be accessed by Federal, state and local law enforcement all over the country.

      Reeves could have accessed the system in a split second but now Herron had to work harder. He’d targeted the weakest link in the chain – Graham. The chief could access the system without suspicion, if given incentive to do so. Luckily, Herron was good at motivating people and he now had the police chief of a small county just outside of Washington D.C. at his mercy.

      “I’ll keep this simple.” Herron spoke each word slowly, because he didn’t want his captive to make a mistake. “I’m going to take my helmet off. Then I’m going to explain what you need to do. Then I’m going to put the pistol in my pocket. Then we’re going to get your wife and two children. Then we’re going to bring them into this room.”

      Graham’s eyes were locked onto Herron now. “I—”

      “I’m not finished.” Herron cut him off. “Nobody needs to see the gun, unless you give me reason to. I don’t want to frighten your kids, but I need you and your wife to do as I ask.”

      Graham nodded. Like most people, his professional façade had crumbled when his family was threatened. “And what is that exactly?”

      Herron smiled. He had no intention of hurting the police chief’s family, but Graham didn’t know that. The illusion was all that mattered and there was one dead set way to create it. He removed his helmet and Graham’s eyes looked between Herron’s face and the pistol. Herron was glad Graham didn’t seem to recognize who he was, because it meant he still had a chance to evade the authorities.

      Herron clicked his fingers, so Graham paid attention. “I’ve killed a bunch of people. I want you to find a man for me. If you do so, I won’t need to kill your family.”

      Graham nodded. “Tell me what you want.”

      Herron tossed the USB at Graham. The other man caught it. “I want you to find a man for me. The footage on that stick will help you do so.”

      “Is he in town?”

      “I doubt it.” Herron shrugged. “You need to use the Interstate Photo System. Find him and I’ll leave your family in peace. You’ve got two hours before people start to die.”

      “Okay.” Graham seemed to believe him. He showed no signs of resistance and nodded vigorously. “Just take it easy.”

      Herron stood, gestured for Graham to do likewise and followed him to the master bedroom. Herron put the pistol in his pocket, but kept his hand wrapped around the grip. When he nodded at Graham, the police chief entered the room and stood next to the bed. Herron flicked on the light and Graham’s wife sat up in alarm. She glanced at her husband in confusion and then locked eyes with the intruder.

      Graham covered his wife’s mouth before she could scream. “Cara, it’s okay, but you need to remain calm.”

      Herron gripped the pistol a little tighter as her eyes darted between Herron and her husband, but eventually she nodded. Graham sat down on the bed next to his wife and slowly removed his hand from her mouth. Herron was prepared for her to scream, but to her credit she kept quiet. She clearly recognized the danger and trusted her husband to navigate them back to safety.

      “What’s going on?” Cara Graham whispered. “Who is this man?”

      Herron cut Graham’s answer off. “I’m going to stay here with you and your children while your husband completes a task for me. If you stay calm and he co-operates, everybody stays safe.”

      Herron waited until she’d nodded her understanding and then gestured both of them out of the room. He followed them to the end of the house, where the children slept. A quick web search had revealed that Graham had two children – a boy and a girl – which were a key reason why he’d picked this cop to squeeze. Each child had their own bedroom, one next to the other. Herron waited outside while their parents split, each going to grab a child.

      Neither Graham or his wife did anything stupid, which wasn’t surprising given the stakes. They emerged from the bedrooms within a few seconds of each other, both hugging tired and confused children. Herron kept back as they all made for the living room and sat down on the sofa. The children were bleary-eyed and when their mother sat in between them, they soon fell back to sleep on her.

      Herron walked to the kitchen that adjoined the living room and gestured for Graham to follow. He stood in the doorway between the rooms and waited while Graham moved past him and into the kitchen. From here, he could speak to the cop privately and also keep his eye on the man’s family. He was still ready for Graham to try something – to rush him or try for a weapon – but for now he was staying compliant.

      “Knock on the door when you get back. If I see cops or you don’t cooperate fully, people die.” Herron looked down at his watch and then back up at Graham. “Two hours.
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        * * *

      

      “Go to jail! Go to jail!”

      Given the events of the last few days, Herron laughed at the irony as the two children shouted at him in unison. Since Graham had left to complete his task, the kids had gradually woken up. They’d sat awkwardly with Herron and their mother for a little bit, before he had suggested they play a board game. He’d permitted the youngest child – the girl – to leave the living room and she’d returned with Monopoly.

      He was letting the kids win and they’d become very animated when he’d landed on the tile that’d send him to the clink. The kids hollered and laughed as he moved his piece – the cannon – to the other side of the board and into the jail. Herron smiled at them and glanced at Cara Graham. She was sitting with her arms crossed, playing the game only to keep the peace. The kids were oblivious to her dark mood, but Herron was wary of it.

      “Your turn.” Herron stared at her, making it clear that she should continue with the game and the illusion of normalcy. “The kids are having a good time.”

      She faked a smile, which was laced with disdain and hatred. Though she rolled the dice and moved her piece forward, she showed no interest in purchasing the property she’d landed on. Herron kept his eyes on her as the children completed their turns, assessing whether or not she’d do something stupid. He had enough risk with Robert Graham. He wouldn’t tolerate misbehavior from the man’s wife.

      The police chief had been gone for an hour and a half. His time was running out fast. By now, Herron hoped, he was finishing up his work and returning home. If not, there might be a problem. Though there was some chance that Graham would surround his house with cops, Herron doubted it. Not when there was a man in his living room holding his wife and kids hostage.

      Of course, he wouldn’t harm Cara Graham or the kids if the cops did show up, but neither Graham nor his wife knew that.

      Herron smiled at the children. “Hey kids, why don’t you go into the kitchen and get us some soda and snacks?”

      The kids looked at their mother. When she nodded, they shot off into the kitchen to collect their treasure.

      Herron watched them leave, unworried about them being in there on their own. They’d been calm while playing the board game and he didn’t think they knew he was a threat. Besides, he could accept that minor amount of risk, because doing so let him deal with a more significant potential problem.

      He stared at Cara Graham. “I can see what you’re doing. You’re emotionally withdrawing, calculating the odds of taking me down or distracting me long enough for your kids to escape. You need to stop it. If your husband returns with what I need, everyone lives. If you interfere in the meantime, we have a big problem and neither of us will get what we want.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you want.” She hissed. “If you touch either of my children I’ll cut you in half.”

      Herron nodded at her as the kids returned to the living room. They’d reached an uneasy understanding: he wouldn’t harm the children and she’d behave. She smiled at the two children and held her arms wide as they ran to her, laughing as they carried cans of soda and bags of candy into the room. They squealed with joy as they jumped into their mother’s arms, showing her their haul.

      The board games continued for another fifteen minutes. Herron started to grow anxious, checking his watch every few minutes while waiting for Robert Graham’s return. He hadn’t seriously considered a scenario where the police chief didn’t return, but the man’s wife clearly had. She was staring at Herron and seemed genuinely worried, even as she pretended to be fully engaged with the game.

      The clock ticked down, until there were just two minutes left on Graham’s deadline. Herron had given up on all illusion of playing the game now, digging his hand into his pocket and gripping the pistol. Two minutes ticked down to one, then down to thirty seconds. Herron sighed. He’d given Graham enough time to get what he needed to save his family, but it seemed the man hadn’t delivered.

      Things were about to get complicated.

      Herron locked eyes with Cara Graham. While her children continued to play the game, she was silently pleading with Herron to leave the children alone. He kept his face impassive. He had to maintain the illusion of the threat, though he had no idea what he was going to do if the police chief didn’t deliver. He wouldn’t harm the family, but he needed help to find the Master.

      There was a knock on the door with four seconds to spare. Herron glanced at Cara Graham. The relief on her face was plain to see. She moved off the sofa and sat down next to her children, ostensibly to wrap them both in a hug. It was clear to Herron that she was also preparing to shield them with her own body if the situation became violent. He doubted it would, not unless the local SWAT team was dumb enough to knock.

      “Hopefully this is the last time I’ll see you.” Herron looked at Cara Graham as he stood. “Have fun, kids!”

      He walked through the house to the front door, his hand in his pocket gripping the pistol. At the front door, he looked through the peephole. Robert Graham was on the other side, holding both of his hands in the air so Herron could see. One was empty and the other held a folder.

      Herron opened the door. He wasn’t going to deny Graham access to his family for a second longer than necessary, once he had his information. “Good timing.”

      “I got what you wanted.” Graham held out the folder. It was stuffed with paper. “Several hits, including one from yesterday.

      Herron nodded, took the folder and opened it. He skimmed through the contents and was satisfied Graham had delivered. He looked up at Graham. “And nobody suspects you?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Your wife is a strong woman.” Herron stood aside and let Graham pass. He was a man of his word.

      Herron waited until Graham was out of site, then left the house. He looked up and down the street, but only a few cars were on the road. It was almost as sleepy as when he’d arrived. It was still relatively early and most people would only now be getting ready for work. Herron had to get ready for work, too. He had a lot of catching up to do and a long ride ahead of him.

      It was a long way to Mexico.
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      “Come on.” Herron’s eyes flared as he slowed the car to a stop. The traffic had to be backed up for a mile.

      He tapped the wheel in tune with the song on the radio, until the music was overwhelmed by music blaring from a car that pulled up next to him. He turned to stare at the two men in the front seat. They were covered in jewellery and tattoos – probably gangbangers – and like Herron they were headed for the border with Mexico.

      Herron stifled a yawn. He was tired, but he didn’t dare stop moving. Not when he was this close.

      After leaving Graham’s house he’d headed south. He’d stayed on the motorbike until he’d hit Texas, where he’d accessed one of his stashes, collecting cash and a new fake identity. After sleeping at a hotel, he’d then stolen a car before continuing south to the Mexican border. After 14 hours, stopping only for gas and food a few times along the way, he was at one of several U.S./Mexico border checkpoints.

      The traffic was moving nowhere fast, so Herron reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed the folder Graham had given him. He’d already perused the papers in detail at a gas station diner. They contained countless photos of the Master, several identities the Enclave leader had used and financial records for many of those identities.

      Most of that was noise. What really mattered was a still photograph taken from a security camera recording at Dulles International Airport that showed the Master boarding a flight to Europe two days ago.

      The Master had fled the United States and Herron was following. It was getting too hot to stay here anyway, with law enforcement all over the country scouring their jurisdictions to find him. While finding the Master in Europe would be like finding a needle in a haystack in a field full of haystacks, at least Herron would be able to get away from some of the attention that was currently on him.

      He was a few pages into the dossier when the traffic started to move again. He closed the folder and put it back on the passenger seat, then inched the car forward a few yards before the traffic stopped again. Ahead of him was a sea of red tail lights, each belonging to a car carrying a frustrated motorist or family south. He’d been moving at this pace for over an hour.

      By now he could read the LED message board above the checkpoint up ahead. It explained why the traffic was so bad: the authorities were completing enhanced vehicle searches. Herron cursed. He hadn’t expected to cross the border easily, but he’d hoped his disguise and fake passport would be enough. With the border guards on higher alert, he couldn’t count on it.

      As his car crawled forward, Herron adjusted to the situation. He formed a plan and kept his eyes peeled. He was looking for something very specific – a perfect set of circumstances that would let him depart the United States unmolested, despite the enhanced security checks up ahead. He was on the clock. He needed to find what he was looking for before he reached the checkpoint.

      Herron looked to his left at the sedan the gangbangers were driving. This time, the man in the passenger seat looked at him. Herron smiled. “The music is a little loud.”

      The thug hissed. “Keep staring at me. We might add the sound of your head slamming into my fist.”

      Herron almost laughed at the thought of these guys trying to dish out violence near one of the most hotly policed checkpoints on the planet, but he kept quiet. He gripped the wheel tighter with both hands and looked straight ahead, back into the sea of red lights. His antagonist hurled more abuse at him, trying to spark a reaction, but soon lost interest when Herron didn’t respond.

      Herron had made his decision. Though he didn’t usually target innocents, he doubted that description fit these guys. At best, they were assholes.

      He gripped his pistol and ejected the magazine into his lap, then wound down the electric window on the front passenger side and tossed the gun out into the darkness. Unless someone was watching his car very closely, they wouldn’t have noticed what he was doing. Satisfied nobody had noticed, next he emptied the magazine and tossed that out the window too.

      He gathered the bullets in a small pile on his lap and waited. The next time the traffic moved, Herron only pulled forward a little way. Now, instead of being alongside him, the gangbangers’ Chevrolet was slightly in front, the back windows down and their music pumping. Herron pinched the first of the bullets between his thumb and forefinger and threw it through the back window of the gangbangers’ car.

      His aim was true and the bullet went through the window.

      Herron waited to see if there’d be any reaction from the men inside the car, but their music was so loud they were oblivious to his actions. He repeated the move over and over again, until each of the bullets he’d taken from inside the pistol was on the back seat of the gangbanger’s car. Only then did he close the distance between his vehicle and the car in front, pulling up alongside the Chevrolet again.

      The traffic snailed along for another 15 minutes, and as he got closer Herron could see that the officers at the border checkpoint were thoroughly searching every car. Off to the side, were several empty cars – their occupants must have failed the inspection and were probably getting some extra attention somewhere. He pulled up at the border checkpoint at the same time as the Chevrolet, hoping his plan worked.

      The officer policing Herron’s lane leaned down to look through the window. “Good evening, sir. I’ll need to see your identification.”

      Herron nodded and made a show of rifling through his glove compartment. Every few seconds, he glanced up and mouthed some words of apology, but he was really waiting for the officer in the next lane over to create a stink about the bullets in the back of the gangbangers’ vehicle. Worrying it was taking too long, he produced his fake passport and handed it over.

      “About time.” The border guard took the passport from Herron. He looked at the identification and then at Herron. “New look, sir?”

      Herron had been prepared for the question. The photo in his fake passport had a lot more hair than he currently did. He shrugged. “Time catches up with all of us.”

      “It sure does. I—”

      The officer stopped speaking; something was happening behind him. A commotion had broken out in the next lane over, where his colleague had been inspecting the gangbangers’ car. They still hadn’t turned down the music. Combined with their face tattoos and generally unfriendly demeanor, they were getting more attention than most other motorists.

      Herron was counting on it.

      The officer inspecting their car had flashed his flashlight into the back of their car and all hell had broken loose. He stepped back and drew his pistol, screaming at the gangbangers to freeze and for his colleagues to assist him. For their part, the gangbangers just looked angry and confused. Herron smiled when he saw the official inspecting his car reach for his own pistol and turn to help his colleague.

      Herron raised his voice a little. “Can I go now, officer?”

      The man holding Herron’s fake passport looked back at him, but was still distracted by the drama in the other lane. He nodded, handed back the passport and waved him through. Herron watched for another second, more out of pleasure than any need to stick around. The guard who’d searched his car joined his colleague in the next lane over, adding to the commotion. The gangbangers were going to have a bad day.

      Herron laughed as he hit the gas.
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        * * *

      

      Herron exhaled loudly as he stepped off the bus and onto the sidewalk out front of Mexico City International Airport. He took a few steps away from the bus, paused and took in his surroundings. Though the airport was pulsating with activity as passengers hauled luggage all around him, he had no sense that anything was off. He hefted his backpack and entered the terminal.

      After clearing the border from the United States, he’d driven direct to Mexico City and parked the car in the middle of the street. He’d left the doors unlocked and the engine running; confident the Mexican underworld would take care of the car and doubting it would ever be seen again. Without wheels of his own now, he’d caught the bus to the airport. Arriving there felt like home.

      Mexico City International Airport was the busiest airport in Latin America. Every day, 100,000 passengers passed through it, travelling to and from more than 100 destinations. An airport serving that many travellers perfectly suited Herron’s purposes, because it had enough scale that he could exploit the many cracks in its security. He’d relied on that fact plenty of times during his career with the Enclave and now he was relying on it again.

      He whistled softly to himself as he walked through the terminal to the Aero Mexico ticket counter. On the way, he exchanged a few thousand U.S. Dollars for a whole lot more Mexican pesos, which he’d need to cover the price of the airline ticket. When he reached the counter of the Mexican national carrier, he only had to wait a few moments before a ticket agent called him forward.

      “Hello.” Herron smiled at the female staff member manning the desk. “I’d like to buy a ticket to Paris, leaving as soon as possible.”

      “Let me see what I can find.” The attendant looked down at her computer and started to type. A second later, she looked back up at him. “There’s a flight in four hours.”

      “Perfect.” Herron put his passport and a large number of pesos on the counter in front of the attendant. “That should cover it?”

      “Yes, sir.” She took possession of his passport, opened the document to the photo page and put it face-down on her scanner. “This will just take a moment.”

      “No problem.” Herron’s easy demeanor masked the ice that was running through his veins. Everything counted on his false identification passing this test.

      “Okay.” She handed back the passport and processed the payment for the ticket, then handed him a receipt. “There you go, sir.”

      He walked away from the counter, glad to be over the first hurdle. The true test was ahead of him at security. Though his passport hadn’t triggered any alarms, there was no telling if some attentive security guard had seen his photo on the news or a law enforcement alert system.

      Fortunately, he had a secret weapon.

      Herron approached the security checkpoint and stopped short of it. He took a second to look at the guards on each of the metal detectors and bag scanners. While there was a good chance he’d get through, he wanted to guarantee it, so picked the line that maximized his odds. It shuffled forward slowly, until Herron was close enough to put his bag on the belt of the scanner and step up to the metal detector.

      Though the metal detector didn’t make a sound as he passed through it, the guard didn’t give Herron permission to proceed. As he’d feared, the guard was summing him up. His stared at Herron and then glanced around, possibly looking for a supervisor. Herron’s papers were perfect, but they were meant to help him survive when there was no scrutiny on him. The best papers in the world wouldn’t help him if the guards were looking for him.

      As he stood at the metal detector, Herron’s mind was screaming at him to act – to run or unleash violence – but Herron ignored the impulse. Instead, he turned his attention to the guard at the bag scanner. He was an older man – about fifty or so – and looked like the world had weighed heavy on him. He was leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed, not paying too much attention to the bags he was responsible for inspecting.

      Until Herron’s bag appeared on the screen and his eyes widened. A million dollars in cash appearing on your screen had that effect.

      Herron smiled at the guard as the other man turned away from the screen and locked eyes on him. The guard stopped the conveyer belt, stood and walked over to his colleague on the metal detector. After some urgent whispering, both guards walked back to the conveyer belt and opened Herron’s bag. To their credit, they kept their cool, not revealing to anyone else that had almost a million dollars at their fingertips.

      Herron was still standing a few steps past the metal detector, watching the guards. When they both turned to stare at him, he nodded and raised an eyebrow. So much was communicated without speaking, but Herron already knew the answer to his question. In a country where the average worker earned five bucks a day, a million of them was a life-changing proposition.

      “You can go.” The older guard at the bag scanner pointed at Herron. “Safe travels.”

      Herron turned and headed for his gate.
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        * * *

      

      Herron’s eyes flickered open and he blinked in confusion as the captain of the aircraft announced they were preparing for landing. Was it possible that he’d slept for the entire flight, all the way to Charles De Gaulle International Airport in Paris? It was the first time Herron had slept uninterrupted by a nightmare in almost 10 years.

      He rubbed his face and sat up in his seat. It was no surprise he’d been so tired, because he’d pushed himself hard for the three days prior to boarding the flight. Now his body was rested, he could think more clearly as well. He was glad to finally be out of the U.S. Though his profile would have been beamed the world over, he doubted authorities in France and the rest of Europe would be quite so vigilant in pursuing him.

      That would give him more freedom to act.

      The hard part would be finding the Master. Herron knew his target had flown in two days ago, but as that information became less current he risked losing the trail again. Europe was a big continent and there were lots of places to hide. Though the Master had far fewer resources at his disposal after Herron had gutted the Enclave leadership and flushed him from his home country, he was still a dangerous foe.

      Once Herron was off the plane and clear of airport security, he could disappear back into the shadows. Though he had fewer resources of his own in Europe and didn’t know its underbelly as well as America’s, that also offered certain advantages. Europe didn’t know him, either. He was a wild card without an employer or a reputation, on a continent he hadn’t visited in five years.

      The plane touched down, the pilot taxied to the terminal, the seatbelt light turned off and the frenzy began. People jostled for their bags and for space in the aisle, and a few minutes after the flight had pulled up to the gate, the doors opened. The passengers started to disembark, but Herron simply grabbed the folder from the seatback and waited for his turn to leave the plane.

      Once inside the terminal, he knew he was being watched by dozens of cameras. He kept his head down as he walked slowly and calmly towards immigration, where he joined the line for processing. This was the last organized security checkpoint before he could cut loose in the expanses of Europe and get back on the trail of the Master. The line shuffled forward and eventually a young female officer waved him over.

      “Bonjour.” Herron smiled at the woman as he dug his passport out of his pocket and placed it on the counter.

      “Bonjour.” Her face was neutral as she scooped up the identification and opened it. As she flicked through the pages, she frowned and looked up at him. “Only one stamp?”

      “I don’t travel much.” Herron shrugged. “My mother just died and her dream was to go to Paris. She never made it, so I told myself it was time to travel the world.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Her features lightened in sympathy as she stamped his passport. “Enjoy your time in Paris.”

      “Thanks.”

      Herron scooped up his documentation and continued on through the airport. The hard part was over, but he wouldn’t relax until he was in the back of a cab. Now clear of immigration, he made his way to the baggage claim and waited for the bags to start their journey on the carousel. Though he hadn’t checked any bags himself, nothing looked more suspicious to security than getting off a one-way, long-haul flight with no luggage.

      Herron stood near the mouth of the carousel, where the bags came out first, and plucked a red suitcase at random. He waited for a few moments, to make sure nobody would take issue, then wheeled the suitcase through customs and made it to the exit. The moment he stepped outside, he closed his eyes and filled his lungs with crisp morning air. He’d made it. Now he was safely on European soil, he was confident he could vanish.

      Herron headed for the taxi area. The airport wasn’t busy, so he was inside a cab in less than two minutes. As they left the pickup area and pulled onto the highway, Herron started making small talk with the cabbie, a man who spoke perfect French and English. In his experience, the taxi drivers always knew where to find trouble. And trouble was exactly what he was looking for.

      He was about to become a predator again.
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      Herron sat on a park bench and sipped his coffee, watching the townhouse at the end of the row. The cabbie had recommended the place when Herron had enquired about buying drugs. He wasn’t actually planning to buy any, but he needed cash and weapons and knew one sure-fire trick to get them. But before performing that trick, he’d wanted to know what he was in for.

      In the time he’d been sitting there, he’d seen four separate cars pull up in front of the townhouse. The people in the cars never climbed out. They simply waited. A teenager would emerge from the alley that ran alongside the townhouse, run to the waiting car, make a quick exchange and return to hiding. It was as regular as clockwork.

      Herron stood, crossed the street and entered the alleyway. There was a car parked there – an upmarket BMW in a decidedly downmarket part of town. The combination of the exchanges out front and the fancy car out back told the whole story. There may as well have been a neon sign advertising the drug house, and Herron had no problem preying on criminals to get what he needed.

      He leaned down to pick up a large rock from the ground, walked up to the BMW and slammed the rock into the driver’s-side window.

      The glass shattered and an alarm wailed.

      Herron dropped the rock and leaned against the car. Within seconds, the back door of the townhouse flew open and two men emerged – one was the teenager from earlier and the other a man in his mid-thirties hefting a baseball bat. The older man was fit and Herron guessed he was the enforcer. Both men stared at the car for a second and then started shouting at him in French.

      Herron didn’t speak French, so he let his actions do the talking. After taking one last sip from his coffee cup, he removed the lid and tossed it through the broken window. The remains of the coffee spilled over the leather seats, the floor and the dashboard.

      Enraged, the thugs advanced on him. The enforcer with the bat led the way – Herron would be happy to wipe the floor with him, because he was an adult whose dumb choices were his own responsibility. The kid was a different story. Herron didn’t want to hurt him, but was sure witnessing extreme violence inflicted on someone else would make him crumble.

      Herron took a step forward as the thug wound up and swung the bat at his head. As it whizzed closer, he ducked under its arc and struck like a viper. He gripped his attacker’s left wrist, twisted it and broke it. The older man screamed, and Herron let go of the wrist and caught the bat. He lashed out with all the force he could and slammed it into the enforcer’s jaw, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      Herron planted his foot on the thug’s chest and fixed the teenager with a hard stare.

      The boy turned and ran out of the alley.

      Herron watched the kid until he was out of sight, then looked down at the enforcer. He was crying in pain as he cradled his broken wrist. “What to do with you?”

      “Fuck you!” The thug’s voice was high with pain.

      Herron paused, taken aback. “You speak English?”

      The injured man glared at him defiantly.

      “The fucking French” Herron frisked the man for weapons and found none. “Go.”

      Herron stepped off the thug. The man got to his feet and staggered away, leaving the door to the drug house open wide behind him. Herron moved inside, checking each room and ready to unleash violence on anyone in his way. Everything was clear until he came across a man passed out on the sofa. He was probably the boss of the crew, who’d left his minions to do the work while he slept.

      Herron gripped the dealer by the throat. When the man’s eyes shot open, Herron leaned down until his face was inches from the dealer’s. “Speak English?”

      “Who…fuck are you?” The dealer’s voice was broken and raspy from the pressure on his throat. “You’re…dead man!”

      “Threats aren’t the way to greet a man who can crush your windpipe.” Herron squeezed tighter. “Where do you keep the money and the guns?”

      Panic set in on the dealer’s face, his eyes bulging as he tried to fight back. He punched and kicked, then pried at Herron’s fingers – nothing worked. Herron fended off the blows easily. Finally, the dealer pointed across the room in the direction of the television.

      Herron loosened his grip. “Where?”

      The dealer inhaled sharply and coughed. “TV cabinet.”

      Herron stood to his full height. “If you’re lying or if you move, I’ll tear you in half.”

      Keeping one eye on the dealer, he crossed the room and searched through the three drawers. As promised, he found treasure – drugs, cash, several pistols and a sawed-off shotgun. There was also an old backpack and Herron stuffed a large number of Euros and a few of the guns inside it. Then he took out the drawer with the drugs and carried it across the living room to the kitchen.

      He wouldn’t leave the poison for the dealer to sell.

      “No! Please!” The dealer’s voice was filled with panic as he realized what Herron was doing. “They’ll kill me!”

      Herron enjoyed the terror on the man’s face – he’d probably brought misery to thousands, and now he was about to experience some of his own. He aimed the sawed-off at the dealer, ran water into the sink and poured the drugs out of their little bags. He started with the powder and followed up with the pills. In seconds, the dealer’s stock was a soggy mess in the sink.

      Herron hefted the backpack and kept the shotgun trained on the criminal. “Tell me where you get the stuff from.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron revelled in the performance of the BMW as he accelerated down the street. Even the overwhelming smell of coffee didn’t bother him; the smashed window had helped to air it out. He’d cleared out the shattered glass as best as he could, to make it seem he just had the window wound down. The last thing he needed was a nosy cop seeing a broken window and asking questions.

      Slowing as he entered the industrial precinct, Herron scanned the numbers on the warehouses until he found the address the dealer had given him. He stopped the car out front and appraised the building. Past the high fences and the solid-looking gate, the front of the warehouse was dominated by a large roller-door. There were no signs on the building or on the white van parked out front, which increased the chances of finding something illicit.

      The drug house had been easy to crack. It was an outpost, likely one of dozens of smaller fiefdoms controlled by two-bit dealers. They were supplied by and paid tribute to a warlord, and if the dealer had told him the truth, the warehouse Herron was looking at was the control center for the operation. Though it didn’t look like it from the outside, it would likely be more strongly guarded than the townhouse.

      There was one way to find out.

      Herron lined the rear of his vehicle up with the main gate, shifted the car into reverse and floored it. The BMW shot backwards with an impressive amount of power and Herron grunted a second later when it slammed into the gate. He shifted into drive, moved the damaged car forward and repeated the process until the obstruction gave way.

      He opened the door and climbed out of the car. Though the rear of the vehicle was totaled and the gate had held up better than he’d thought, it had yielded. He pulled his pistol from the waistband of his jeans, reached inside the car for the sawed-off shotgun, stepped over the fallen gate and made his way to the warehouse.

      At the door, he fired the sawed-off into the handle. Buckshot shredded the handle and the lock. He dropped the shotgun, kicked the door open and moved inside with his pistol leveled. Gunfire greeted him. Herron scrambled for the nearest available cover – a stack of building materials – as shots hammered into the steel frame around the door.

      He waited for a few seconds, letting the shooters burn their ammo firing at a target who was safely behind heavy cover. He used the time to assess the situation. There were large stacks of construction supplies all across the warehouse floor, each about ten-feet high. Above him, three shooters armed with pistols were firing down from a gantry that ringed the warehouse and also cut through the middle of it.

      Herron had faced worse odds.

      Still huddling behind cover, he used the sound of the gunfire to roughly map the position of the shooters on the gantry: two were dead ahead and one was more to the left – he was the main threat. Herron aimed the pistol up and to his left, waiting for the shooter to inch around and try to get a shot off. He didn’t have to wait long. The gunman appeared, Herron fired and his target dropped with a scream.

      With the threat on his flank dealt with, Herron could get more aggressive. He waited until there was a lull in the gunfire and then emerged from cover. The two remaining assailants were standing close together on the walkway, with no cover to protect them. Though they fired at Herron, their aim was poor. Herron had no such problem: he dropped each target with a single shot.

      He scanned for more attackers, but the cavernous building had gone quiet except for the screams of a wounded shooter. He was sure there’d be more criminals operating from this warehouse, but it seemed only three were present now. He swapped out his pistol magazine and climbed the stairs to the second level. He needed to end this quickly and get out. There was no telling when others might arrive.

      The two gunmen who’d been ahead of him were dead. Herron mentally sounded off his 156th and 157th kills and then moved around to the wounded guy – the one who’d tried to flank him. He wasn’t in great shape. The buckshot had pierced him in multiple places and he was bleeding out. Herron aimed his pistol down at the pusher.

      The Frenchman gasped. “Putain! Va te faire enculer!”

      “Uh-uh. English. Who’s in charge here?”

      “Me!”

      “Wrong.” Herron fired two shots into the pusher’s head. “158.”

      He searched the bodies, turning up a box of matches and a set of keys for the van outside. He pocketed the matches and the keys, then made his way through the warehouse until he found where the drugs were manufactured and stored. This was an operation on an industrial scale, which supplied the smaller outposts like the one he had busted open at the townhouse. He also found more guns and millions of Euros sorted into brick-sized stacks.

      Herron stuffed all of the cash into plastic bags and carried them to the front of the warehouse, where he loaded them into the back of the van. It took several trips, plus one last run back inside to sift through the firearms. He settled on a better-quality pistol and a submachine gun. Now he had all the resources he needed to take down the Master.

      Before that, he had one last job to do.

      The production of illicit drugs like heroin, methamphetamines and all the other kinds of pills and powders in the warehouse required a large amount of flammable chemicals. He located some drums and containers of combustible liquids and poured them all over the production area and building supplies, leaving a trail of fluid behind him as he made his way outside. Then he lit a match and threw it onto the ground.

      As the line of flame leapt back to the warehouse, Herron turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Herron kept alert as he headed to his third strip club for the afternoon – for business, not pleasure. He’d parked the van at a parking garage and, although he was nervous about leaving millions of Euros unguarded, he had little choice. He was looking for someone, and the places he needed to check didn’t usually offer parking for customers. He just had to hope nobody found the van.

      As he entered the club, pulsating dance music with a deep bassline pounded his senses, the soundtrack to the two near-naked women gyrating around poles on a stage. A bar ran the length of one wall, with private booths along the opposite one, and there were chairs close to the stage and tables a little further out. None of them were occupied by the people Herron was searching for.

      Had he struck out again?

      He headed for the bar and ordered a Lagavulin – neat – which he nursed for an hour. He glanced at the strippers only occasionally; if he’d seen one stripper, he’d seen them all. A few of the girls working the floor tried to sell him a private lap dance, but he sent them packing. He liked a beautiful woman as much as the next guy but he was working, watching every arrival and departure from the club.

      When three men entered wearing biker gang leathers, Herron knew he had the right place.

      It was a universal truth that organized crime ran the brothels, the strip clubs and the drug trade. Whatever the local flavor, it didn’t matter. Herron needed manpower, and taking down the local drug business at the warehouse was the first step to getting it. Because there hadn’t been any signs the operation he’d destroyed had belonged to bikers, these guys would do fine.

      The three stocky bikers took seats at the table furthest from the bar, right on the other side of the stage near the private rooms. Two were in their thirties and clearly subordinate to the third, who looked about fifty. Herron briefly wondered which gang they were from, but couldn’t read the words on their club patch, which featured some sort of winged demon.

      He drained his drink, pushed himself off the bar and walked over to them. Their attention was locked on the latest pair of dancers and it wasn’t until he was a few steps away that they peeled their eyes off the tits and ass. The two younger men looked at him like spiders surveying a bug stupid enough to fly into their web. The older biker just looked curious.

      “Hey, fellas.” Herron held his hands out wide as he stopped short of the table and tried the only French phrase he knew. “Parlez-vous anglais?”

      They didn’t respond. The biker leader simply gestured with his chin and one of his two compatriots stood. He was an ugly dude, with a shaved head and a fat face, but his body looked solid. He cracked his knuckles and advanced on Herron with violence in his eyes.

      Herron laughed. He’d dealt with gangbangers at the Mexican border, then French drug dealers, and now outlaw bikers – he was taking down scumbags the world over.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Herron sighed and raised his fists. He hadn’t planned to fight them. “I just want to talk to you. Please, I want your help w—”

      The biker took a swing. Herron jerked back and the roundhouse hit nothing but air. He fended off a few more amateur punches, then went in for the kill. When the biker threw a left, Herron stepped forward and to the side of the blow. Now inside his foe’s guard, he delivered a brutal knee to the stomach and a jaw-breaking uppercut to his chin.

      The thug’s eyes went glassy and he dropped.

      Herron stepped back from his downed foe and looked right past the other young biker, who’d just climbed to his feet. He kept his focus on the leader. “I just want to talk. You understand? Talk?”

      The veteran held up a hand to stall his comrade, glanced at the downed man in disgust, then looked at Herron. “Oui, je comprends. Talk.”

      “You want control of the local drug trade?”

      The biker raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

      “The current owners went out of business.” Herron reached into his pocket and held up the keys to the van. “This is for their van. It’s full of their cash. Millions of Euros.”

      The older man gestured for the conscious biker to sit, then crossed his arms and fixed Herron with a hard stare. “And in return?”

      Herron sat at the table. “I need help with someone.”

      “You want them killed?” The biker glanced down at his stunned foot soldier, who was just starting to stir. “It seems you need no help with this.”

      “I want someone found.” Herron put the keys to the van back into his pocket. “Help me and the van is yours. Everything inside it too.”

      “You give us the keys and the van now.” The biker’s gaze was unwavering. “You tell the truth, we find your man.”

      Herron smiled. He wasn’t stupid enough to give them their prize before the work was done. He did have a way to prove it, though. He dug into his other pocket, pulled out a thick wad of €500 notes, and threw the stack on the table. There must have been fifty grand in the stack, and Herron wanted to use it to buy access to the hundreds of members the biker gang would have across Europe.

      “Proof enough?” He put out his hand. “I’m Herron.”

      “Yes.” The biker shook it. “Pierre.”

      “I think we’re going to be very good friends.”

      Pierre’s English was far better than Herron’s French, but it still took time for Herron to explain what he wanted in return for the money. He gave Pierre the location of every Enclave safehouse in Europe – the obvious places to start looking for the Master. Every safehouse was to be hit simultaneously by at least six heavily-armed bikers. Any that were found empty were to be burned to the ground.

      Anyone the bikers discovered was to be restrained until Herron got there.

      When the explanation was over, Pierre simply nodded and started work. He made dozens of calls, arranging for the other chapters of his gang in countries all across Europe to visit the addresses Herron had given him. Even if they were empty, Herron was taking them off the board as possible resources that the Master could use. While Pierre worked, Herron kept alert and drank Coke.

      A few hours later, everything was ready. Pierre looked at Herron. “You are ready?”

      “Do it.”

      Pierre nodded and shot off a group text message. The minutes ticked by excruciatingly slowly then, one by one, Pierre heard back from his breach teams. As the number of negative reports increased, Herron’s mood darkened. It looked like he was going to come up empty, until Pierre checked in with the last team and everything changed.

      Pierre looked at Herron. “The team in Amsterdam, they have found someone. A woman. They have her, but first she killed one of my men.”

      “Tell your team to hold her until we get there.” Herron downed the last of his Coke and stood. “Time to go.”
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      “This is the place.” Pierre had to raise his voice to be heard over the sound of the motorcycles idling outside the Amsterdam townhouse. They’d ridden direct from Paris.

      Herron looked at Pierre, his borrowed Harley still rumbling beneath him. “You come with me. Your men can stay out here, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Herron climbed off his bike and followed Pierre inside. They walked through to the living room, where the bikers who’d raided this safehouse were guarding their prisoner. She was tied up with a pillowcase over her head, but Herron could feel the threat emanating from her.

      “Ask them what happened.”

      Before Pierre could speak, one of the bikers stepped forward. “I speak English.”

      “Okay.” Herron shrugged. “You tell me.”

      The biker shrugged. “We thought the place was clear…”

      “Then I slit the throat of your friend.” The woman laughed from beneath the hood.

      Herron admired her chutzpah. She hadn’t realized that a former Enclave operative was in the house. It was time for her to find out who was really in charge. He stepped closer to her and removed the pillowcase from her head. She blinked quickly to adjust to the light. She was in her mid-thirties, with her auburn hair tied into a high ponytail and wearing black from head to toe.

      She looked at Herron like a snake looks at a fieldmouse. “You shouldn’t have come here. You’re going to die.”

      “I was searching for the Master, but you’ll do.”

      Her face scrunched up in contempt. “Do you really think he’d be stupid enough to come to a safehouse you know the location of?”

      “Why not? I’ve wiped out the Enclave’s leadership and he’s on the run. He has no other resources.”

      “Is that what you think?” She laughed. “He didn’t come to Europe to run away from you. He came to reboot the Enclave.”

      She had to be lying, trying to make him mad or force a mistake. The Enclave had been toppled and there was no way to put back the struts he and Jessica had kicked out. Every handler in North America had been shot dead. The organization had been totally decapitated.

      Except for one man. But could that one man bring all the whole Enclave back?

      “Pardon,” Pierre interrupted Herron’s train of thought. “We are done here.”

      Herron turned to see the biker veteran had a cell phone in one hand and a pistol in the other. The pistol was aimed at Herron. “We had a deal.”

      “It is true. But my men found your van in Paris.” Pierre shrugged. “Now I have your money, you are both…how you say…the loose ends.”

      “Money? This is about money?” The woman looked at Pierre. “Free me and I can give you as much you like.”

      Herron shook his head. He cursed himself for not hiding the van better. He should have known the bikers would be searching high and low for it. “She’s lying.”

      Pierre regarded her. “You are right, I think. She is...full of shit, n’est-ce pas?”

      A heavy blow cracked the back of Herron’s head. He grunted and started to fall, but Pierre’s men grabbed his arms and stopped him. Herron fought, but it was no good – their grip was vice-like. One of them took the pistol from the back of his jeans while Pierre kept his own gun aimed at him.

      “You are a dangerous man.” Pierre shrugged. “Too dangerous, I think. You understand.”

      Herron did – Pierre had seen how ruthless he could be…what was to stop him treating Pierre like a ‘loose end’ too, once all this was over?

      He kept quiet. He needed Pierre to move his attention and his pistol elsewhere if he wanted to deal with the two bikers pinning his arms. After a moment, Pierre turned to the woman, aimed at her. He seemed disappointed when she didn’t react; her eyes were black holes devoid of emotion. She was calm and ready to strike when she had the opportunity.

      Pierre looked her up and down hungrily. Herron didn’t need it spelled out, what the biker was thinking.

      “I think you and I will be great friends.” Pierre stepped in closer and kissed the woman on the lips. “I will keep you un petit moment, perhaps.”

      Pierre started to untie her, and Herron sprang into action. He stomped on the foot of the biker holding his left arm, loosening his grip enough for Herron to free his arm and elbow him in the nose. The injured man cried out and lifted his hands to his face, leaving Herron with only one captor to deal with.

      The woman exploded from the chair and gripped Pierre by the throat, driving him back a few steps then ramming a knee into his testicles. He collapsed in a heap and she stepped over him, scooped up pistol and ran for the front door.

      Herron moved to follow her – if he lost her now he’d be left with nothing – but the biker still holding onto him wasn’t giving up, delivering a shot to his kidneys. Herron gripped the biker’s hand and twisted. The thug tried to compensate by moving the rest of his body, but Herron turned the wrist in on itself until he heard a pop. He cut the biker’s cry of pain short with a headbutt and let him slump to the ground.

      Herron scooped up his pistol and then ran after the woman, knowing he might already be too late. Though he was less than 15 seconds behind, that was a lifetime against someone who was trained. He heard gunshots from outside and the roar of an engine.

      When he reached the street, carnage confronted him. Three bikers were sprawled out in the road, blood pooling around them. In the distance, the woman was accelerating away on a stolen Harley.

      “Fuck!”

      Herron dug into his pocket for the keys to his bike, climbed on and started it. The engine responded with its distinctive pop-pop-pause rumble, and a second after he kicked up the stand he hit full throttle. The Harley roared underneath him and Herron gritted his teeth as it hit 55 MPH – breakneck speed in a city of canals, narrow roads and a whole lot of cyclists.

      Bicycle bells and Dutch swear words echoed in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      The townhouses of inner-urban Amsterdam gave way to less dense housing, and the further the chase went from the city, the fewer cars there were to clog the roads. Herron rode fast and recklessly – testing the limits of his abilities – but he had no choice if he wanted to catch the woman. Chasing her east, they crossed the border from the Netherlands into Germany and hit an autobahn.

      It wasn’t long before they attracted the attention of a cop.

      The police car sped in between him and his target, with sirens blaring and lights flashing. Herron had to strike. He pushed the bike harder and gained on the patrol car. When he was a few feet off the tail of the vehicle, Herron swerved the bike one lane over and pulled up alongside it. The cops eyed him curiously, but he’d deliberately chosen to pull up on the driver’s side. The officer at the wheel wouldn’t be able to draw his pistol and shoot.

      Herron drew his own weapon from the waistband of his jeans. Hitting a moving target from a speeding bike would be difficult for most shooters, but then Mitch Herron wasn’t most shooters. He unloaded his magazine into the hood of the car, shot after shot hammering into the engine. As sparks ricocheted off the hood’s metalwork, the cop swerved into Herron’s lane, trying to knock him down.

      He turned the bike away from the swerving car as smoke started to billow from under its hood. The vehicle’s speed bled away rapidly and the cops were out of the game, so he turned his attention back to his real target. He was going to catch this woman if it killed him, but after emptying his pistol into the cop car he was going to have to change his approach – he was out of ammo and she still had a loaded pistol.

      Flashing past cars travelling at much lower speeds, he glanced down at the bike’s instrument display. Soon, the light he’d been dreading flashed red on the panel. He had maybe 5 miles of gas left in the tank and after another few minutes, the fuel gauge hit empty. Herron cursed. There were no signs of the female operative running out of fuel, despite both bikes having been filled up at the same gas station in France.

      His Harley gradually lost speed as the engine sucked up the final fumes in the tank, but to Herron’s surprise, he wasn’t losing any ground on his foe. She was out of gas as well.

      Both bikes came to a stop less than 10 yards apart and Herron was the faster to draw his pistol and aim it at her. “Stay cool.”

      She hesitated then climbed off her bike and faced him with her hands held out wide. “Neat trick with the cop car.”

      Herron kept his weapon trained on her. “Take out your pistol and toss it on the road in front of me.”

      She nodded, drew her pistol and threw it onto the road. It skidded to a halt a few inches from his feet. Maintaining his aim, Herron reached down to secure her weapon, but the moment he looked away the woman was moving. Herron caught the motion in his peripheral vision and his instincts kicked in. He’d normally be able to shoot her, but he had no ammo.

      He raised his guard, blocked her straight kick, but she landed a follow-up elbow to his temple. Herron grunted and staggered back, fending off the rain of blows by relying on instinct rather than skill. She lashed out with her elbow again – an identical strike to the one she’d initially landed – but Herron blocked it and delivered a quick jab to her chin. Though it didn’t hit her hard, the shot caused her to back off a little.

      He stepped back as she recovered from the blow. “I’m not interested in fighting you. I only want to find the Master.”

      “I don’t know where he is. When my handler didn’t answer my calls, I retreated to a safehouse. You know the protocol as well as I do.”

      Herron nodded. The first thing he’d been told as an Enclave operative was that his handler would always answer the phone. The second thing he’d been taught was that, if they didn’t answer the call, something was terribly wrong. In that case, an operative was told to retreat to the nearest safehouse and to keep trying to call.

      “I wiped them out. There’s no protocol for if the handlers never answer again. They’re all gone except for the Master.”

      “Is that really what you think?” Her eyes twinkled in amusement. “I think you skipped a class or two.”

      She advanced on him again – if he wanted answers, he was going to have to beat them out of her. Herron was ready this time. He had an advantage in height and weight, but she was fast and aggressive. He wanted to keep her at a distance, where his superior reach gave him an advantage. If they fought in close, he’d lose the edge and it’d be an even contest.

      Herron threw a couple of jabs. She fended them off easily but they helped to keep her at a distance. She tried to get inside his guard several times and Herron responded violently. The first time, he tagged her with a left hook. The second, he landed a right jab. He was slowly gaining the upper hand, wearing her down with his superior size and negating her speed advantage by keeping her at arm’s length.

      Then he aimed a powerful hook right at her head and she dodged it, catching him out of position. Herron didn’t get his guard back up in time and grunted when her right elbow hit him in the jaw so hard it sent him to the ground. She was on top of him in a flash, delivering knee after knee to his head. If it was a mixed martial arts fight, she’d have won. Luckily for Herron, real fights don’t take place in the octagon.

      As the blows pelted down on him, he gripped her throat and bucked his body, moving her weight enough to roll her to the ground and shift on top of her. He had the advantage now. He kept his right hand in a tight grip around her throat, squeezing so hard her focus shifted immediately to defense. She clubbed repeatedly at his hand and arm, but it was no good.

      “If you agree to tell me what you know and help me find the Master, you’ll live,” Herron said. “Otherwise I’ll keep squeezing until your eyes pop out of your skull.”

      She punched, kicked and bucked, but Herron was too strong. The seconds ticked by and she became more desperate, until eventually she stopped fighting and tapped his arm desperately. Herron nodded, let go of her throat slightly and let her take a deep breath. He was ready for her to resume fighting, but she remained compliant. He’d won and he’d have to trust she’d co-operate.

      To make sure of it, he socked her as hard as he could on the side of the head.

      Herron watched her eyes go glassy as she lost consciousness, and then he climbed off her. He couldn’t risk someone so deadly lying about her surrender. He walked over to her pistol, reloaded the magazine and then aimed the weapon at her as she came around. Spitting blood, he was irritated when a tooth went flying with it. He watched it bounce along the road.

      Then, as the woman’s eyes blinked open, he grinned at her through bloodied lips. “I liked you better when you were tied up.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron parked the car in the motel parking lot. No other mission he’d ever worked had been as demanding as this one and he wasn’t finished yet. But for now, it was time to rest. After the fistfight by the side of the road, he’d stolen a car, bundled the female operative into the trunk and driven until they reached a backwater town. Herron had pulled over at the first motel he’d seen.

      As he walked to reception, he could hear his prisoner pounding on the inside of the trunk. He didn’t care. His car was the only one in the parking lot and nobody else was around. She was making a whole lot of noise that nobody would hear. Once he reached reception, he waited at the wood-panelled counter until a staff member emerged from the back room.

      The woman mumbled something in German, but when it was clear Herron couldn’t understand her, she sighed and spoke in English. “Room?”

      “Yes.” Herron nodded and put a fistful of Euros on the counter.

      She scooped up the cash and slammed a set of keys down in its place, neglecting to give him any change. “Check-out is at noon.”

      Herron took the keys and returned to the car. He drew his pistol, opened the trunk and aimed down at the female operative. “Howdy!”

      “You’re the worst driver in Europe! I’m going to flay every shred of skin from your body for making me go through that.”

      Herron ignored her. He was focused on getting her inside the room as fast as he could. “Climb out and head for Room 4. If you do anything else, I’ll shoot your ass off.”

      She pushed herself into a seated position and climbed out of the trunk. “You could have at least helped me out of there.”

      Herron shrugged, closed the trunk and followed her to the room. Once they were inside, he told her to sit on the sofa and then he moved to the bed. Never taking the pistol off her, he removed the pillowcases from each of the four pillows. She looked at him quizzically when he tossed them at her.

      She looked down at them and then back up Herron. “What are these for?”

      “Use one to tie your ankles together. Make it tight.”

      She laughed. “Tying me up worked so well last time.”

      “This time I’m not relying on idiot bikers to keep you secure.”

      Herron waited until she’d bound her ankles tight, then ordered her to get onto the floor and sit next to the coffee table. When she was in position, he inched closer and helped her to tie one of her hands to the leg of the heavy oak furnishing. Only then did he put the pistol down – out of her reach – and tie her other hand to the table using the third pillowcase. He stuffed the last one into her mouth.

      He picked up the pistol again and looked down at her in triumph. He had a cracking headache, a missing tooth and was walking with a limp – but he’d prevailed. He opened the mini bar and raided it for peanuts, chips, cookies, bottled water and soda. He figured the generous tip he’d left at reception would cover the tab. As he took some time to eat and drink, she looked at him with desperation in her eyes.

      Herron put a bottle of water and a few cookies in front of her. “Ready to talk?”

      “Mmm!” She nodded.

      “If you make any sort of disturbance the gag goes right back in.” Herron pulled the gag from her mouth. “Hungry? Thirsty?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” Herron fed pieces of cookie to her and then held out the water, which she guzzled down. “Listen. If a handler goes quiet we’re taught to retreat to a safehouse. I know that. But I wiped out the handlers and the Master is on the run. There’s no one left to call those safehouses. So why do you think there’s more to it?”

      “You really think the Master fled America because he was afraid of you? That’s cute.” She gave a small laugh. “He’s one of the most powerful men on the planet. He has dozens of elite killers at his disposal. Killing the handlers doesn’t change that. He’ll just find new ones.”

      “I’m getting tired of the drip-feed of information. What happens after operatives retreat to a safehouse?”

      She shrugged. “If nobody answers for two weeks it means the entire Enclave network is compromised. In that case, we’re all to go to the same location and wait for whatever is left of the leadership to arrive. When they do, the entire structure is rebuilt. New handlers are appointed and assigned operatives.”

      “Why didn’t my handler tell me any of this?” Herron sighed. “It doesn’t matter. Tell me where the meeting will occur and I’ll take down the Master there.”

      She smirked. “Even if you kill him, the meeting will go ahead and bring the Enclave back from the dead.”

      What is dead can rise again. The operative’s words at the hospital in Washington hit Herron like a bat to the head.

      “It’s the Lazarus Protocol,” she continued. “It’s a shitty name for a plan to resurrect a cabal of assassins, but if you want to stop it, you’ll have to set me free.”

      Herron stared at her with disbelief, but she calmly held his gaze. If she was lying, she was convincing. Besides, what she said made some sense. It explained why the Master had fled to Europe and why she’d just been cooling her heels at the Amsterdam safehouse. There was a good chance the Master was on his way to rebuild the Enclave.

      It changed the game. He wasn’t chasing the Master anymore, he was trying to prevent the reboot of the entire Enclave.

      “Tell me where the meeting will take place.”

      She shook her head. “Only if you agree to take me too. Decide quickly though – it’s happening soon.”

      Herron considered. If she was right, there was no time to waste arguing. “I agree. Now, where is it?”

      “You think I’m stupid?” She laughed. “I’ll tell you when we get there.”

      “Okay.”

      She paused. “Can I have a gun?”

      “You think I’m stupid?”
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      Herron stifled a yawn as his car roared past another highway sign informing him he was a few miles closer to London. He wished for the thousandth time that the female operative had told him exactly when and where in the United Kingdom the meeting would take place, but she was keeping that to herself. At least she’d finally told him her name – Frances Charlesworth.

      After leaving Germany, they’d driven to the ferry terminal in Calais, France, and crossed the English Channel. After arriving on U.K. soil, he’d stolen another car and they’d settled in for their drive to London. They were now an hour out of Dover and would arrive in London after another hour of uncomfortable silence.

      Herron didn’t trust Charlesworth and the feeling was probably mutual. He only needed her as a ticket to the meeting and she only needed him to stay alive – it was an alliance of convenience that could end at any moment. He just had to make sure that when that happened, he was the one left standing.

      When they were on the outskirts of London, an hour later, Herron turned to her. “What happens when we get to this meeting?”

      “One step at a time. We need to get to Trafalgar Square. Then I’ll tell you when and where the meeting will take place, and then we’ll go our separate ways.”

      “Unacceptable.” Herron frowned. “You said you’d take me to the meeting, not bail right before it.”

      “The deal has changed. I’ll give you the location, but I want no part of what you’re doing. You’ll be amongst dozens of operatives and the second you’re spotted you’re a dead man. And if they realize I brought you there, I’ll be killed too.”

      “You don’t get that choice.” Herron pulled the car over to the side of the road, drew the pistol and aimed it at her. “Stay until I put a bullet in the Master’s skull or I put one in yours now.”

      “You don’t get it, do you? Even if you get to the meeting and kill him, what do you think happens next? You kill him, they kill you, the meeting proceeds and a new leadership forms. You’re on a suicide mission and I don’t want to go down in flames with you.”

      She was right. Herron had thought all he needed to do to destroy the Enclave was kill its leadership, but only by eradicating the entire Enclave – each and every operative – could he rid the world of its rot. Only its complete annihilation would finish this chapter of his life.

      She smiled. “What if I trade you something to let me go….”

      “What?”

      “We both know you can’t do this alone, but I don’t want to help you either. I can get you some reinforcements. Better ones than a biker gang, too.”

      “Who?”

      “MI5.” She paused to let Herron digest the news. “My last mission for the Enclave was to take down its Director-General. He’s been investigating the Enclave’s presence in Europe and was getting a little close for my handler’s comfort. But when I called my handler for the final green light there was no answer.”

      “So, you went to ground?”

      “Yep.”

      “And now you somehow think MI5 will help me? That doesn’t add up.”

      “The Director-General’s name is Kevin Charlesworth. Yes, my father is the head of a spy agency, but he doesn’t know his daughter is an elite assassin who’s killed 34 people.”

      Herron couldn’t believe it. He’d cut ties with his own loved ones, but that didn’t mean he’d kill them if ordered. “Some family. And he’ll help me?”

      “For the chance to learn where I am and take down the Enclave? You bet he will. Look, if I prove he’s my father, you’ll let me go?”

      Herron knew it was time to choose. She was offering to tell him when the meeting was and where it was being held, and dangling the help of MI5 to wipe it out. In return, she wanted simply to walk away. He didn’t trust her, but he believed her – he’d reached the end of the line. He was a one-man wrecking ball, able to take down most targets and then disappear afterwards, but he wasn’t Superman and this wasn’t about one target.

      “Okay.”

      He got them back on the road and resumed the drive. They didn’t speak. They’d said everything they needed to. The London traffic was busy, but they arrived without incident and Herron found a spot in a parking garage off Leicester Square. From there it was less than five minutes’ walk to Trafalgar Square and the base of Nelson’s Column. Without asking Herron for permission, Frances borrowed a phone from a passing college student.

      “Let me see what you’re doing.” Herron didn’t want her to do anything that would warn the Enclave. “Prove you’re who you say you are and do nothing else.”

      He needn’t have worried. She Googled her father’s name and hundreds of photos appeared in the search. She scrolled down for a while, until she found one of her whole family, then turned the screen to show him.

      It was her, standing next to the Director-General of MI5.

      “Thanks.” Herron held the phone out to the guy she’d borrowed it from and waited until the stranger was out of earshot. “Okay, you’ve convinced me.”

      “The meeting will be held in Bath at midnight tonight. The Master and all Enclave operatives will be there. Go to MI5, tell my father I sent you and I’m certain he’ll help.”

      “How will he know I’m not lying?”

      “Tell him I’m sorry for that last night in Belfast. He’ll know then. And he’ll do anything you want if you promise it’ll lead him back to me.”

      Herron nodded. Their bargain struck, he waited under Nelson’s Column until she’d vanished from sight, thinking all the while how fitting it was that he should be here. Admiral Horatio Nelson was best known for several decisive British naval victories in the Napoleonic Wars – most notably facing terrible odds and prevailing nonetheless. Though his campaign had ultimately cost him his life, his successes had changed the course of history.

      Herron hoped Horatio’s luck rubbed off on him, minus the dying part.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Herron paused outside Thames House and stared up at its squat, grey façade. Inside was the headquarters of the British Security Service, MI5 – the government spy agency he was going to ask to take down the Master and the Enclave, likely at the cost of his own liberty. No matter the odds, however, he was glad to have a plan. Now he just had to execute it.

      After leaving Trafalgar Square, he’d walked back to the car and driven the short distance to the MI5 headquarters, on the north bank of the River Thames. While MI5 worked to secure Britain from enemies both foreign and domestic, little did they know the bombshell Herron was about to drop on them - it would make all the other threats they were facing seem like a child’s game. He just hoped they took him seriously.

      “Here goes nothing.” He took a deep breath and headed for the entrance.

      Herron was a man used to living in the shadows and occasionally striking out to kill. Now he was walking into the light, to confess what he’d started and ask for help to finish it. There was every chance MI5 would simply arrest him and lock him up forever, but he needed to try. He’d sworn to Jessica he’d destroy the Enclave, and to Kearns that he’d keep her safe. This was the only way to live up to both promises.

      It was also the key to his own absolution.

      He was surprised when nobody moved to intercept him as he got closer to the building. If he strolled up to the CIA’s headquarters in Langley or the NSA’s headquarters at Fort Meade, he’d expect some attention. But the only thing bothering him outside Thames House was the dull, overcast sky. It had always bewildered him that British cops didn’t routinely carry firearms – if they did, would he have made it to within spitting distance of their internal security agency without consequence?

      But while Herron was usually happy to avoid attention, this time he needed it. He pulled out his pistol, fired a shot into the air and then tossed the weapon onto the ground.

      At first nothing happened, then the doors to the building burst open and a half-dozen armed personnel streamed out and rushed to him. They had their weapons drawn – a mix of pistols and submachine guns – and nasty expressions on their faces.

      Herron moved his arms out to the side, showing he wasn’t a threat. “I’m here to hand myself in. I’m an assassin guilty of over 150 murders. I want to speak to your Director-General.”

      “Fat chance of that, mate.” The head of the security detail said as they all formed a ring around him. “Put your hands on your head, drop to your knees and lay flat on your face.”

      Herron nodded and complied with their instructions. He knew that one wrong move would end him, so he complied slowly. When he was finally face down on the ground, he heard them move in all around him. They cuffed him, searched him for more weapons and then dragged him to his feet. He smiled at the head of the detail, who dug into his pocket and pulled out a hood.

      “I want to speak to your Director-General.” Herron repeated. “I have information about his daughter’s disappearance.”

      “Shut your mouth.” The agent lowered the hood over Herron’s head. “After the shit you just pulled you’ll be lucky to ever see daylight again.”

      Herron kept quiet as he was shoved in the direction of Thames House. An agent was gripping each of his arms, a sign that they considered him dangerous despite the fact he was cuffed and hooded. He couldn’t see anything and there was no sound except for the footfalls of the agents around him. They were well-drilled and efficient.

      In less than a minute they were inside the building. The temperature increased significantly and there was a great deal of noise around him. Though his security detail might be silent, the lobby of Thames House had the same low-level buzz of office buildings the world over. He could hear a dozen conversations that paused as he passed, but he didn’t catch anything of use.

      Even the quiet chatter petered out and died as he was taken deeper into the building and down some stairs. Herron knew he was in the right place when he heard a heavy steel door slam behind them. Though there’d be a thousand people working in Thames House – a mix of agents and bureaucrats – there’d also be a more…private area. It was there MI5 would get many of its answers and solve many of its problems.

      Herron was hoping they’d help him solve one of his own.

      Finally, they came to a stop. He heard a scraping sound and was struck in the stomach. He grunted and doubled over in pain. Unseen hands forced him to sit in a chair and used cable ties to bind his wrists and ankles to its arms and legs. Only then did the agents holding his arms let go.

      He sat in silence and waited. He was working to their timeline now.

      He just hoped he’d used enough bait to tempt the big fish to bite.

      Sometime later, the hood was pulled from his head without warning. Herron blinked rapidly, helping his eyes adjust to the light and taking in his surroundings. As expected, he was in some sort of basement holding room. The walls and ceiling were concrete, the door solid steel. There was nothing in the room except the chair he was sitting on and a security camera in one corner.

      The same agent who’d put the hood on his head had just removed it. He smiled. “Hello, Bambi. Welcome to the home of the original spy catchers. I’m Agent Lever.”

      Herron shuffled in his chair. “I—”

      Lever nodded at someone standing behind Herron. He knew what was coming, but still grunted as pain exploded in the back of his head. He shook off the hit and looked up at Lever with fury in his eyes. He’d come here for help and expected some rough treatment, but he was already getting a little tired of the MI5 man and his crew.

      “You don’t speak unless spoken to.” Lever leaned in close to Herron’s face. “The people working here fucked the Germans, the Soviets and the Islamic terrorists. So, forgive my scepticism when an American comes to our door, fires shots into the air and makes some outlandish claims. Tell me why I should care about you or you’ll rot in a concrete box.”

      Herron smiled inside, but he kept his face neutral. His bait had worked. They were interested in him. Intrigued by him. Now he had to close the deal. He was going to give them his whole life story – a man who’d lived in the shadows and shed dozens of identities – in the hope that these people might give him the help he needed.

      “My name is Mitch Herron. I was an American soldier for eight years – regular Army and then the Rangers. Then I was approached to do contract work. I left the military, received more training and then undertook contract killing for an organization called the Enclave. Over eight years, I killed 149 people on their orders.”

      Herron waited for Lever to say something, but when he kept quiet he continued. “Several months ago, a group of terrorists almost succeeded in unleashing a new strain of weaponized smallpox into the population. I stopped it, but in doing so I disobeyed the Enclave and was cast out.”

      Lever held up a hand. “Now you’re here to ask for our help to get them off your ass? Sorry, not interested.”

      “No, not quite.” Herron took a deep breath. “Turns out my old employers killed the innocent and guilty alike. I’ve taken down most of their leadership, but one man survived. He’s traveled here to meet with whatever remains of his set-up. If that meeting occurs, the organization will reform and more innocents will die. That’s what I need your help for.”

      Lever didn’t respond. He simply turned and left the room.
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      Herron sighed for what felt like the hundredth time. He’d been left alone in the concrete room since his confession to Lever, restrained and helpless until the MI5 agents decided to return. He’d tried shouting for attention but had gone unanswered, so had resigned himself to waiting, even though the Enclave meeting was creeping ever closer.

      He found it ironic that he was back in custody less than a week after he’d escaped from the police in Washington D.C. He doubted MI5 were as sloppy as suburban cops, so if they didn’t want to work with him he probably wouldn’t be able to get away this time. He figured it was the toss of a coin whether they helped him or not. They were just as like to leave him to rot in a cell for the rest of his life.

      He lost track of time…as it slipped away, so did his hopes of killing the Master and eradicating the Enclave once and for all. It was like he’d successfully completed most of the race only to stumble on the final hurdle. If he failed, all his work would be for nothing. The Enclave would reform and be back to its evil business within days.

      Finally the screech of the heavy steel door heralded the return of his captors. The same crew as before spilled into the room, with Agent Lever standing in front of Herron and his crew taking up position around the edges. A second after they were in position and pointing an array of weapons at him, a new player walked in. Herron recognized him from his picture.

      “I’m Kevin Charlesworth.” The man crossed the room and stood next to Lever. “You claim to have information about the group I’m targeting and about my daughter.”

      “You look older than the photo Frances showed me.”

      “I’m a busy man and you’re a criminal.” Charlesworth’s voice was harsh and he regarded Herron like he might a squashed bug on the sole of his boot. “Get on with it.”

      “Your daughter Frances sent me.” Herron recited the next words carefully, exactly as she’d spoken them. “She said to apologize for that last night in Belfast.”

      Charlesworth showed no emotion as he kept his eyes locked on Herron. For a few moments, it seemed like Frances had lied, and Herron started to worry. Then cracks appeared in the spymaster’s hard-as-nails demeanor. Charlesworth looked down for a moment, and when he looked back to Herron his eyes had a curiosity and a hope that’d been lacking before.

      “Tell me who you are and why the fuck you walked through my door.” Charlesworth fixed Herron with a hard stare. “And then tell me how you know my daughter.”

      Herron repeated the same story he’d told Lever. Then he asked the million-dollar question, which would determine whether or not Frances had lied to him. “I believe you’ve been investigating the Enclave? I need your help to take them down. As for your daughter, I don’t know her. Not really. She’s an Enclave operative I was dealing with over the last few days and she said you’d help me to take them down. She told me you’d know what her apology about Belfast meant.”

      “Very much so.” Charlesworth spoke softly. He seemed distant now. Thoughtful. “There’s not another person on Earth who knows about that night or could even guess at its importance. Assuming everything you’ve told me checks out, why wouldn’t I just prosecute you and continue with investigating this organization myself? They’ve been on my radar since one of their operatives blew up a vehicle carrying three senior Government ministers.”

      “Because you need my help to eradicate them.” Herron shrugged. “You can take me down, sure. But I’m one man who has killed hundreds and is trying to make amends by taking down a group that’s killed thousands. You’ll never get another opportunity to hit the Enclave when they’re this weak. All I ask is that you let me help you sweep away the whole steaming pit of shit.”

      Herron watched as Charlesworth considered his words. First, he simply stared into space, as if he was weighing up the decision within the confines of his own mind. Then he turned to Agent Lever and they spoke in whispers. Though Herron couldn’t hear what was being said, he could catch the gist of it – Lever was tense and wanted to take Herron down, while Charlesworth saw the bigger picture and perhaps even a chance to find his daughter.

      He’ll do anything you want if you promise it’ll lead him back to me.

      Herron chewed over Frances’ words again, then put his ace on the table. “Your daughter will be at the gathering of the Enclave. This is your one chance to get her back.”

      Charlesworth crossed his arms over his chest. “If your story checks out you might have a deal. But if you’re wasting my time, you’ll spend the rest of your life in here.”

      Herron nodded. “That’s fair. It’ll all check out. The meeting is at midnight tonight, so don’t spend too much time looking into it. Now tell me, what happened in Belfast?”

      “That’s a family matter. A classified family matter.”

      Charlesworth nodded at Lever and then led the MI5 crew out of the room. Within a few seconds, the door had slammed shut and Herron was alone again. If Charlesworth had been investigating the Enclave and his daughter was an operative, it really was ridiculous that Herron was sitting in the bowels of MI5 trying to convince him to act against them.

      This time, the wait was a little shorter. After about an hour, the door squealed open again and Lever entered the room. Herron kept quiet he stood next to the door with a pistol held by his side. Only a few seconds later Charlesworth appeared and walked right over to Herron. Any hint of softness from the earlier mention of his daughter had disappeared and he was the cold spymaster again.

      “Your story checks out.” Charlesworth paused. “Now I have some very simple questions.”

      Herron nodded. He knew this was it. “Okay.”

      “Can you tell me when and where this meeting will take place?”

      “Queens Square in Bath. Midnight.”

      “And will my daughter be there?”

      “I think so.”

      “And you’re committed to helping us take down the Enclave?”

      “That’s the whole reason I’m here.”

      Charlesworth smiled. “And will you work for MI5 when the Enclave is destroyed?”

      Herron hesitated. He’d come so far on the promise of killing the Master, destroying the Enclave and freeing himself and the world of their pestilence. To do so, he was making a deal with the devil, who was offering to amplify his vengeance in return for his freedom. It was a bargain Herron would never have accepted before, but circumstances had changed. People he cared for had died or were still in danger and there was blood on his hands.

      The blood of innocents.

      Herron nodded. “Once the Master and the Enclave are gone, you can do what you like with me.”

      Charlesworth smiled like a hyena.
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      Herron remained silent as he rode the elevator up from the basement of Thames House. Agent Lever and another agent – introduced as Bains – were watching his every move, but despite the escort, he was glad to be free of his restraints. After he’d agreed to Charlesworth’s terms, the spymaster had freed him and then immediately disappeared. Herron had been asked more questions by Lever and Bains, then escorted upstairs.

      The elevator stopped on the fifth floor, a chime sounding as the doors slid open. He was somewhere special now – the inner sanctum of the British Government’s premier domestic security agency.

      “Let’s go, buddy.” Lever placed a hand on his back and gave him a gentle shove. “The Director-General is waiting.”

      Herron walked down the hallway, with Lever leading the way and Bains behind him. On either side of him were countless offices, each with their door closed and some clandestine business of state going on behind it. He hoped at least some of the brightest brains in the building were figuring out how to disrupt the Enclave meeting, or else the support of MI5 would mean nothing.

      “Through here.” Lever directed Herron into a large conference room, dominated by a table laid out with plates of pastries and fruit. He pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

      Herron did so. Lever sat to his left, while Bains remained standing directly behind him. Herron had no doubt he’d eat a bullet if he tried to stand. Though Charlesworth had accepted his bargain, it was clear he had ordered his men to remain vigilant. While he waited, Herron helped himself to the catering. He poured a big glass of water and filled a small plate with muffins.

      Herron made it most of the way through a plate of food before a group of people in suits walked in. Charlesworth and his small entourage arrived last, taking up positions at the head of the table. When everyone was seated, Herron guessed there were around twenty people around the table. Given he was used to working alone, it seemed like an army had gathered to take down the Enclave.

      Charlesworth cleared his throat and the buzz of conversation died down. “Thanks for making time everyone. This is big.”

      Herron sat back, watching as Charlesworth brought them up to speed. He felt their eyes on him when their boss revealed his part in all this, but the looks were fleeting. All attention was on Charlesworth as he explained the opportunity to wipe out a cell of the worst killers – the worst terrorists – on the planet when they were at their weakest.

      “Andrea Bricknell will explain the detail.” Charlesworth gestured with his chin towards a woman sitting a few seats down the table to his left. “She’s worked this one up.”

      Herron watched Bricknell as she nodded at Charlesworth and took over the briefing. She was about forty, and oozed competence and confidence. She’d clearly risen to the highest levels in a male-dominated environment and obviously had the respect of her colleagues. She pointed a remote at the wall and pressed a button. The lights dimmed and a map was projected onto the space.

      “This is Queen’s Square in Bath, where Mr Herron tells us the meeting will take place at midnight tonight.” She clicked and four arrows appeared – one at each entrance to the square. “The strategic situation is complex, because through a terrible quirk of timing, a local Jane Austen festival will mean vastly more civilians than usual are on the street tonight.”

      One of the executives leaned forward. “Could we cancel the festival?”

      Bricknell shook her head. “No, it would be a dead giveaway and they’d likely disperse and cost us our chance. We’ll just have to manage the situation. So, when the meeting begins, four tactical teams will converge on the space. We’ll have one backup team on the ground, another team in the air, snipers on the rooftops and drones on station. If all—”

      Herron interrupted Bricknell. “This all sounds a little pedestrian. This is a group of the best killers on the planet. You need to hit them way harder than that.”

      Charlesworth held up a hand to forestall Bricknell’s response and threw an icy glare at Herron. “You may think you have a say, Mr Herron, but make no mistake about your role here. You’ll be in Bath to eyeball the Master and confirm his presence. After that moment, your role is done. Any other views you have are irrelevant to me. This is our operation.”

      Herron nodded. There was nothing to say. The balance of power here was clear. He sat back and crossed his arms.

      Charlesworth lapsed into silence while Bricknell finished outlining the operation, then he looked around the table. “If everyone is satisfied, I’ll call the Prime Minister.”

      He picked up his cell phone and dialled. The call was answered quickly and the spymaster kept his features neutral, his voice low and his hand covering his mouth as he spoke. As the seconds ticked by, there was an electricity in the room. Herron knew the feeling well. It was the collective buzz of an upcoming mission – equal parts excitement and fear – which would reach a violent crescendo.

      After several minutes, Charlesworth terminated the call and turned back to the conference room. The conversation up and down the table quickly died down and every MI5 staffer turned their eyes to their boss. Herron already knew what Charlesworth was going to say, because there was only one thing for him to say. No national leader would let a group of elite assassins hold a meeting on their soil without trying to stop it.

      Charlesworth’s look was ashen. “We have authorization. We commence in one hour.”

      Herron stayed put as the twenty or so MI5 staff rose from their seats and hurried out to prepare. Only Charlesworth, Bains and Lever remained, the two agents staying on guard duty while their boss sat down directly opposite Herron.

      Charlesworth locked Herron with an icy glare. “Just to be absolutely unambiguous: Agents Lever and Bains will ensure you do precisely what you’re told and nothing else. They have orders to execute you at the first sign of trouble. You stay with Lever and Bains; you confirm the Master’s identity; and you keep quiet when the fireworks start. Clear?”

      Herron nodded. “Crystal.”
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      “Now arriving in Bath.” Lever smiled at Herron from the seat opposite him. “You might never leave.”

      Herron rolled his eyes at Lever’s dripping sarcasm. The MI5 agent had a smile on his face and a pistol in his lap, and had been needling Herron for the entire van ride from London to the ancient town. He hadn’t risen to the bait – he had no doubt Lever and Bains would take him out without hesitation if needed, so there was no point responding to the barbs.

      His only objective was to bring the hammer of MI5 down on the Enclave.

      At Thames House, he’d been bundled into the back of a black van long before the MI5 crews had mounted up, Lever and Bains keeping him company the whole time. They’d traveled in a 12-vehicle convoy; Herron wasn’t sure how many MI5 operatives there would be to deal with, but he hoped the agency had packed enough heat. They had only a few hours to prepare before the meeting was due to commence.

      He returned to looking out the window, just in time to see four black SUVs peel off from the convoy and take a right turn. The move replicated one another group of vehicles had taken five minutes earlier, splitting off to take up their position prior to the operation. About half the transports were driving into the town itself, including the van Herron was riding in. Ahead of his vehicle all he could see was a precession of red tail lights.

      Only a few minutes later, the remaining vehicles slowed to a stop. Agents bundled out, secured the street, then moved out in small groups with their weapons and gear. Lever and Bains didn’t move an inch while this was all happening, staying seated in the back of the van with their eyes locked onto Herron. Only when the last of the MI5 agents had disappeared from sight did his escorts make a move.

      “If you do anything except what you’re told, we’ll put you down.” Lever raised an eyebrow at Herron. “You know the rules.”

      “Don’t unleash my mad superhero skills and always floss when I brush.” Herron scoffed. “You guys really are paranoid. I came to you, remember?”

      Lever didn’t respond. Instead, he climbed out of the van and looked around. The convoy had stopped in front of a row of unremarkable homes, lit only by the pale moonlight and the street lights. But when the agents motioned for him to enter one of the townhouses, it was clear to Herron that there was more going on inside than residential bliss.

      It had to be some sort of MI5 facility.

      Bains gripped one of Herron’s arms and led him straight inside. The interior didn’t have the usual trappings of a private residence – there were few internal walls and none of the normal furniture. Instead, there was a giant conference table with a number of computer terminals atop.

      He stood in the corner of the room, Lever and Bains watching him like a hawk. Other MI5 agents were rushing around urgently, removing protective sheets from the terminals and booting up the computers. There was an organized efficiency to the agents that was impressive. Each executed their role perfectly. It was like watching a military unit in action.

      “We’re not quite like the FBI, Mr Herron,” Charlesworth said as he entered the room. “We’re better.”

      Herron shrugged. “I hope so, because they never dealt with the Enclave on American soil. We’ll see if you guys are up to it.”

      “We’ll have access to every security-camera feed in the city, as well as the portable feeds my agents and aerial drones will be streaming to this headquarters. We’ve got enough eyes and guns on the square to contain the meeting. Once you confirm the Master’s identity, we’ll move in and smash them to pieces.”

      Herron doubted it would go as smoothly as that, but he couldn’t fault the plan and he kept his doubts to himself. “Sounds fine.”

      “This would be easier if you told us what the Master looked like.” Charlesworth fixed Herron with a hard stare. “We could find him in seconds.”

      “Then you wouldn’t need me for anything…”

      Herron’s voice trailed off and Charlesworth gave up on trying to force a description of out of him. MI5 hadn’t figured out the link between Herron and the attack on the hospital back in the States, so they hadn’t tracked down the news report of the incident or the video of the Master that went with it. Herron was happy for their help, but he needed to stay useful to them. He didn’t want them freezing him out of the operation entirely.

      A few minutes later, the command center was up and running. Agents were sitting at computer terminals and camera feeds were projecting onto the screen at the head of the table. Though it would have been easier to spot the Master in the daylight, the feeds were good enough to do the job. One feed dominated – the view of Queen’s Square, where the meeting was taking place – while other views cycled through at the edges of the screen.

      “Sit and watch,” Charlesworth ordered.

      Herron was escorted to one of the seats at the table. As soon as he was seated, he started to scan the camera feeds, searching for a sign of the Master while also keeping his eye on the main view of the square. Though the assassins and their leader would be alert for any danger, there was no way they’d know how much attention the authorities were currently paying to the historic town of Bath.

      Seconds and minutes ticked by, until almost an hour had been wasted with no sign of the Master. Though Herron had hoped the square would empty out as midnight drew closer, the Jane Austen festival was keeping people out later than usual. Civilians loitered around in small groups – were some of them Enclave operatives? The key to unlocking the meeting and identifying all the enemy agents was finding the Master. Herron’s eyes were darting around the screens, taking in every face from every camera, trying to locate his prey.

      Charlesworth was growing impatient. “If you’re stringing us along, you’re going to spend a very long time inside a very dark hole, Mr Herron.”

      Herron simply pointed at the screen. “There he is. I suggest you start tracking his every move.”

      Charlesworth pounded the table with a fist. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.” The man on the screen was unmistakable. It was the same man who’d tricked him at the hospital. It was the Master.

      Charlesworth began barking orders at his subordinates. “Task a drone to track him wherever he goes. I want to know if he so much as scratches his head. Get the tactical teams close to the square ready to strike. But nobody moves on him unless I give the order. Clear?”

      The MI5 agents sprang into action. It wouldn’t be by his own hand, but Herron’s triumph was close.

      A drone flying high up in the sky over Bath turned its camera to the Master and the tactical teams converged on Queen’s Square from every direction. They were represented on the digital map of the city by little dots, one for each agent. A team of six was moving on each entrance to the square and there were shooters on the rooftops.

      “We’ve got them.” Charlesworth smiled as the Master entered the square. “Tactical teams prepare to move in. Be aware of high civilian traffic in the area. Primary target is an older male wearing jeans, a red sweater, and a black cap. Bag him if you can. Secondary targets are unknown, but assumed. Lethal force authorized on anyone who is armed.”

      As commanders implemented Charlesworth’s orders and issued a few of their own, Herron squinted at the video screen. Something wasn’t right. One of the smaller feeds being relayed from a drone had caught his attention.

      Herron turned to the agent operating the screen and deciding which angles to show. “Can you maximize feed four so it’s larger on the screen?”

      “Sure.” The agent started to do as he’d been asked, then looked to Bains and Lever for permission. They nodded, and a second later the display changed to show the feed.

      Herron’s eyes widened. The niggling unease in the back of his mind now howled like a klaxon.

      A group of five or so people stood in the middle of the square and each entrance to the square had two groups of three people standing on either side of it. Despite the festival, the pattern and the distribution of numbers was too perfect. What looked like random clusters of civilians were almost certainly not. Nobody on the ground would notice, but the drone feed showed it clearly.

      Herron saw it clearly.

      It was a trap.

      “Looks like the Master is headed for the group in the middle of the square.” Charlesworth grinned and barked the order before Herron could stop him. “Execute!”
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      Herron turned to Charlesworth. “You need to abort. They know you’re coming! They have all along!”

      “You need to be quiet.” Charlesworth’s glare was icy. “We’ve got them. It’s all over except the fireworks.”

      “You don’t understand!” Herron tried to get to his feet, but Bains and Lever forced him back down. “Bricknell’s tactical teams are about to get shredded!”

      Charlesworth turned to watch the camera as the tactical teams surged into the square, moving with perfect timing. They had been told to make straight for the group standing in the middle of the square, and moved with confidence and purpose, twenty-four heavily armed agents quickly surrounding the group.

      There was no shooting. The cluster of Enclave agents had been caught cold. For a moment, Herron thought he might be wrong. Then the screens lit up with the flashes of gunfire and panicked reports started coming in over the radio.

      “Alpha team under fire!”

      “Getting shot at from behind!”

      “Charlie taking casualties!”

      “All teams under fire, sir!”

      “Delta Prime is down!”

      Herron, Charlesworth and the other MI5 agents in the command center saw the situation play out from above. After their teams had moved deeper into the square, the Enclave operatives near the entrances had started to fire into their backs. As soon as the MI5 agents had turned to face the new threat, the Enclave group in the center – including the Master – had drawn their weapons and added to the Brits’ problems.

      It was a classic envelopment and ambush of an overconfident foe. Herron had used the same tactics in the special forces, now he was watching a perfect example of its application. Though the MI5 sharpshooters on the rooftops were doing their best to support their ground teams, numbers favored the Enclave. For every Enclave operative that dropped, two MI5 agents went down. The battle was going to shit.

      Herron watched the slaughter with a strange detachment, even though he knew men and women were dying down there. His best chance to kill the Master and beat the Enclave was slipping away. Charlesworth and the others were also staring at the screens, too stunned by the situation to react.

      “Pull them out!” Herron’s shout broke their trance. “Order them to pull back to one exit. Cover them with your shooters and send your backup teams to help.”

      Charlesworth blinked a few times, stared at Herron and then nodded. “All teams withdraw from the square using the south-east exit. Staged withdrawal, each team covering the next in turn. Rooftop shooters have full clearance. Scramble the backup teams to the south-east exit.”

      As his subordinates relayed the orders, Herron caught Charlesworth’s eye. He was glad the Director-General’s head was back in the game. Though the chance to take down the Enclave was probably blown, some of the MI5 agents might escape the ambush and live. It was the only victory that could possibly be won today, unless someone got lucky and took down the Master amidst the chaos.

      “Sir…” One of the surveillance controllers spoke with a shaky voice. “They’re retreating as well.”

      Herron and Charlesworth both looked at the screen. As the MI5 team moved to the south-east exit from the square, the Master and a core group of Enclave operatives was moving to the north-west. The two groups were still exchanging fire and shooters on both sides were still dropping, but the distance between them was growing and the gunfire was slackening. It was another surprise in a situation full of them.

      “We can still get the Master.” Herron tried to stand again, but he was once again pushed down by Bains and Lever. “Let me go after him!”

      Lever drew his pistol and pressed it into Herron’s skull. “You were told to sit in that chair. I won’t tell you again.”

      Charlesworth shook his head. “Herron’s right. We’re never going to get this chance again. Once they disperse, we lose our shot to take them down. Gear up.”

      One of Charlesworth’s subordinates shook her head. “Sir, we don’t have the numbers to go after them. The backup teams are committed. We need to let this one go.”

      “We have the numbers.” Charlesworth looked around the room and drew his pistol. “Agent Lever, stay with Herron. Agent Daniels, maintain operational oversight and tell Agent Bricknell to rally her teams in the square and get ready to move once I arrive. Everyone else, on me.”

      Herron tried to protest his exclusion, but Lever only pressed the pistol harder into his skull. Except for Lever and Daniels – the agent told to stay in command of the whole shit show – everyone in the operations center produced weapons and filed out after Charlesworth. Within a few seconds, the headquarters went from bustling to still.

      Herron sat in tense silence, unable to push the issue while he had a gun against his head. A few seconds after the house had cleared out, however, Lever lowered the pistol and resumed his overwatch position. Clearly he thought Herron would stop protesting now the rest of the agents had set off to hunt the Master.

      He was wrong.

      Herron planted his feet and pushed himself up from the chair. In one explosive motion he brought the crown of his skull up into Lever’s chin. The sound was sickening, and Lever’s surprised grunt told him all he needed to know. As Herron stood to his full height and turned around, Lever stumbled back, one hand to his face. There was every chance his jaw was broken and the pain must have been considerable.

      “Give me the gun.” Herron held out his hand. “I don’t want to hurt you unless you force me to.”

      Lever consider his options for a split second, then started to raise the pistol. Herron gripped his wrist and twisted it inward until it broke. As Lever cried out in pain, Herron wrapped his other hand around the pistol barrel and pulled. Lever couldn’t maintain his grip with the broken wrist, and within a second Herron was armed once more.

      He took a step back, pointing the weapon at the agent. Neither Lever nor Daniels resisted any further. Lever was too badly hurt; Daniels was too busy coordinating MI5 assets to care about the scuffle. He simply shrugged his shoulders, turned away from Herron and went back to relaying information to the tactical teams. He was smart.

      Herron kept the pistol trained on Lever as he reached down to grab an earpiece from the table. “Wait here. I’m going to kill the Master and save your colleagues.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Herron burst out of the townhouse and ran towards of the square. It was only a few blocks away but he had to fight through the stream of civilians who were headed in the opposite direction. A minute ago they’d been enjoying a festival, now they were frightened by the chaos and the gunfire. He just had to hope the foot traffic was slowing down the Master’s escape as well. Police sirens wailed, but the gunfire had stopped for now.

      He was furious at himself for not spotting the ambush earlier. But the only way the Enclave could have known MI5 was coming for them was if Frances Charlesworth had warned them. There was no other explanation. He’d spared her life and she’d sold him out.

      With his pistol in one hand, Herron used the other to put in the earpiece he’d picked up. Immediately he could hear updates: Charlesworth and Bricknell barking orders; and updates from the remains of the tactical teams, the sharpshooters, the drone operators and the agent in the command center. It was a mixed situation. The tactical teams had withdrawn and taken up defensive positions, the sharpshooters were out of targets, and the drones were tracking the Master and the few other operatives who’d fled.

      It only took a few minutes to arrive in the square, where he found chaos. There were bodies everywhere – MI5 and Enclave alike – and the emergency services were pouring into the area in huge numbers as festivalgoers continued to pour out of the area. Only a few civilians remained – most had bailed at the first sign of gunfire – and it was likely those that still remained in the square had been too scared or too incapable to run when the action started.

      In the middle of it all was Charlesworth and Andrea Bricknell, his tactical team leader.

      Herron stopped and watched as the MI5 Director-General waved his hands, motioning police to bottle up the scene and paramedics to sort out his wounded. The main game, however, was making sure the wounded Enclave operatives were secured. Herron knew from the feed in his earpiece that Charlesworth had already sent assets after the Master, but he was surprised the Director-General wasn’t chasing their foe himself.

      Herron strode over to Charlesworth, but the second Bricknell spotted him she raised her submachine gun. Herron held his hands wide. “I’m on your side.”

      She snarled, the barrel of the gun not wavering at all. “I’ve got a dozen dead men and women who’d say otherwise if they could. Don’t come any closer.”

      “It’s fine, Andrea.” Charlesworth walked past her and came closer to Herron. “What the hell are you doing here? And where is Agent Lever?”

      “He’s fine, but he’ll have a headache for a few days.” Herron looked around. “The Master is getting away. Give me a few agents and let me go after him.”

      “Not a chance. I’ll be in enough shit after today. I don’t want to end up in the official report as the guy who gave a criminal command of MI5 assets. I’ve sent assets after him.”

      “It won’t be enough.” Herron gripped his pistol tighter. “You can do whatever you like, but I’m going after—”

      “SHOOTER!” Andrea Bricknell’s voice was piercing. “SOUTH EAST BUILDING, THIRD WINDOW!

      Herron instinctively crash-tackled Charlesworth to the ground as gunfire and shouts once again filled the square. Herron and the Director-General landed in a tangle of limbs, but it only took a second for Herron to rise again on one knee with his pistol raised. He glanced down at Charlesworth. It didn’t look like he’d been hit. Bricknell’s warning had probably saved his life.

      That was more than could be said for her. She was missing a chunk of her skull.

      Herron turned his attention to finding the shooter, starting with the window Bricknell had called out. A fusillade of return fire by the remaining agents had shattered the glass and pockmarked the bricks around the window, but the shooter was already gone. They’d taken the shot and then got the hell out of Dodge. In a few seconds the gunfire died down and the shouts quietened, though every law enforcement officer in the square remained on alert.

      Herron climbed to his feet and held out a hand to help Charlesworth. “You need to send assets after the shooter. And the Master.”

      “Okay.” Charlesworth took the hand, climbed to his feet and locked eyes on Bricknell’s body. He sighed and looked around at his people. “Did anyone see the shooter?”

      “I did.” Agent Bains took a step closer, his eyes still scanning for the threat. “Female, red hair. Bricknell called the location right, but the shooter fired and withdrew.”

      “Frances.” The Director-General looked more stunned now than when the ambush had kicked off. “You saved me… my daughter…  she missed… I—”

      It was as if Charlesworth was in a trance, so shocked by what had happened that he was unable to move or act. Herron couldn’t blame him. In the space of two days, the spymaster had found out first that his daughter was alive and then that she was trying to kill him. But there was no time for Charlesworth’s internal emotional crisis. People were dying and the Master was getting further away.

      Herron squared up to Charlesworth and clamped a hand down on his shoulder. “Time for answers. What happened in Belfast?”

      Charlesworth blinked rapidly. “Belfast? I…It’s complicated…I didn’t want any of that to happen.”

      “Any of what?” Herron shoved him in the chest, causing him to stumble back a step. “Why did your daughter lie to me, lure us into an ambush and then try to kill you?”

      “I…Frances joined MI5 straight out of college. She was a brilliant agent and I handled her missions directly.”

      “Isn’t that against some sort of rule?” Herron didn’t think it was likely MI5 would approve a father-and-daughter combo.

      “I make the rules,” Charlesworth snapped. “I got her through fourteen operations unscathed. Then I was ordered to extract our highest-value asset from Belfast. This guy had been on the front line of our work against the IRA for twenty-five years but he’d been found out. Losing him would have been disastrous. He had a lifetime of secrets. Frances was tasked with getting him out. It went south. Frances and the asset were cornered…”

      “You burned her, didn’t you? You chose your career and the life of an old man over the life of your daughter.” Herron shook his head slowly. “You’re a piece of shit.”

      Charlesworth squeezed his eyes shut. “I regret it every single day and I’ve re-enacted the situation in my head a million times. I’d change it if I could.”

      “Maybe you can.” Herron put a hand on his shoulder and waited for him to open his eyes. “You’re a good man who made a bad choice. The Enclave made me do that, too. But now you have the opportunity to make a good one. If you help me take down the Master, we might be able to tell your daughter how you feel as well.”

      Charlesworth considered Herron’s words for a second and then nodded. “I don’t have many assets left to spare. It’ll be you, me, a few others and some drone coverage.”

      Herron reached down to grab a submachine gun from a downed tactical agent. “That’s all we need.”
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        * * *

      

      Herron dragooned two agents to help track down the Master. He led them and Charlesworth away from the square, where Bains stayed to mop up. They followed the directions of the drone operator who was broadcasting the location of the Master, and who informed them they were slowly gaining on him. By now the civilians had mostly cleared the streets, as news of the gunfire and the slaughter in the square reached them.

      Herron turned to Charlesworth, who was jogging next to him. “They seem to be slowing down.”

      “Maybe he’s wounded.” Charlesworth’s breathing was ragged – he lacked the fitness of Herron and the MI5 agents.

      “Possibly. But he’s played us so well this whole time that I wouldn’t guarantee that this isn’t some larger play. I—”

      The drone operator spoke in their earpieces, cutting him off. “Sir, the primary target has entered a house with two others. We’ve got agents on containment.”

      “Got him.” Charlesworth smiled. “Keep those agents outside until we get there. Nobody gets in or out of that building.”

      Herron frowned. It all seemed too easy. They were only a street away from the house by now. As he flicked off the safety on his submachine gun, the rest of his posse did the same. From up ahead came the chattering of submachine guns and the deeper boom of a rifle.

      Herron cursed. “Charlesworth, check in.”

      Charlesworth nodded and linked comms with the drone controller. There was no fear or hesitation in the spymaster’s eyes, despite all that’d gone wrong – Charlesworth wanted to find his daughter as much as Herron wanted to find the Master, though for different reasons.

      “The agents at the front of the house are under attack.” The voice of the operator was calm, despite the situation. “Take your next left and then the next right.”

      Herron broke into a run again, the others right behind him. He turned the last corner and pulled up short. Three MI5 agents were sprawled on the ground outside a normal-looking home, all with gunshot wounds: two of them were on their backs, unmoving, while the third was on his side and slowly crawling away from the house.

      “Cover me.” Herron ran over to the wounded man and knelt beside him. “We’ll get some paramedics here to help you.”

      “Okay.” The agent rolled onto his back. He’d been shot in the shoulder and had left a trail of blood as he crawled away. “Who are you?”

      “A friend.” Herron pressed down on the man’s wound to staunch the bleeding. “What happened here?”

      The agent coughed. “We had them bottled up from the front and there was another team watching from the back. A woman hit us in the rear and then ran inside.”

      “A woman?” Charlesworth said. “Did she say anything? Did she look about mid-thirties?”

      “Something like that.” The agent coughed again. “We were too busy getting our asses handed to us to take a description.”

      Keeping his submachine gun at the ready, Herron ordered Charlesworth to call in some paramedics. Then he told one of the other agents to check the two fallen men were beyond help, and tasked the other with keeping pressure on the wounded man’s shoulder.

      His earpiece crackled. “Director-General, the team at the rear of the building is still intact. The targets are still inside. We have agents converging on your location.”

      “We’re not waiting,” Charlesworth said. “All the answers are inside.”

      Herron nodded. “Let’s go get them.”

      He advanced with his submachine gun leveled, taking up position on the left of the door with Charlesworth stacked behind him. One of the agents stood on the opposite side of the entrance.

      Herron whispered. “On three.”

      He nodded once, twice, three times. As the agent pressed down on the handle and eased the door open, gunfire roared from inside the house. Shots ripped through the wooden door, the agent taking the brunt of the fire. He screamed and fell to the ground. Herron cursed and pushed Charlesworth back, out of the line of fire.

      “There’s no way we can push inside through the door.” Charlesworth said through gritted teeth. “It’s a suicide mission.”

      Herron thought a moment. “Can you get in touch with your drone operator one last time?”

      “My drone operator? Why? I…” Charlesworth’s look of confusion changed into a smile. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

      Herron nodded and Charlesworth called in the instructions. Herron still found it strange that the Master and his people had holed up inside a building, but he’d given up trying to figure out the way the man thought. The Master had outsmarted him several times, now Herron was going to outmuscle him.

      “You want me to do what?” The drone operator sounded shocked. “Are you sure, sir?”

      “Stop wasting time.” Charlesworth said. “Get it done or I’ll find someone who will do what I ask and you’ll be manning a desk in the Orkney Islands!”

      The abuse worked. There was nothing but silence for thirty seconds then Herron heard a high-pitched whine gradually becoming louder. He took a few more steps back from the door and waited. A moment later, he spotted a small drone descending rapidly and heading straight toward the front door of the house at high speed.

      Herron looked back at Charlesworth. “Ready?”

      The drone slammed through the front door and crashed inside. The flash of an explosion brightened the night, followed by a muffled boom and cries of pain – their impromptu battering ram had worked.

      Herron rounded the door, stepped through it and searched for a target. He assessed the situation in a split-second. The crashing drone had taken down one Enclave operative while another was standing at the top of the stairs. Herron fired first and red blossoms appeared on the woman’s chest. She dropped, her own shots going wild.

      Herron turned to Charlesworth. “Cover the stairs. If you see anyone – even Frances – you take them down.”

      He kept moving through the interior, searching each room. He was definitely outnumbered and probably outgunned, but he wouldn’t slow down now he was so close. He owed it to Jessica and Erica Kearns and all the innocents he’d killed while in the employ of the Enclave to finish this or die trying.

      The front two rooms off the hallway – both bedrooms – were clear, and so too was the living room at the back of the house.

      “Frances!”

      Herron cursed as he heard Charlesworth’s cry from back near the stairs. He gripped his submachine gun tight and ran towards the shout, hoping the Director-General had the steel to do what was necessary but fearing that he didn’t. He reached the stairs and saw Frances at the top, aiming her assault rifle down at her father. He was prepared to fire when Charlesworth stepped in the way.

      Herron cursed. “Move!”

      “No!” Charlesworth shook his head. “I’m not going to let you hurt her.”
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        * * *

      

      “How sweet of you, father. Shame you didn’t show such concern for my wellbeing in Belfast.” Frances shifted her aim to Herron. “Drop the weapon.”

      Herron could have tried to take a shot, right through Charlesworth, but Frances’ assault rifle would cut both him and Charlesworth down in a second. The only thing he was concerned about was getting a shot at the Master and dying wouldn’t help with that. His best chance was playing along with her. He tossed his submachine gun on the ground and held his hands wide, looking up at Frances and waiting for whatever came next.

      “On your knees, both of you.” She took a step down the stairs. “Then lock your hands behind your heads.”

      Herron and Charlesworth followed her instructions – given Frances had them well covered, Herron was happy to roll with the punches until he got the chance to turn the tables. He looked at the MI5 Director-General, who was finally reunited with the daughter he’d thought dead.

      “Frances…” Charlesworth’s hard demeanor from a few hours earlier had melted away. Now he resembled an old man, traumatized in the face of his mistakes. “I…”

      Frances reached the bottom of the stairs. "You’ve got a death wish. You should be a corpse right now.”

      Charlesworth’s face was clouded with emotion and he choked back tears. “Frances. Please, you must understand, I—”

      “Quiet!” She hit him on the side of the head with the butt of the rifle, sending him sprawling. “Nothing you can say means anything to me. I—”

      With the assault rifle pointed away from both him and Charlesworth, Herron moved. With explosive force, he propelled himself up to his feet and forward in one motion. Frances turned, her eyes widening; she realized her mistake a split-second before Herron crash-tackled her to the ground. Her assault rifle clattered to the ground.

      It was the second time he’d had her in this position, but she’d learned from their last encounter.

      As Herron climbed on top of her and tried to restrain her, she produced a blade, stabbing out at him repeatedly. She’d cut his arm before he could press down on the inside of her elbow and prevent her stabbing him in the stomach or chest. Crying out in pain, he grabbed her wrist with his free hand, twisting until she let go of the knife.

      Herron pinned her arms, using his superior strength to subdue her. “You betrayed me.”

      She struggled to get free, but without the knife she’d lost her advantage. “You were a means to an end.”

      Herron maneuvered a knee to cover one of her arms. With the hand that freed up, he picked up the knife and put it to her throat. “I was what?”

      “Don’t move an inch!”

      The voice boomed through the house, cutting off Frances before she could reply. Herron kept the blade pressed against her throat as he looked for the new arrival.

      The Master was slowly descending the stairs, a pistol aimed down at them. He was walking with a limp and a red strain had darkened his chinos near the calf. While that explained how they’d had been able to catch up with him, it didn’t matter. He still had the drop on Herron and Charlesworth.

      Though Herron doubted talking would do much good, he had to try. “Why come to this place? You’ve got no chance of escaping.”

      “Well, this wasn’t exactly how I’d envisaged my plan playing out.” The Master sighed. “Frances saw to that. But every cloud has a silver lining. If I’d simply fled I’d have been an easy target, but now I’ve got the Director-General of MI5 in my grasp. The British won’t make a move on me while I have Charlesworth.”

      “That’s your plan?” Herron raised an eyebrow. “It’ll fail as badly as your attempt to reform the Enclave.”

      “Reform the Enclave?” He laughed. “Idiot! I’m the Master until I stop breathing! Though you wiped out the handlers, I still had the contact details for every operative around the world. The Lazarus Protocol is a sham. When it was clear you weren’t going to give up chasing me, I put a plan in place to stop you.

      “You’d proven to be resourceful and damaging, but you’re also predictable. I knew you’d find out I’d fled to Europe and start by looking in the safehouses, so I planted Frances at one of them to feed you bait and lead you here to me. Then I called every agent here to ambush you when you arrived.

      The Master gave a bitter laugh. “Unfortunately, Miss Charlesworth went a mile off mission and involved MI5 so she could get her own back on Daddy. I planned to down you using overwhelming force, not lose most of my operatives when half of MI5 showed up to take me down.”

      “No plan survives contact with the enemy.” Herron laughed. His voice was calm, but the Master’s words had been like punches in the gut. For weeks he’d chased his target halfway across the world, and all the time he was being maneuvered, led around by the nose into a trap. “It’s over. This building is surrounded and MI5 won’t let you out of it.”

      “Forget MI5. I have their Director-General, they won’t move on me. Besides, I suspect you wouldn’t let them anyway. You see, you’re my plan B. I’m wounded and need your help to escape. Your instincts are to kill me, but even you can see you’d be wasting an opportunity. I—”

      “No!” Frances cried out. “We’re not making a deal with them. Shoot him and then shoot my father! It’s the only way we win!”

      “We?” The Master snarled at her. “You’ve cost me a dozen of my operatives. We planned and deployed to deal with one man, not an entire army!”

      She flushed red. “I—”

      The Master’s voice boomed. “MI5 only came her at all because you took it on yourself to freelance, to get revenge on your father!”

      Her faced twisted into a grimace. “He left me to die in Belfast! The—”

      The Master’s pistol boomed and Frances’ head jerked. The bullet had hit her between the eyes.

      Herron cursed and jerked upright.

      “Uh-uh.” The Master swung his pistol towards him, gestured for him to drop his weapon. Herron tossed the blade to the ground and held his hands wide.

      “Now, as I was trying to say, I’m wounded and I need your help to escape. All we need to do is hold Charlesworth hostage until we’re clear.” The Master reached the bottom of the stairs, grimacing each time the weight shifted onto his wounded leg. “Ally yourself with me and all is forgiven. You can return to the fold and we’ll run the Enclave together.”

      Herron laughed. “I’ve dedicated my life to destroy you. People have died to destroy you. Why would I stop now?”

      “Because I’ve got an operative watching Erica Kearns. If I don’t answer when he calls me every four hours, he kills her. If you kill me, she dies too.”

      Herron’s head swam. A large reason he’d fought so hard to kill the Master and eradicate the Enclave was to keep Kearns safe. Could he accept the Master’s terms and turn his back on everything he’d fought for? Could he reject the Master’s terms and risk Kearns’ death?

      It was an impossible choice. But it was one he had to make.

      “If I join you, the Enclave stops harming innocents and focuses only on rooting out evil.” Herron paused, struggling with the words. “And Kearns is kept safe.”

      “You’ll have a full veto over any mission,” the Master said. “And your friend will be safe so long as I can continue to rely on your co-operation.”

      Herron nodded. He looked down at Frances Charlesworth’s body, feeling a momentary pang of sadness for her. She’d been betrayed by her father and then by her Master. She’d paid the ultimate price. For his part, Director-General Charlesworth was still sprawled out on the ground, but he was starting to come around.

      “I have a boat waiting for us. It’s powerful enough to get us across the Channel and back to Europe.” The Master gestured at Charlesworth with his pistol. “Once he’s back on his feet, we’ll take him as a hostage and head for the boat. If there’s any trouble, you might need to shoot our way out of here.”

      “I can do that. Just make sure no harm comes to Kearns.”

      Herron reached down and grabbed Frances’ assault rifle. Slowly, Charlesworth regained consciousness. He blinked and looked up at the Master, who smirked down at his prisoner. The head of the Enclave said something to Charlesworth – gloating – but Herron wasn’t listening. He’d made his choice. Sacrifices had to be made.

      He took a step back, aimed the assault rifle at the Master’s head and fired.

      Only when the rifle’s bolt slammed to empty did he ease off the trigger. He threw the weapon on the ground and fell to his knees, crushed by the weight of his decision. The Master was finished and the Enclave was shattered, but he’d sentenced Erica Kearns to death. He sucked in a few short breaths, releasing them in ragged heaves. A hand came down on his shoulder and gripped it.

      Charlesworth.

      Herron muttered. “It’s over. He’s dead. So is Frances. I’m sorry.”

      “I thought she’d died years ago.” Charlesworth fought back his tears. “Doesn’t seem like it’s over for you, though.”

      Herron nodded. “He’s been keeping tabs on a friend of mine. She’ll die now. Her life was the price of ending this.”

      “Learn from my experience.” Charlesworth glanced at Frances’ body. “No mission is worth the life of someone you love.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Herron sighed again. “I made the choice already.” He only hoped that when the Master’s phone rang and he was unable to give the password, that the operative ended Erica’s life quickly.

      “Where is your friend?”

      “In the States.” Herron climbed to his feet. “Maryland.”

      “Britain has assets there.” Charlesworth pulled out his cell phone. “Give me a location and we’ll keep her safe.”

      Herron frowned. “Why would you do that? You’ve lived up to your end of the bargain already. I said I’d submit myself to you once the Master was killed.”

      “Because I think you’re a good man who’s trying to redeem himself. You tried to save my men by alerting us to the ambush, you saved my life and you didn’t kill my daughter when you had the chance.” Charlesworth gave a sad smile. “And because I don’t want you to suffer the same loss I have for simply doing your duty.”

      Herron was stunned by the offer. He checked his watch. “Send assets to the McDonalds in Frederick, Maryland. She’ll be there for breakfast in an hour from now.”

      Charlesworth nodded and made the call. After speaking for a moment, he asked Herron to describe Kearns and relayed the description, then ended the call. “She’ll be safe.”

      “Thanks. Now I’m yours to do what you want.”

      Charlesworth held up a hand. “You’re free to go. And I suggest you go quickly and far from the Western countries. I can only offer a limited amount of protection.”

      Herron watched in disbelief as Charlesworth turned and walked out the front door of the house, leaving Herron with the bodies of Frances Charlesworth and the Master.

      It felt strange that Herron’s enemy was dead without his ever knowing the man’s real name, but it also seemed fitting. Like the Enclave, the Master would now fade into obscurity.

      Lazarus wouldn’t rise after all.

      It was over.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        Dear Reader.

        

        Mitch won. He stopped the Master and walked off into the sunset.

        

        But men with Mitch’s skills don’t stay retired for long. In south-east Asia, they’re in high demand.

        

        Whoever gets hold of Mitch will change the balance of a bitter war.

        

        If you loved this book, I can’t wait for you to read the next Mitch Herron thriller. It’s due for release later in 2018.

        

        While you wait, why don’t you try my Jack Emery series? It’s about a journalist who battles to expose and defeat the darkest conspiracies.

        

        You can start for FREE by clicking below. You’ll get the first book for free in return for signing up to my newsletter! Or you can purchase it on Amazon!

        

        Get your FREE copy of Fireplay!

        

        Or purchase it on Amazon!

        

        I hope you enjoy and thanks for your support!

        

        Steve P. Vincent.

        

        P.S. If you enjoy my work, please consider leaving a review. Reviews are like hugs for an author. Even a few words is enough. It helps a lot.

        

        P.P.S. If you want to keep in touch, minus the free book, you can sign up to my newsletter HERE.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Steve P. Vincent is the USA Today Bestselling Author of the Jack Emery and Mitch Herron conspiracy thriller series.

        

        Steve has a degree in political science, a thesis on global terrorism, a decade as a policy advisor and training from the FBI and Australian Army in his conspiracy kit bag.

        

        When he’s not writing, Steve enjoys whisky, sports and travel.

        

      

      

      
        
        You can contact Steve at all the usual places:

        stevepvincent.com

        steve@stevepvincent.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

      

    

  

images/cover.jpg
BOX SET
BOOKS 1-3

USA TODAY BESTSELLER
STEVE P. VINGENT





