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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Houston is a city built around bayous (thus one of its nicknames, “The Bayou City”), and this is one reason—though not the primary reason—it is prone to flooding, especially around the downtown area where our story is set. In 2017, Hurricane Harvey showed just what kind of devastation prolonged rain can cause to a city like Houston. While THE LAST STORM is not based on a true story, it is based on real experiences of people who lived through Harvey. Including the author. The rest, of course, is purely fictional.
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            Richter

          

        

      

    

    
      The fusillade of raindrops against the van’s roof reminded him of a song. Something about raindrops on… something. He couldn’t quite remember the lyrics for some reason. Maybe it was because there was nothing pleasant about these raindrops. They were a rhythmic nightmare, as if the gods themselves hated every human being who ever lived and were intent on drowning them in a sea of torrential rain. Louder, faster, and stronger. That sense of anger coursed through every inch of the vehicle and the people sitting inside it. A thousand drummers banging away while hopped up on amphetamines. Unpleasant to listen to and impossibly disturbing to be caught in the middle of. It was Richter’s worst-case scenario by a huge margin.

      “Thar she blows.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      “You say too much. Learn to listen.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “This isn’t the time for fun. We’re fucked if we can’t get out of here before the storm clears.”

      “I thought we had a plan.”

      “We did.”

      “So what happened to it?”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m just sayin’…”

      “You say too fucking much.”

      They were arguing again. Pete and Dutch. Brothers. Though they didn’t really look anything alike. Sometimes Richter questioned if they really were siblings. They claimed they were, and he had no reason to distrust them. At least, no reason to distrust Dutch. Pete, on the other hand…

      And yet, they were so different—Pete was short and had sloping shoulders, while Dutch was tall and broad-shouldered. And those were just the physical differences. Intellectually, it was like a babysitter and the unruly kid the babysitter was tasked with controlling. One look at them and you knew who was who. To hear Dutch tell it, sometimes he wished his dad had pulled out when he knocked up Pete’s mom during one of their infidelity sessions.

      “He’s supposed to be the brains.” Pete again, not giving up.

      “Pete, I’m telling you one more time…” Dutch, doing his best. Richter could practically hear his teeth grinding.

      “Right, guys? We’re stuck here because of him. He’s supposed to be the brains, but here we are, up shit creek with just one paddle.”

      “Goddammit, Pete.”

      “What? You know I’m right.”

      “Shut up.”

      Pete did.

      For exactly five seconds.

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      Or that was what Pete was about to say. He got most of it out, but before he could finish sayin’ there was a very loud and resounding slap. Richter glanced up at the rearview mirror just in time to catch Pete in the middle of going down like a sack of shit to the van floor.

      “No more.” Dutch. Not to Richter, or Pete, but to the others. The three in the back of the van with them.

      Dutch didn’t need to say any more. Richter was the brains, as Pete put it, but Dutch was the brawn. Not that Richter couldn’t do most of the things Dutch could, but he liked to keep his hands as clean as possible.

      Truthfully, the brothers were both right. She was definitely blowing, and yes, if they didn’t get out of the city before the storm cleared, they were in some deep shit. No matter how well you planned a job, there was always something that could go wrong. It was why you had a plan in the first place. And another plan in case that plan didn’t go as planned.

      “Redundancies for redundancies,” as his mentor always told him. “Dig the well before you need the water.”

      Simple statements, but they made all the difference in the world. No matter how good the plan was, there were always wrinkles. Some were smaller than others, and some required new plans entirely.

      Dig the well before you need the water…

      Outside the van, the gods continued their unrelenting assault on the city of Houston. Hurricane Matthew had jumped from a Category III to IV to V in the span of twenty-four hours. Richter was already expecting heavy flooding and high winds, but 150-mile-per-hour winds (sometimes higher) were not conducive to driving. Or being outside. And right now, they were doing both. The only saving grace was that they had the van to keep the storm at bay. For now.

      In the back, Dutch was picking his brother up from the floor. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, sure, but I think you broke my jaw,” Pete said.

      “No, I didn’t. Don’t be dramatic.”

      “I think my jaw’s broken.”

      “Pete, if I wanted to break your damn jaw, it’d be damn broken right now.”

      Behind the van’s steering wheel, Cent glanced over briefly before returning his attention out the front windshield, where the wipers continued their losing fight against the pouring rain. They’d been moving slowly through the same stretch of road for the last five minutes or so, waiting for Richter to make a decision. The kid was a good driver; better than that, he knew when to be quiet and when to talk, and when to just do his job.

      They’d been slowly winding their way around the same series of roads for the last two hours, trying to find a way out of the area. Downtown Houston loomed behind them, even if they could no longer make out its skyscrapers behind the unrelenting sheets of rain. Wind ripped at the vehicle from outside, like giant monsters sent by those same pissed-off gods, trying to overturn them. The roads were clogged—not just with cars along the curbs, but also rising water—and it was getting worse by the minute. Whenever they returned to the same street, hoping to find a better way through, the water level had risen noticeably since the last time.

      There was nothing on the radio, and Richter had stopped trying to find up-to-date news anywhere. Their phones were dead, along with everything else. Matthew had decided 21st century communication would no longer be a viable option today, and maybe for a long time afterward.

      “Boss?” Cent finally said.

      “Turn around,” Richter said. “Head to Wilshire.”

      “The Wilshire, boss?” There was something in the kid’s voice beyond the obvious question. A slight tremor.

      “You know the roads. Find the best route there.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said, but Richter heard, Are you sure, sure? in his answer.

      That was new. Cent didn’t usually question him like that, even if Richter was the only one who could hear the unspoken questions in the kid’s voice. They’d worked together for three years now, and there wasn’t a lot about Cent that Richter didn’t know.

      “We going backwards?” Dutch asked as he leaned forward between the two front seats.

      “It’s just going to get worse before it gets better,” Richter said. “We need to hunker down. Let it pass.”

      “Is that a good idea?”

      “We don’t have a choice.”

      Dutch gave him an Are you sure? look.

      Richter nodded.

      Dutch returned the gesture, but Richter could see the doubt in his eyes. Nevertheless, the forty-something ex-Marine knew better than to give voice to his doubts and instead disappeared back into the rear of the van with the others.

      Cent drove in silence. He knew the way. They’d mapped out almost every inch of Houston before the job, spending weeks here at a time and driving around in a rental van similar to this one. The kid didn’t say a word, but he didn’t have to: Richter could feel the wariness practically oozing from every inch of him.
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        * * *

      

      The Wilshire Apartments was a throwback to the days when the city of Houston was looking for ways to house low-income families. Built in the 1950s, it was twenty floors of brick and mortar that squatted within viewing distance of the I-45 freeway, the elevated roads of which could partially be seen in the background. Richter had chosen the Wilshire because it had been abandoned decades ago. The absence of tenants, along with its proximity to Downtown, made it a good choice as a place of last resort.

      “Ugly motherfucker,” Dutch said as he peered out the front windshield at the looming building.

      “It’s definitely not the Ritz,” Richter said.

      “Hell, forget the Ritz. I’d settle for a Holiday Inn right about now.”

      The Wilshire was nondescript and isolated, and best of all, empty. The front doors and windows along the first floor were boarded. Richter knew from an earlier reconnaissance that the scarred exterior was representative of the entire place. As Dutch said, it was one ugly motherfucker. Empty lots surrounded it, with a few businesses still operating here and there. It was a blight that, for whatever reason, hadn’t been razed to the ground yet.

      Richter and Dutch climbed out of the van’s side hatch and jogged the short distance over to the rear metal door while the others waited. The last time Richter was here, he’d had to pick the lock to get inside. This time there was no need. Someone had pried the door open and left all the evidence along the doorframe. It was hard to miss.

      “Looks like someone beat us to it!” Dutch said. He had to shout to be heard over the roar of the storm.

      “Probably squatters or junkies!” Richter shouted back.

      “Glad we brought insurance!”

      Richter smiled. The insurance wasn’t there because of some stroke of good luck; it was there because it was part of the plan. Everything so far was part of the plan. Richter just hoped it stayed that way.

      “Get the others!” he shouted at Dutch. “Bring everything!”

      “You think we’re going to lose the van?’

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But there’s no point risking it.”

      Dutch chuckled, not that Richter could actually hear him over the roar of the storm. “Dig the well before you need the water, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      Dutch nodded and darted back to the van parked behind them. Richter took a second to glance up at the dark sky as water poured down his face in thick rivulets. It hadn’t taken very long to become drenched, and he could already feel his bones going clammy underneath his clothes.

      Cent appeared next to him with two Maglite flashlights. He handed one to Richter. The twenty-one-year-old was trembling as water flooded down his tall, thin frame. Richter saw the same hesitation in the kid’s eyes he’d seen earlier in the van. Cent didn’t want to be here.

      “You okay?” Richter shouted at him.

      Cent nodded, but his face gave Richter a different answer.

      “You sure?” Richter said.

      The kid—not that he was really a kid—flashed Richter a grin that screamed forced. “Yes, boss! I’m good!”

      Richter smacked him on the shoulder. “We’ve done this before! Just a little sidetrack; nothing we can’t handle.”

      “Yes, boss!” Again, that overly forced smile. The kid was putting on a good show, but Richter could easily see through it.

      Richter would have dug into Cent’s obvious hesitation if he had the time, but he didn’t. His knees were already shaking from the cold. He instead turned the lever on the door and pushed the heavy slab of metal open. He stepped through, the flashlight clicking on at the same time. Cent followed, while the others piled out of the van in the background, making almost as much noise as the occasional cracks of thunder in the distance.

      There were no lights inside the back hallway, but that was to be expected. His flashlight ran across peeling wall paint, cracked ceiling, and loose vinyl tiling that was already a few centimeters soaked in water. Small drops of rodent fecal matter bobbed in the water while cobwebs dangled from corners. Spiders and other furry things skidded out of the flashlight’s path.

      “Once we’re settled in the lobby, I need you on one of the higher floors with a radio,” Richter said.

      Cent didn’t answer him.

      Richter looked over at the kid. “Cent.”

      Cent finally glanced in his direction. “Sir?”

      “Did you hear me?”

      “No, sir.”

      Richter squinted at the kid. There it was again—that same hesitation in the kid’s eyes that Richter wasn’t used to seeing. The Nigerian stood with one hand in his jacket pocket, the other holding the flashlight, rainwater dripping from his mostly bald head. Puddles formed around his and all of their shoes, joining with water that continued to leak out of holes along the walls and oozed from the ceiling.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Richter asked.

      Cent shook his head, not that Richter believed him for one second. “Nothing, sir.”

      “I said, when we’re settled, I want you on one of the higher floors with a radio.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The door slammed shut behind them, taking away the sound of the storm with it. They glanced back at the others.

      “Damn. You guys smell that?” Franklin said, sniffing the air as he stamped his boots and water dripped off him.

      “Time for you to take a bath,” Dutch said.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You do reek, man,” Marcus said, making a dramatic showing of “sniffing” Franklin as he walked past the other man.

      “I’m not showering until we’re done with this job,” Franklin said.

      “Classy,” Esme said as she, too, slid past him.

      Despite having run just a short distance from the van to the door, the brief second or two they had exposed themselves to the storm had left the others as drenched as Richter, Dutch, and Cent. They were cold, wet, and miserable, and there was that strange smell in the air beyond the familiar stench of shit that Richter couldn’t quite place.

      What is that?

      The crack of thunder, followed by something big enough to be a cat but smaller and hairier, raced across the waterlogged floor and into what Richter remembered was the opened super’s room to their right.

      “What the hell was that?” Marcus said.

      “We’re not the only ones trying to get out of the storm,” Richter said.

      It was impossible to ignore the continued presence of Hurricane Matthew outside. The storm battered at the wooden slabs that covered up nearly all the entry points along the twenty floors of the Wilshire Apartments. Wind howled through anything that wasn’t sealed tight, and the constant stream of harsh rain was a reminder that despite the darkness and stink, it was a hell of a lot better to be in here than out there.

      They stood in the darkness and listened to the storm in silence for a moment. There was something about the violent screeches of wind and the continued machine-gun rhythm of the rain that Matthew was bringing to bear on the city of Houston that was almost mesmerizing.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Esme finally asked.

      “We wait,” Richter said.

      “How long?” Franklin asked.

      “As long as it takes.”

      “And what if it takes more than a day?” Marcus said.

      “Then it takes more than a day.”

      “You heard the man; we stay here until this storm blows over,” Dutch said. He glanced around at the others, daring them to ask more questions. Water from the big man’s buzzcut dripped down his shoulders. The only one taller than Dutch was Cent, but the kid didn’t come anywhere close to Dutch’s intimidating presence. “Keep your eyes peeled. We’re probably not the only ones in here.”

      “What happens if we run into someone?” Marcus asked.

      “We’ll cross that bridge if and when we come to it,” Richter said. “Until then, no one wanders off. We’re stuck in here for now. That’s the bad news.”

      “You mean there’s good news?” Pete asked.

      “The good news is that there’s no one in the city currently looking for us. And by the time that changes, we’ll be long gone.”
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            Torres

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know what this reminds me of? That song about the levee breaking. What was that called?”

      “‘When the Levee Breaks’ by Led Zeppelin.”

      “Yeah, that’s the one. I like that song.”

      Torres turned around in her seat to look back at Mickey. The kid was sixteen—maybe not even that—and didn’t have any reason to know Led Zeppelin was a band, never mind having listened to one of their songs enough to like it.

      “What?” Mickey said.

      “You know Led Zeppelin,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

      “’Course I know The Zeps.” The teenager smirked. “What, just ’cause I’m black, you don’t think I know The Zeps?”

      “‘The Zeps?’”

      “That’s what we call ’em.”

      “Who is we?”

      “The folks.”

      “I never heard anyone call them The Zeps.”

      “You never been to Fifth Ward either, po-po.”

      This time it was her turn to smirk. “I grew up in Frenchtown. Roland and Brewster.”

      “Word?” Mickey’s eyes widened in surprise. “I used to run around Brewster Park and such. Where’d you go to school?”

      “Wheatley. Until my sophomore year, when we moved.”

      “Me too. But you got out.”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “And here you are, wearing the uniform of the enemy.”

      Torres narrowed her eyes at him. The kid smirked even wider, as if he’d just won the lottery.

      In the driver’s seat of the police cruiser, Wheeler chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Torres asked him.

      “Nothing,” Wheeler said. “Nothing at all.”

      Torres settled back into her seat and looked forward, out the windshield. It was next to impossible to see anything out there past the wind and rain. The wipers on high barely made any difference. Torres had no idea how Wheeler could see anything as he navigated them through the flooded street. At least two inches of rainwater, and more coming down every second.

      “How’d that happen?” Mickey was asking from the backseat. “How’d a sweet ebony princess like you end up working for the man?’

      “Is that what I’m doing?” Torres asked. She didn’t bother looking back at him.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “If you think that’s what I’m doing, I guess that’s what I’m doing.”

      “You the one arrestin’ a brotha just for trying to make a livin’.”

      “You broke into a store to steal a TV and a PlayStation.”

      “Like I said, just tryin’ to make a livin’.”

      “You didn’t even get the latest PlayStation. You went for the last gen one.”

      “I did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Man, I dunno this stuff. I was just tryin’ to grab somethin’ to sell. It looked pretty new.”

      “Ever thought about getting a job?”

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      “Too much paperwork.” The kid laughed. “I’m just messin’ with ya, princess. Just bustin’ yo balls. You got balls, right? They make that mandatory when you become po-po?”

      Torres ignored him and leaned forward to get a better look at the world outside their cruiser. Hurricane Matthew was making a mess out of everything. The only bright side was that they seemed to be the only moving vehicle on the street at the moment. There were plenty of cars parked along the curbs, but their respective owners had been smart enough to heed the city’s warning and split town before the storm rolled in. Torres would have liked to do the same, but no one had given her that option. She’d drawn the short straw, along with Wheeler.

      “I can’t see anything out there,” Wheeler said as he, too, leaned against his steering wheel and blinked at the sheets of rain slamming into their windshield. “Is it me, or are the wipers not working?”

      “It’s not you.”

      “Figures.”

      “We’re not going to make it back to the station,” Torres said.

      Water splashed underneath their car’s tires. They were moving slower now than they had just ten minutes earlier. The continued onslaught of rain against the roof was like gunfire. Torres didn’t like the association.

      She checked the streets outside her passenger-side window. The sidewalks were empty, as were all the buildings she could make out. The mayor’s orders to evacuate the city had been taken seriously. Past hurricanes and their devastating effects along the Gulf Coast had made sure of that. Lumber sales had skyrocketed in the days leading up to Matthew’s arrival. The news was full of trucks carrying more supplies from Dallas, San Antonio, and Austin. There wasn’t a window Torres could see out there that wasn’t covered, either with plywood or strips of tape. Or, when even the latter wasn’t available, business owners made do with whatever they had on hand. She had a feeling most of it wasn’t going to matter.

      “I got a suggestion,” Mickey was saying from the backseat. “You guys wanna hear it?”

      “No,” Torres said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “You sure, sure?”

      “Shut your trap, kid,” Wheeler said.

      “I’m just⁠—”

      “Not. One. More. Word.”

      Mickey shut up.

      For ten seconds and just a few yards shy of half a block anyway.

      “We’re never gonna make it,” the kid said.

      Torres turned around in her seat and scowled at him. “You say another word and I’ll cover your mouth with duct tape.”

      Mickey opened his mouth to protest but quickly stopped himself. He may or may not have believed her but apparently was too smart to take the risk. The kid shrugged and slumped back against the upholstery. With his hands bound behind his back by handcuffs, the teenager wasn’t much of a threat. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t continue to be a nuisance.

      Torres sat back in her seat for the second time and sneaked a sideways glance at Wheeler. He had both hands on the steering wheel and continued leaning slightly forward, blinking as rainwater sloshed across the windshield of their cruiser. Wheeler was fifty-two, but he was close enough to retirement mentally that he’d begun to daydream about fishing trips instead of sitting in the car with her. Whenever she drove, he was usually flipping through copies of Bass Pro Shops looking at boats. Wheeler also needed glasses but refused to get a pair. If this weather didn’t finally convince him, then nothing would.

      “You want me to drive?” Torres asked.

      “Nah, I got it,” Wheeler said.

      “Can you even see anything?’

      “’Course I can.”

      “What’s the street coming up.”

      Wheeler squinted, trying to read the sign not more than twenty yards ahead of him. He didn’t answer her until they were almost underneath it. “Pelt Avenue.”

      “You cheated.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did so.”

      He grunted. “I can see fine.”

      “That’s not what Sandra says.”

      “Sandra exaggerates. And so do you.”

      She sighed but didn’t push the topic. Sandra was Wheeler’s wife and, like her, knew that Wheeler needed either glasses or a second round of LASIK surgery. Wheeler, of course, disagreed with both of them.

      “How you guys seein’ anything out there?” Mickey asked from the back. “I can’t see shit. Less than shit, actually.”

      Torres turned around in her seat for the third time. “What did I tell you?”

      “Okay, okay, geez. Just tryin’ to make convo, that’s all.”

      “You can stop now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Then under his breath, “Give a princess a gun and suddenly she’s giving orders…”

      Torres ignored him and turned back around. She fiddled with the radio, but there was nothing except static. The dashboard computer was also blank. They didn’t have communications with the station or anyone else out there. Not that there were a lot of other patrols in the city right now. They’d drawn the short straw for a reason. Her own phone showed no bars. The only people still in Houston at present were those who couldn’t afford to leave or guys like Mickey.

      “Yeah, we’re not gonna make it,” Wheeler said after a few more minutes of driving. He stopped the car and put the cruiser in neutral. He didn’t bother to maneuver over to the curb or get out of the street. There was nothing out there to worry about.

      Torres watched one of those small Kia cars parked on the street rocking against the wind a few cars ahead of them. Water had risen almost halfway up its tires. The only reason the other vehicles around it weren’t reacting the same way was because they were bigger and heavier. She could no longer make out the buildings that flanked them. Rain continued to bang on the roof of their car while wind howled through the alleys and whatever openings it could find. At that moment, she could almost believe they were the only three people still alive in the entire city. But of course, she knew that wasn’t true. There were ten Metro Police units in the area, while Harris County had its own skeleton crew monitoring the rest of the county beyond the 610 Belt.

      It was depressing, and she wished she were someplace else. Where? Anywhere but here.

      “What now?” Torres finally asked.

      Wheeler didn’t answer right away. Then, after a few seconds of silence, he put the car back in gear and slowly stepped on the gas. “We gotta find a place to wait this out. This thing ain’t goin’ away anytime soon.”

      “I got a suggestion,” Mickey said.

      Torres whirled around so fast the kid actually shrank back. “One more word and I’m putting you out there.”

      “Sorry, sorry, I’ll be quiet now.”

      “Torres, look,” Wheeler said.

      Torres turned around. She was going to ask What am I looking at? when she saw it. Or them.

      A woman and a child running down the sidewalk. They were drenched in water, clinging just as much to their clothes as they were to one another as the wind slammed into them, seemingly from both directions. They were wearing rain boots and raincoats, bright pink for the kid and light blue for the woman. It would have been next to impossible to miss them out there even with limited vision. They had already seen the cruiser and were coming toward them.

      “What the hell are they doing out there?” Wheeler asked.

      “Probably the same thing I was, just enjoying the weather until you guys rolled up on me and mistook me for a thief,” Mickey said.

      “Mistook?”

      “That’s right. Mistook. It was an honest mistake. Take off these cuffs and we’ll pretend it never happened. Then I won’t call my bro-in-law who’s a lawyer.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Worth a shot,” Mickey was saying as Torres opened her door and stepped out⁠—

      —and was nearly thrown off her feet.

      Jesus Christ!

      She fought against the wind to get her footing even as an obscene amount of water sloshed down the length of her knee-length raincoat. Torres flipped the attached hood over her head, blinked through the curtain of water that fell down in front of her face, and rushed forward just as the girl tripped and fell, nearly taking the woman (her mother, Torres guessed) with her. Somehow, the woman managed to stay (mostly) upright and didn’t let go of the girl’s hand. Torres didn’t think anything could pry her grip from the kid. The woman might not have much common sense to be running out here with her daughter, but at least she had some protective mama bear instincts.

      Torres hurried over, her boots splashing water across the sidewalk. She grabbed the girl’s other hand to help her back to her feet. The woman looked at her through sheets of rain. She was soaked from head to toe, blonde hair matted to her forehead and draped over one entire side of her face. Her skin, already pale, was bleach white. She could have been crying and Torres wouldn’t be able to tell.

      “Come with me!” Torres said, shouting to be heard over the roar of the storm.

      She led them to the squad car but didn’t have to go very far. Wheeler had pulled up and met them halfway. The back door popped open for her, and Torres saw the sudden look of concern on the woman’s face when she figured out where Torres was putting her and her daughter. Or, more specifically, she saw Mickey in the backseat waiting for them.

      “It’s okay!” Torres shouted. “He’s harmless!”

      The woman nodded at her even though Torres didn’t think she was completely convinced. But then none of them had any choice right now, and the woman knew that too.

      Torres opened the door and stuck her head inside at a confused Mickey. “You try anything—anything—and I’m going to shoot you dead, then dump your body in this storm where no one will ever find you.”

      Mickey opened his mouth as if to protest, except nothing came out.

      Torres didn’t wait for him to find his voice. She pulled her head back out and helped the girl and her mother inside, slammed the door after them, then rushed over to the front passenger seat and practically lunged inside. Wheeler already had the car in gear as she slumped into her seat, and they were quickly moving again.

      In the backseat, the mother and daughter sat stiffly next to Mickey, water dripping off their raincoats. Their faces were soaked, and they were shivering. Mickey scooted closer to his window, eyeballing the rivulets of water on the seat between him and the mother and daughter with great concern. Torres wasn’t sure who was more uncomfortable—Mickey or the women. It was probably a close tie.

      “What were you guys doing out there?” Torres asked the mother.

      “Our car died,” the woman said. “It was stupid. It was so stupid. I thought we still had time to get out of the city, but the water…” She shook her head. “The water just kept getting higher. God, our things. They’re still in the car.”

      “How far from here?”

      “Maybe a block?”

      “You ran a block in this storm?”

      “We didn’t have any choice. Everything was closed. We didn’t think we’d ever find anyone else until we saw your car.” She reached over and wrapped one protective arm around her daughter. “It was stupid, I know. God, it was so stupid. We should have left when everyone did, but I didn’t think it’d be this bad. You can’t trust what’s on the news, you know? They always try to make things worse than they really are.”

      Torres nodded. She wasn’t wrong there. News these days, more than any other time in history, seemed intent to live and die by the mantra of If it bleeds, it leads.

      She turned to the girl. Despite sitting nervously between her mother and Mickey, the kid appeared to be in much better shape. She smiled back at Torres. Five or six years old, with short blonde hair like her mother and big blue eyes.

      “What’s your name?” Torres asked.

      “Macy Gabrielle Williams,” the girl said.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Macy Gabrielle Williams. I’m Officer Torres, but you can call me Nikki.”

      “Is that with an ‘I’?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I have a friend in school that’s named Nikki with an ‘I’ too.”

      “Oh, cool. I guess that means we’re going to get along just fine.”

      “She’s not as pretty as you though.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet.”

      Next to the girl, Mickey said, “I’m Mickey.”

      “Shut up,” Torres snapped.

      “I thought we were doing introductions?”

      “We’re not.”

      “You sure⁠—”

      “Shut. Up.”

      Mickey swallowed and didn’t say anything else.

      Torres was going to ask the mother her name, but the other woman was looking out the window, her eyes, reflected in the glass, already a thousand miles away.

      “Sit tight, Macy Gabrielle,” Torres said and exchanged a smile with the girl.

      Torres turned back around and glanced sideways at Wheeler.

      The older cop nodded instinctively without her having to say a word. “I’m looking for a place where we can hunker down until this blows over. Or slows down enough for us to get back to the station.”

      “Everything’s boarded up. We’ll have to get really lucky to find something still open in this.”

      “So let’s get lucky.”

      Torres wanted to say, “You and your optimism, old-timer,” but didn’t. She didn’t want Macy in the backseat to hear. As for Macy’s mother, Torres didn’t think the other woman could hear anything at the moment. She continued to stare blankly out the window, only flinching when flying branches smacked against the glass, leaving green streaks behind.

      “Hold on tight, folks,” Wheeler said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “This storm isn’t going to last forever. Until it vamos, we’ll find someplace to get dry and hang out for a spell. Everyone good?”

      Macy gave him a thumbs up in the rearview mirror.

      Wheeler chuckled. “Good to hear, darlin’.”

      “What’s your name?

      “Momma named me Felix, but you can call me Felix.”

      The girl cocked her head in confusion.

      “Don’t mind him,” Torres said, looking back at Macy. “Is your seatbelt on?”

      “Yup.”

      “Good.”

      Mickey cleared his throat.

      Torres glared at him. “What?”

      “I’m good too, in case anyone was wondering,” the teenager said.

      Torres continued to glare at him.

      “But since no one was, I’ll go back to keepin’ quiet.”

      Torres exchanged another smile with Macy, who seemed amused by the whole back-and-forth. She turned back around in her seat as the wind picked up speed, slamming more branches into their windshield and rooftop. Unrelenting waves of water scattered outside her passenger-side window as they moved down the flooding street.

      “We good?” Wheeler asked.

      Her partner had obviously intended that question only for her to hear, but the others probably heard it too. Mickey definitely did, though Torres wasn’t too sure about Macy’s mother. As for the girl, she sat upright in the middle of the backseat, hands in her lap, eyes forward expectantly. She could have been on a trip to the mall with her mother and Torres might not have known any difference.

      “We’re good,” Torres said, but she wasn’t sure if Wheeler believed her, because she didn’t believe herself.
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      “We’ve done this before! Just a little sidetrack, nothing we can’t handle.”

      He’d responded the best he could, but Cent thought Richter probably knew he was lying. They’d been working together for too long, and Richter was one of those guys who could hear your thoughts just by looking at your face. It was what made him so good at his job and why he’d never been caught. Or, as far as Cent knew, even shown up on any law-enforcement radar. The man was that good.

      And yet, there was something not quite right about the building that Cent just couldn’t hide. He’d felt it the first time he was here with Richter, scouting out the building just in case they needed it.

      “Dig the well before you need the water,” was one of Richter’s favorite sayings. The first time Cent heard it, he hadn’t understood, but Richter rectified that quickly enough. It was, Cent learned, an old Chinese proverb about being prepared. Always prepared.

      Even now, as Richter’s plans to exit the city collapsed under the might of Hurricane Matthew, Cent still had faith. If only he could feel the same way about this building they’d taken refuge in…

      There was something in the air. He didn’t know what, just something. It assaulted his senses as soon as he stepped foot back into the place. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but for some reason his mind just kept going back to a story his mother used to tell him while they were refugees in Lugbe. He hadn’t thought about it in so long and was caught off guard when it sprang back to the forefront of his mind. He couldn’t recall all the details. He was too small at the time, and his mother had a variety of stories she often told, so they tended to get mixed up with one another. But there was one, about a creature called the obayifo, that he thought of now.

      It was said that the obayifo, as it was called by West Africans like his mother, had shifty dark black eyes and an obsession with feeding. The creature only traveled at night, hiding within the moonlight, and used the shadows to prey on its unsuspecting victims. The stench of death followed it wherever it went, with some stories claiming the smell radiated from its armpits, as if Hell itself was vomiting the stink. There were variations of the creature where bright lights poured from its anus, but Cent liked to think his mother had added that little tidbit to amuse him. After all, a creature with light coming out of its ass was more comical than frightening.

      There were other stories his mother told just to get him to sleep, but the tale of the obayifo was the one that stuck with Cent. He remembered the look in her eyes as she told it, as if she were seeing the creature itself in the distance. It didn’t seem to matter how often she told it. That strange, serious look in her eyes was always present. Years later, as he grew from child to adult and spent too much time watching horror movies, Cent accepted the story for what it was: a silly folklore made up by people stuck in the past while the rest of the world moved on without them.

      And yet, and yet…

      Cent thought about his mother’s stories now as he walked across the dirty living room toward the far wall. This was someone’s home once upon a time—years ago, maybe decades—but it was a shell of its former self now. Debris crunched underneath his sneakers. The walls were bare and empty, and cracks spidered along the ceiling. Loose plaster dotted the carpet. Cent couldn’t quite tell what color the fabric used to be.

      Places like this were the same everywhere in the world: when the decent people left, the indecent ones replaced them. Junkies, prostitutes, or gangs of teens looking for a thrill. He’d spotted more than one used syringe, along with empty bottles and crushed beer cans. Some were old, their labels all but stripped away, but others were still fresh. Weeks ago, maybe. Possibly even more recently.

      The apartment’s window didn’t have the same plywood boards nailed across it like those on the first floor. There was no point. If anyone wanted to come in, they would pry their way through one of the many entry points down there instead. Or, as they’d already found out with the rear entrance, break their way in. Cent almost leaned against the wall to get a better look outside but stopped himself just in time. There was no telling what kind of disease shared space with the discolored things that covered the walls. He didn’t like it here. The squalid conditions reminded him too much of the refugee camps.

      Cent peered out the elements-encrusted glass panes from about half a foot away. Rain pelted the window, creating a kind of hypnotic pitter-patter that could lull you to sleep if you didn’t have a job to do. But Cent had a job to do. That was why he was up here and not down in the lobby with the others.

      Three floors up allowed him to see more of the street. The water had risen higher since he parked the van at the rear of the building. He didn’t need a measuring tape to know how much higher the water had gotten—he could see it sloshing around the tires of parked cars. It was drowning two-thirds of the tires—at least two feet of rain and climbing. The street gutters couldn’t drain it fast enough, and soon it would overtake the sidewalks.

      Cent pressed the transmit lever on the two-way radio he’d brought up with him. “Boss.”

      Richter answered right away. “How’s it looking up there?”

      “Wet. Water’s at least two feet high and getting higher. You guys might have to join me up here pretty soon.”

      “Understood. Anything else?”

      Cent scanned the block. There wasn’t much else to see. The Wilshire was in a part of the city that didn’t see a lot of business. There were two other housing projects down the block and a few small mom-and-pop shops across the street. Everything was boarded up. The only thing left to remind anyone that Houston was a city of over two million people was the trash bobbing violently in the water that carried it down the road.

      “Nothing,” Cent said into the radio. “There’s nothing down there, boss.”

      “Good. Let’s hope it stays that way. Just in case, stay up there and keep an eye out.”

      “Will do.”

      Cent returned the radio to his hip and made the mistake of leaning against the wall before pulling back quickly. That was a close one. Cent may have spent a lot of his childhood in West Africa, but he’d learned to appreciate the good things in life. One of those things was not to walk around covered in other people’s shit.

      Thump-thump-thump as something repeatedly hit one of the boarded-up windows across the street. An electronics store called John and Son. Some kind of satellite dish on the roof had been ripped loose and was banging against the plywood. Thump-thump-thump as the wind moved it to and fro. If not for the barrier, John and his son would have returned to Houston only to find out they were going to need to spend money to replace those windows.

      “Lucky you, John and Son,” Cent said quietly, amusedly, to himself.

      The radio squawked, and Cent heard Dutch’s voice: “Hey, kid, come down here and eat. Food’s getting cold.”

      Cent held the radio up to his lips. “They’re MREs. They don’t get cold. That’s the point.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “I know enough.”

      “Then know this: get your ass down here and eat this MRE or I’m giving it to Pete. He’s been staring at it like a bitch in heat all day.”

      “Hey,” Cent heard Pete say in the background.

      “Coming down,” Cent said into the radio.

      He clipped the two-way back on his hip and turned to go when something outside caught his attention. He leaned back toward the window and peered out.

      “Shit.”

      It was a car. Not just any car, but a police cruiser. It was coming up the street, tires sloshing water out of its path like Moses parting the Red Sea. Cent knew all about Moses. His family’s sponsors were diehard Christians, and their favorite pastime was to make Cent and his mother watch Bible epics on TV. Swords and Sandals movies, as they called it.

      The car hadn’t turned on its lights, and it was moving slowly as it braved the flooding street. A sedan low to the ground like that wasn’t supposed to be driving in high water. The driver must have known that, because he began moving toward the Wilshire Apartments.

      Was he going to park?

      Cent pressed the transmit lever on his radio. “Boss, we got a problem.”

      “What is it?” Richter asked.

      “Police car on the street.”

      “Say again?”

      “There’s a police car on the street. It’s turning toward us.”

      “Fuck.” That was Dutch in the background.

      Richter said, “Keep an eye on it and tell me what it does.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      He watched the cruiser drive up the sidewalk in front of the Wilshire Apartments and park. It was so close to the building that Cent had to lean in closer to keep his eyes on it. The car’s front passenger door opened, and a black-clad figure hurried outside. Cent glimpsed flashes of light brown skin and curly hair underneath the hood. African American.

      A man jumped out of the driver’s side door. Big, with wide shoulders underneath his raincoat. Cent picked up white skin underneath the hood as the cop and his partner moved with urgency toward the rear doors and opened them, one on each side. Three more figures climbed out of the vehicle. A skinny black kid in a puffy jacket and jeans, then a woman and kid, both wearing bright raincoats.

      They shouted across the car roof at each other. The first cop disappeared out of Cent’s view while the other one popped the trunk and took something out—a metal crowbar. They were going to pry the front door of the building open to gain entry.

      The radio squawked. “Cent,” Richter said.

      “They’re coming in, boss,” Cent said.

      “How many?”

      “Two cops and three civilians.”

      “Did you say civilians?”

      “Uh huh. I don’t think they’re here for us. Looks like they’re just trying to get out of the storm.”

      “Roger that. Stay where you are and keep watching in case there’s more.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He had lost sight of both cops and civilians, which meant they were now gathered near the front door. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what they were going to do with the crowbar. But that was for Richter and the others to deal with. Cent scanned the block, searching for signs that this was a prelude to a police assault after all and not strays looking for shelter.

      Water and wind. That was all he could see and hear. The constant howling and never-ending patter of rain made Cent anxious. He wasn’t used to this. They didn’t get storms in Nigeria, and since he came to the States, there was only that one time when he saw a nor’easter up close and personal. But even that wasn’t anything like this.

      This… this was something else.

      The radio had gone silent, and Cent didn’t try to reach the others in the lobby. When Richter needed him, he’d squawk. So he stood and watched the world flow by outside. It was going to be a long day and maybe an even longer night. Once the storm blew over, the city would be in full clean-up mode repairing the damages. The chances of anyone looking for them were remote. Later on, they’d look back at today and laugh about it. Another day, another job, despite what it felt like at the moment.

      Cent thought about his mother and wondered if she’d approve of what he’d become. It wasn’t like he was a bad man. As far as he knew, he had never physically harmed anyone. Everything they had stolen earlier today—and really, ever since he hooked up with Richter—could be replaced. There was a booming insurance business for a reason. They didn’t rob banks, which had the potential for civilian casualties. Cent liked to think of the jobs as harmless. Mostly, anyway.

      Thump-thump-thump as the satellite dish continued to strike the boards over one of John and Son’s windows. It was going to keep at it until whatever the dish was clinging to finally snapped. That might take a while. Or not, depending on how strong the wind got. Maybe⁠—

      Cent’s veins went cold, and he turned around to look across the living room.

      That same something had returned, this time in the room with him. The hairs along his arms stood up, as did the ones at the back of his neck. He wanted desperately to pass it off as the cold, brought on by the storm. He wanted to, but he couldn’t quite make himself believe⁠—

      The radio squawked, and he heard Richter’s voice. It was calm. “Kid.”

      Cent shook his head to rid himself of that strange feeling before he answered. “Yeah, boss.”

      “Anything else out there?”

      “Nah, boss. Just the one car.”

      “You sure?”

      “100%.”

      “Check again.”

      He did, peering through the sheets of rain coming in sideways at the window. The water below was now pouring over the sidewalk. He didn’t think that was what Richter meant by anything else out there. More likely, he was talking about other cops.

      But Cent didn’t see anything. How could anything—or anyone—even brave that nightmare out there?

      He said into the radio, “100%, boss.”

      “Roger that,” Richter said.

      Cent waited for more instructions, but the radio remained quiet. Just to be sure—and just in case he had missed anything—Cent leaned closer toward the window to get an even better look.

      Better safe than sorry.

      He glanced left, then right.

      Up, then down.

      Nothing. Just rain and wind and garbage flowing down the street. He couldn’t even make out the rest of Houston’s skyscrapers in the distance anymore.

      The radio squawked. Richter. “Kid.”

      “Yeah, boss.”

      “Meet one of the boys in the stairwell and get to a higher vantage point.”

      One of the boys?

      Why was Richter being coy about using names? Did it have something to do with the cops?

      In fact, it just occurred to him that Richter had called him kid twice now, instead of by his name.

      Definitely something to do with the cops.

      “What’s going on, boss?” he asked anyway.

      “He’ll fill you in,” was all Richter would say.

      Cent had questions. A lot of them. But he said into the radio, “Yes, sir.”

      He hurried out of the apartment, thankful to be out of there. Thankful, really, to not be in this room all by himself. There was something about it, just like there was something about the entire building, that didn’t sit right with him.
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      “It’s not going to let up.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “Nothing we can do, for now. Hunker down and wait for it to pass.”

      Dutch made a face. “Might take a while, that.”

      “You got somewhere to be?” Richter asked him.

      “Actually, yeah. A pretty redhead in Florida.”

      “Well, too bad. She’ll have to wait.”

      “I can’t even call her to tell her I ain’t comin’.”

      “She’ll get by.”

      “That’s the problem.”

      “What is?”

      “She’ll get by. With some other asshole that isn’t me.”

      “How many assholes does she have?”

      “Counting me? Too many.” Then, without missing a beat, “Did I tell you she’s got a really nice set of hooters?”

      “No, you did not.”

      “Well, she does.”

      “Good to know. Good to know.”

      Dutch smirked. “I don’t believe that.”

      “You shouldn’t. It was a lie.”

      The ex-Marine chuckled. “Where’s the kid?”

      “Upstairs.”

      Richter had sent Cent up to one of the higher floors to keep an eye on the street below. There shouldn’t have been anyone out there, not in these conditions, but you could never be too sure. If Richter had learned anything, it was to dig the well before you needed the water. People made fun of him mentioning it often, not that he minded. Richter lived by that mantra. It was how he’d gone nearly ten years in this career without being caught. Hell, without being noticed by the authorities. The only people who knew he even existed, and did what he did, were the ones who needed people like him in the first place.

      Dig the well before you need the water…

      Not that they had to dig for water here. There was plenty of it on the lobby floor. Despite the boarded-up windows and the chain over the twin front doors, enough rainwater had made it inside and was currently washing over nearly half of the room. Half an inch, at least. Richter guessed it would have been higher if not for the building’s elevation. But that wouldn’t last forever. Once the storm covered the roads, it would overtake the sidewalks. And from there, the floors of every building in the area. City gutters weren’t designed to accommodate a freakish storm like this one. After so many similar incidents in the past, there was no good reason why the city hadn’t upgraded the sewer system yet. That is, unless you considered the cost of upgrades a good enough reason. Politicians did, though their constituents didn’t. Especially the ones who lived in the flood zones around the downtown area—of which there were many in Houston, from his research.

      Fortunately, the problems of Houston post-Hurricane Matthew weren’t Richter’s problem. His was a simple one: get through the day and get out of the city once the storm cleared and the waters receded. It would take a while before the residents got their shit together and began search and rescue operations. Despite the evacuation orders and memories of such storms from only a few years earlier, there would always be people either unwilling or unable to leave. Those people would need rescuing. And while they were doing that, Richter and his crew would slip out.

      No muss, no fuss.

      Richter settled down near the back of the lobby where the water hadn’t reached yet. The others were scattered around him, digging into the MREs Franklin had spread out from his bag. The bag Marcus had been carrying sat on an old scratched-up table in front of the spot where they gathered. Some kind of guard station, the legs bolted down. There were once a pair of chairs behind it from the markings on the floor. There were no chairs now, so Richter had to sit down to prep his meal.

      The Meals Ready-to-Eat came in the same identical brown bags but contained different options. Franklin had read out the names and people had called dibs. Richter didn’t really care what he got. Food was food. He would eat better when he was beyond the city limits. The only thing more intense and anxiety-ridden than the hours before a job was the hours after it. It was worse for him, who had to make sure everything ran smoothly. Everything.

      To his left, Dutch was showing Pete how to use the MRE’s flameless ration heater. The kid, of course, didn’t have a clue, having never been in the Army, or even sniffed an MRE in his life. Richter hadn’t either, but he’d learned everything he needed to know. Franklin knew his way around an MRE too and was already going after his dessert while his main meal warmed up in the heater bag. Marcus, sitting next to him, hadn’t touched his. Apparently he wasn’t hungry. That would change, Richter thought, the longer they stayed here. Not that the conditions were very appetite-inducing. If anything, the lobby of the Wilshire Apartments looked, smelled, and felt exactly like what it was: an abandoned piece of real estate that hadn’t seen family-worthy decency in quite some time.

      Esme sat to Richter’s right, far from the men, including Richter himself. She’d been doing that during the whole job, even during the preparation stage. The woman understood what being the only female in the group meant. She was obviously very aware of her looks too, and what that did to men. He was afraid he might have needed to talk privately to her about not getting involved with anyone—especially Marcus, who hadn’t even tried to hide his interest in her—but she’d proven every bit the professional he’d been told she was.

      Water dripped from the odd points along the spacious lobby, adding to the half-inch of water already inside the room. Most of the intrusions were concentrated near the front, where there was probably a leak or two—or dozens—allowing in the harsh rain from outside. Wind howled, and something was thumping away from outside. The air was slightly cold, but not enough to warrant blankets. Not that they had any to spread out if it had.

      The main meal from Richter’s MRE—beef lasagna—heated up in front of him while he mixed his instant coffee with a bottle of water. The drink tasted fine. Not great, but not terrible either.

      “Reminds me of the Corps,” Dutch said as he dug into his bag.

      “Tastes like shit,” Pete said, scowling.

      “It’s not supposed to taste good. It’s supposed to fill you up and let you run around for the whole day.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Pete said, obviously not meaning it.

      Dutch laughed. “You should join up. It’d do you some good.”

      “No thanks.”

      “I knew you’d say that.”

      “I like my freedom.”

      “People like me fight for that freedom you like so much.”

      “Cool beans, big bro. Thanks for that.”

      Dutch smirked and continued eating his food. The two of them going back and forth like that always reiterated they were brothers, even if their appearances didn’t match whatsoever. But only siblings, Richter thought, could be that annoying to one another.

      Richter got up and walked the short distance to the desk to check the duffel bag sitting on top of it. He didn’t need to open it to know what was inside, but he did anyway. You could never be too sure. The bag was made of strong stuff despite not having any names or logos on it. In Richter’s opinion, anyone who equated quality with brand names was a sucker.

      All good. Everything was where it was supposed to be.

      He was zipping it back up when the two-way radio sitting next to the bag squawked and he heard Cent’s voice: “Boss.”

      Richter picked up the radio to answer it. “How’s it looking up there?”

      “Wet,” Cent said. “Water’s at least two feet high and getting higher. You guys might have to join me up here pretty soon.”

      “Understood. Anything else?”

      “Nothing. There’s nothing down there, boss.”

      Nothing’s good.

      He said, “Good. Let’s hope it stays that way. Just in case, stay up there and keep an eye out.”

      “Will do.”

      Dutch walked over to join him. He was eating beef ravioli from his bag with the spork that came with it. He seemed to really be enjoying it, which made perfect sense, since he’d lived on the stuff while he was in the Marines. It probably brought back a lot of good memories. And for a guy like Dutch, who loved his time in the Corps, it would all be good memories.

      “All good?” the big man asked.

      Richter nodded. “Uh huh.”

      He glanced around at the others: Pete, fumbling to get his main meal out of the flameless ration heater without burning himself to death; Esme, immersed in her cake dessert; and Franklin, staring at the front doors across the lobby as he ate.

      “You worried?” Dutch was asking Richter.

      I’m always worried. That’s my job.

      He said, “No. This is a worst-case scenario, but it’s nothing I haven’t thought about.”

      “Glad to hear that.” He looked down at the duffel bag in front of them. “Didn’t think that was worth very much.”

      “It’s not.”

      “But what they’re paying us…”

      “It’s not for the value. It’s for sentimental reasons.”

      Dutch raised both eyebrows in surprise. “Really.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I didn’t know people who needed guys like us did anything for sentimental reasons.”

      Richter smiled. “They usually don’t. But this one did.”

      “Hunh,” Dutch said. Then, in a softer voice meant only for Richter to hear, “Thanks again for letting the kid come along. He needs the experience.” He was talking about Pete, who was still fumbling with his bag.

      “Is hitting him every chance you get part of the experience?” Richter asked.

      Dutch grinned. “Kid needs all the lessons he can get.”

      They both chuckled. “You’re a tough big brother.”

      “Have to be; the kid’s too soft. Need to toughen him up before I get out of the game.”

      “You think he’ll stay on?”

      “It’s up to him. Not my call. Speaking of calls…” Dutch picked up the radio and keyed it. “Hey, kid, come down here and eat. Food’s getting cold.”

      “They’re MREs,” Cent said through the radio. “They don’t get cold. That’s the point.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “I know enough.”

      “You forgot where he’s from originally?” Richter asked Dutch.

      The ex-Marine shrugged. “They got MREs in Nigeria?”

      “In the refugee camps. Lots of UN peacekeepers there. Some U.S. Army from what I hear.”

      “I guess you learn something new every day.” He said into the radio, “Then know this: get your ass down here and eat this MRE or I’m giving it to Pete. He’s been staring at it like a bitch in heat all day.”

      “Hey,” Pete said, looking offended.

      “Coming down,” Cent said.

      “What’s that mean?” Pete said to his brother.

      Dutch glanced back at his brother. “It’s just a joke. Relax.”

      “I’m not a bitch.”

      “Of course you aren’t.” Dutch looked back at Richter and rolled his eyes.

      Definitely brothers.

      Dutch looked across the lobby at the wet front part. “And this job was going so smoothly too. Fucking hurricane.”

      “It’s nothing we can’t handle,” Richter said. “Just have to let it pass.”

      “Always the man with the plan, huh?”

      “They don’t keep me around for my good looks.”

      The radio squawked again and they heard Cent’s voice: “Boss, we got a problem.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Dutch said.

      Richter picked the two-way up. “What is it?”

      “Police car on the street,” Cent said.

      “Say again?”

      “There’s a police car on the street. It’s turning toward us.”

      “Fuck,” Dutch said, exchanging a worried look with Richter.

      “Did he just say police?” Pete asked.

      Richter heard Esme moving, as did Franklin across the lobby. They’d both heard the same word that no one in their line of work wanted to hear, ever: police.

      Richter keyed the radio. “Keep an eye on it and tell me what it does.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      Dutch didn’t ask the obvious question, but it was all over his face.

      “Get them out just in case,” Richter said.

      The big man hurried to where he’d left Pete. There was another bag on the floor next to his brother. Dutch went straight for it and picked it up.

      Richter moved across the lobby, his now-warmed MRE meal forgotten.

      “Did the kid just say police?” Esme asked from his right side. She may or may not have been talking to him.

      His socks, already wet from the short jog between the van and building, became drenched as he waded through the half-inch (or was it a whole inch now?) of water. He stayed away from the front doors and slid against the wall next to one of the windows instead. He looked out.

      Cent was right: there was a Houston police cruiser out there, moving slowly up the road. Waves of water sloshed out of its path, pushed sideways by its spinning tires. Richter caught a glimpse of a man behind the wheel and a second figure in the front passenger seat. There were more silhouettes in the back. At least two.

      Keep going. Just keep going. There’s nothing here. There’s nothing to see. Just keep go⁠—

      Shit.

      The cruiser had driven up the sidewalk and was edging its way toward the front doors of the Wilshire Apartments.

      He lifted the radio to his lips and pressed the transmit lever. “Cent.”

      The kid answered right away: “They’re coming in, boss.”

      “How many?”

      “Two cops and three civilians.”

      “Did you say civilians?”

      “Uh huh. I don’t think they’re here for us. Looks like they’re just trying to get out of the storm.”

      Just my luck.

      “Roger that. Stay where you are and keep watching in case there’s more.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      Richter glanced back as Dutch joined him at the front. The ex-Marine was gripping a Glock G17 handgun in one hand. He reached back and took out a second identical weapon and handed it over to Richter. Dutch’s face had gone serious.

      Richter didn’t like guns, but sometimes they were necessary. Guns brought the wrong type of law-enforcement attention. The kind that came after you with their own guns already drawn and fingers on the trigger, complete with a “They’re proven to be armed and dangerous, so shoot their sorry asses when you get the chance” mentality. That type of scenario was something Richter tried to avoid at all costs.

      Goddammit.

      Dutch was already on the other side of the doors, with just enough space between himself and the entry point that he wouldn’t be immediately spotted by whoever came inside. Richter took the other side before glancing across the lobby at the others.

      Marcus and Franklin were about to join them when Richter held up his hand and shook them off. The two men backtracked into the shadows, not that they could disappear completely. It was semi-dark inside the lobby, but not enough to hide in. There was still plenty of natural light to see with. Anyone who came through those doors would spot them in seconds. The only real hiding spots were the rooms in the back hallway.

      Richter looked over at Esme and nodded at the bag on the table. She understood instinctively and hurried over to it, grabbed it, and ducked behind the table. Pete, too, had scooted over to join her. He was still trying to finish off his MRE as he did so.

      My MRE⁠—

      Before Richter could finish his thought, Esme’s slender hand reached up and snatched the MRE bag and took it behind the desk with her.

      Smart girl.

      The sound of metal grinding against metal, barely audible against the roar of the still-raging storm outside. The cops were using something to break open the chains. Probably a prying tool. How easily they accomplished that would depend on how well the chains were maintained. If they’d had a key, they would have already been inside.

      Richter couldn’t see anything from where he stood on his side of the front doors. All he could do was wait, the Glock slippery against his palm. He blamed that on the moisture in the lobby, not nervousness. He looked across the doors at Dutch. The ex-Marine nodded at him, and Richter returned the motion.

      The doors started to open.

      Richter inhaled a deep breath and took two quick steps away from the water. He hoped the sound of sloshing water as he did so didn’t reach the people trying to come inside. Probably not, considering just how loud it was out there, and getting louder every second the doors opened wider.

      One, two—five figures rushed inside.

      A big man in a dark police raincoat came in first, followed by a woman and a young girl in civilian coats. (A kid. What the hell was a kid doing out in this storm? Her coat was bright pink, while the woman holding her hand wore bright blue.) A fourth figure, wearing a raggedy Astros jacket, stumbled in after them. A tall woman, also wearing a police raincoat, brought up the rear. She turned and slammed the doors closed after the caravan.

      Richter stepped away from the wall, the Glock rising in his hand. He glimpsed Dutch doing the same on the other side.

      The female cop who had closed the door saw them first, and she reached down to her hip for her sidearm even as she shouted, “Wheeler!”

      Richter stared at her from behind the iron sights of his gun. He hadn’t turned to deal with the male cop. Richter could see Dutch out of the corner of his eye already taking care of it. Richter only had eyes for the woman.

      The cop had gotten her hand on her gun when Richter took aim.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      She stared back at him. She didn’t move, but she hadn’t taken her hand off her service weapon either.

      “Don’t,” he said again, this time with more force, even as he thought, Don’t make me kill you.

      Goddammit, woman, don’t make me kill you!
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      “Don’t.”

      The Glock pointed at her face was a Glock G17. A new gun from the looks of it. Probably never been fired. A standard seventeen 9mm rounds in the magazine and possibly one more in the chamber, which brought it up to a maximum of eighteen bullets. Less than that if she was wrong about the gun having never seen usage.

      “Don’t,” the man said again.

      Tall. Maybe 6’2” but lean, and while not nebbish in appearance, not athletic either. Wet sneakers and wet socks underneath pale drab-olive worker’s overalls. He could have just come home from one of the many oil refineries that littered the outskirts of Harris County. Or one of the shipyards in Galveston.

      But she didn’t think so.

      Everything about the man was wrong: he was dressed in the proper clothes, but everything else that should have screamed working man was missing. The hands that held the gun—both of them, clutching the grip as he peered at her from behind the iron sights—were too refined. She’d been around criminals and working-class men even before she became a cop, and Torres could tell the difference between blue- and white-collar workers in the space of a few seconds of meeting them.

      This man was no blue-collar worker. He wasn’t exactly white collar either, but he was not someone who made a living with his hands. At his age—she guessed early thirties—all the years in the kind of job that required him to wear that outfit would have shown all over his face. There were no tired lines on his forehead, no scars on his chin or cheeks, or anywhere else. Not quite fresh-faced, but close.

      She didn’t like the way he held the gun. He was nervous but trying to hide it, and doing a semi-decent job. But she could see the slight waver in the Glock’s rectangular-shaped barrel as it moved. Not much, but it was noticeable when you knew where to look. And Torres knew where to look.

      She had the wet palm of her right hand on the butt of her holstered weapon. It, too, was a Glock. Except hers housed fifteen .45 Smith & Wesson rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber. She didn’t have to guess if it was fifteen total or sixteen. She knew for a fact there were sixteen because she always chambered a round before her shift. She’d never had to use the gun before in the line of duty, but she’d cycled enough rounds on the range that she was comfortable with pulling the trigger.

      All it would take to arm herself now was to flex her fingers and pull. But could she make it? Would the man shoot her dead first? That would depend on his reflexes. If he was as new to gunplay as she believed, then she had a chance. Not a big one, but a chance.

      But if she was wrong…

      The man cocked his head slightly as if to say, Are you kidding me? You’re really going to do it?

      Once again, the gun in his hand wavered slightly. Just slightly, but it did waver.

      Could she risk it? Yes, if it was just her. But it wasn’t just her. It was Wheeler and three civilians, including a young child.

      She couldn’t risk it. Dammit, she couldn’t risk it.

      Torres took her hand away from her gun and saw relief on the man’s face.

      I was right. He’s new to this.

      “Don’t do it, old man! Don’t you do it!”

      Torres glanced over as a second man with a gun—another Glock—rushed toward Wheeler. Her partner had reacted to her shouting of his name by turning around, but like her, he couldn’t go for his weapon in time. And like her, Wheeler took his hand away from his gun as the second man reached him, grabbed Wheeler’s own Glock, and jerked it out of its holster.

      Macy whimpered and grabbed her mom’s waist. Mickey, standing between the mother and daughter and Wheeler, had raised his hands into the air as high as he could get them. The kid knew the score. Wheeler had uncuffed him before they came inside to make it easier for him and, frankly, the rest of them. Neither her partner nor her thought the teenager would really be much trouble without cuffs.

      “Holy shit, holy shit, what’s happenin’ here, guys? What’s happenin’ here?” Mickey said as he turned around, looking from the gunman in front of Torres to the second one, who had gotten behind Wheeler and had his weapon pressed into the back of Wheeler’s neck.

      The second man was bigger than the first. Broad shoulders and a grizzled face that told Torres he was the muscle in this group of… whatever the hell these people were. Pushing the barrel of his Glock against Wheeler’s neck hadn’t been advantageous from a tactical angle, but it’d been done anyway to exert power, to let Wheeler know he was serious. Torres wanted to tell the man he hadn’t had to do that; she knew he was serious by the hard glint in his eyes.

      When Torres looked back at the first gunman, he was even closer to her than before, brown eyes drilling into hers as he reached forward and yanked her Glock out of its holster. The man shoved it into his waistband and took three quick steps away, water splashing with his retreat.

      The two gunmen weren’t the only ones in the lobby with them. Across the wide-open room, she picked up four more figures. Two of them were near the stairwell door, to the right of the lone non-working elevator. They’d been hiding in the shadows when she first entered, which was why she—or Wheeler in front of her—hadn’t noticed them right away. The other two—a man and a woman—were behind the only furniture in the place, a desk. Like the two gunmen, they were all wearing similar olive working overalls.

      She didn’t believe their disguise for one second.

      “The keys,” the second gunman was saying to Wheeler. Her partner produced the keys, and the man pocketed them.

      She stared at the one in front of her. “What now?”

      He motioned with the gun for her to move. She did, walking past Mickey, who still had his arms raised high, and the mother and daughter.

      “Everyone, follow her,” the first gunman said.

      Mickey, Macy, and Angela fell in step behind Torres.

      She glanced back and locked eyes with the girl. Macy looked simultaneously afraid and curious. “It’s okay. Everything will be fine.”

      “I know,” Macy said.

      Torres smiled at her. Angela wasn’t quite as confident as her daughter. The older woman was clearly terrified.

      “Everything will be fine, Mommy,” Macy said to her mom. They were clutching one another’s hands. Or Angela was clutching Macy’s anyway.

      Angela tried to smile back at her daughter. It wasn’t even close.

      They passed Wheeler, who locked eyes with Torres. The second gunman saw it and might have smirked. He was partially behind Wheeler, so she couldn’t be entirely sure.

      “Don’t even think about it,” the man said. “Unless you want to die in this shithole of a building. Then by all means…”

      “No one’s going to do anything,” Wheeler said.

      “That’s not what that look you gave your partner said, old man.”

      “There was no look.”

      “Uh huh. And I’m the Easter Bunny. Follow them,” the man said, nudging Wheeler in the back of the neck with his gun.

      Wheeler fell in behind them.

      Torres continued walking, the water around her getting lower the farther she went. She glanced over her shoulder at the first gunman. “Where are we going?”

      “The back, out of the water,” the man said. “Unless you prefer to sit in it.”

      “Nope, nope, don’t want that,” Mickey said. For some reason, he hadn’t lowered his hands yet.

      “You can put your hands down now, son,” Wheeler said to Mickey.

      “Nah uh,” Mickey said. “Not until one of these fine gentlemen with guns tells me I can.”

      “You can put your hands down,” the second gunman said. He was amused. Unlike the first one, he was very comfortable with the gun. He’d done this before. Maybe more than once. Torres made a mental note to be very, very wary of the man.

      “Yes, sir,” Mickey said and proceeded to finally lower his arms.

      Somewhere behind her, Torres heard the first gunman say, “Kid.”

      A voice answered, but it didn’t belong to anyone in the lobby. It sounded like it came through a radio: “Yeah, boss.”

      “Anything else out there?”

      “Nah, boss. Just the one car,” the other voice said.

      Definitely a radio.

      “You sure?” the gunman asked.

      “100%,” the man called kid answered.

      “Check again.”

      Then, a few seconds later, “100%, boss.”

      “Roger that,” the man said.

      To her right, the second gunman had taken the key ring he’d gotten from Wheeler out of his pocket. He tossed it across the air to one of the two men coming out of the shadows. One of them—a Latino in his thirties—snatched the keys out of the air.

      “There should be weapons in the car,” the second gunman said. “Bring them inside with anything else you find that we can use.”

      “Got it,” the Latino said before jogging away. A few seconds later, Torres heard the front doors opening again—the howl of wind and a cold gust followed—before the doors slammed shut.

      The man who had been hiding with the Latino walked over to them. Taller than the others, and skinnier. Dark black skin and hard gray eyes. His work overalls didn’t fit him; they hung off his slumping shoulders and long frame, as if he’d stolen his father’s work clothes this morning. He also stared at Torres just a little bit longer than she liked as he passed by.

      “Boss,” the man said. She’d concluded that the first gunman was the man everyone kept calling boss. That was for her and Wheeler’s benefit. It was possible they might just respect him that much, but Torres thought the truth was that they were trying to avoid using their real names.

      “Go find the kid and head up to a higher floor,” the boss said behind her. “Survey the block. I don’t want any more surprises.”

      “Gotcha,” the black man said. He had a radio in one hand as he disappeared into the stairwell, the door creaking slowly shut behind him.

      “Kid,” the boss said. Torres glanced over her shoulder and watched the man talking into his radio.

      The same voice as before answered through the two-way: “Yeah, boss.”

      “Meet one of the boys in the stairwell and get to a higher vantage point.”

      “What’s going on, boss?”

      “He’ll fill you in.”

      “Yes, sir,” the voice on the radio said.

      Torres was sure now they were avoiding using names on purpose.

      Clever scumbags.

      They were led to the back of the lobby, where the woman and youngest man in the group stood waiting. Like the others, they were wearing overalls. And just like everyone else, the disguise wasn’t remotely convincing when she stared at them for longer than a few seconds.

      The woman was in her early thirties, with long black hair in a ponytail. Attractive South American features. Not Mexican, though there were some similarities of people from the two regions. But Torres knew Mexicans—her roommate at the academy was a descendent of one, and she’d dated a few men whose family came from there—and the woman wasn’t Mexican. She was holding a duffel bag in one hand. It was plain-looking, brandless, and there was nothing about it that would give its contents away. But the way she held it told Torres there was something important inside.

      There was a second bag on the table—some kind of abandoned guard’s desk—that was already unzipped. It apparently didn’t have as much value inside because no one seemed concerned with keeping it on their person. Certainly not the young man with the short red hair and freckles—he was too busy eating food from an MRE. Torres smelled mashed potatoes and gravy.

      The building was just as messy and dirty as a place that had been abandoned decades ago was supposed to be. The wallpapers had faded, and there were cracks in the ceiling that dripped water from the storm raging outside. The foundations creaked every time a large surge of wind struck it, which was often. From in here, it sounded like dragons were fighting outside, constantly striking the building’s façade with their tails. The front section of the lobby was covered in inch-high water, but it was dry in the back.

      The first gunman, the boss, walked on ahead of Torres. “Clear a spot for them.”

      He handed Torres’s gun to the woman, who held it at her side. She didn’t look completely comfortable with the weapon but hadn’t hesitated to take it. Torres thought it was curious the boss had given her gun to the woman instead of the young man.

      By the look on the redhead’s face, Torres wasn’t the only one surprised. Redhead squinted in frustration at the exchange before turning to the big man walking beside Wheeler. “What about me?”

      “What about you?” the big man said.

      “You have an extra gun.”

      “So?”

      “Shouldn’t I get one too?” the man asked between shoveling gravy into his mouth with a plastic spork.

      “That’s an easy no,” the second gunman said. There was a gruffness about him that matched his physical appearance. No one had referred to him as boss, unlike with the first gunman, but Torres didn’t doubt he was at least second-in-command.

      Redhead didn’t appear to accept the lieutenant’s answer but didn’t argue it either. Instead, he walked over to a spot near the back and sat down, then continued eating his MRE.

      “Sit down,” the boss said to them. “On the floor. Backs against the wall. I want you shoulder-to-shoulder.” He pointed at Torres with the Glock. “You sit at one end, and you”—he pointed at Wheeler—“sit on the other.”

      Sonofabitch.

      The man was clever. Keeping her away from Wheeler meant she couldn’t conspire with him about how to get out of this. Not that they still couldn’t, but it was going to be harder now, and easier to pick up when they tried it with the three civilians squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder between them.

      They sat down against the back of the lobby as instructed, behind the heavily scarred desk. Torres on the left with Wheeler on the right. Macy and Angela were next to Torres, with Mickey beside Wheeler. As ordered, they moved in close to one another.

      Macy was shaking, clutching her arms around her chest. But it wasn’t from fear, unlike Angela. “Mommy, I’m cold.”

      “Me too, baby, me too.” Her mother leaned over and wrapped one arm around her daughter to share their body heat. “Better?”

      Macy nodded and smiled. She glanced over at Torres. “Are you cold too?”

      “Yes,” Torres said.

      “Wanna hug with us?”

      Torres couldn’t help but smile at that. “Maybe later.”

      “Okay.”

      “Handcuffs for the cops,” the boss said. “First, the keys.”

      Both Torres and Wheeler took out their keys and tossed them to the two men. Then they removed their handcuffs.

      “I want to hear two very satisfying clicks,” the boss said.

      Torres snapped the cuffs into place, eliciting that “satisfying click.” Wheeler did the same.

      “Those could be behind your backs instead of the front,” the boss said. “Give me a reason, and they will be.”

      “We wouldn’t want that,” Torres said.

      He smiled at her. She didn’t return it.

      Another gust of wind as the front doors opened and the Latino returned. He was cradling the car’s Remington shotgun. He struggled to close the doors back up against the wind. Another gust of cold ripped across the lobby before the man could manage the feat. He was dripping wet, leaving puddles behind him as he walked briskly across the lobby back to them.

      “That’s it?” the big gunman asked.

      “That’s all they got,” the Latino said.

      “You didn’t look hard enough.”

      “I can barely fucking stand out there. You wanna give it a shot, be my guest.” He tossed the key ring back.

      The big man snatched it out of the air and pocketed it.

      The boss, meanwhile, had put his gun away as he crouched in front of Mickey, keeping enough space between them just in case Mickey tried something, which Torres didn’t think the teenager would in a million years anyway.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked Mickey.

      Mickey glanced at Wheeler, next to him, then over at her.

      “Don’t look at them,” the boss said. “Just look at me.”

      Mickey did.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked again.

      “Mickey,” the teenager said.

      “Mickey Mouse?” the second gunman, standing farther back, said. He, too, had put his gun in his front waistband.

      They’ve done this before.

      Maybe they hadn’t done this, this, but these two knew how to operate in a bad situation. And this was bad. Everyone, even the most hardened criminal, knew you didn’t take cops hostage. That was the last resort.

      And these guys had just done that.

      “Just Mickey,” Mickey was saying to their captors.

      “Okay, Mickey,” the boss said. He faked a smile. Torres knew it was artificial; she had no idea if Mickey knew it too. “I got a job for you.”

      “Why me?”

      “Why not you?”

      “Uh…”

      “It’s an easy job.”

      “Okay. I guess.”

      “If these two”—he pointed at Wheeler, then Torres—“start whispering plans, you let me know. They say anything, you let me know. Got that?”

      Mickey stared at him but didn’t answer. He looked confused.

      “Keep an eye on these two for me, and when this is over, I’ll let you go,” the boss said. “Deal?”

      “Deal,” Mickey said without hesitation.

      Torres sighed. Of course the boss would be able to quickly decipher that Mickey was a criminal and the most obvious one to ally himself with them over her and Wheeler. Anyone with eyes could tell that Mickey wasn’t in their company because he wanted to be. Right now, Mickey was just being Mickey.

      The boss stood up. “You guys hungry?”

      “Hell yeah,” Mickey said, again without hesitation. He glanced over at the redhead. “You got any more of what he’s having? Smells dee-lish.”
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      Marcus was waiting for him in the stairwell. “Took you long enough. Thought you’d gone for a swim outside or something.”

      “Wanted to make sure there was no one else out there,” Cent said. “What’s going on?”

      “Richter wants us to get a higher vantage point on the block. Really make sure there’s no one out there.”

      “I already made sure.”

      “He wants us to really really make sure.” He smirked. “That guy’s paranoid.”

      “He’s just prepared. It’s why he’s so good at his job.”

      Marcus chuckled. “Look at you, sounding like his PR man. Don’t get your panties into a bunch, kid, I was just joking around.”

      “Sure,” Cent said, even though he bristled internally at being called kid. Richter and Dutch called him that regularly, but those two men had history with him. More than that, Cent respected them. A guy like Marcus, on the other hand, hadn’t earned that right.

      But he didn’t say any of those things. Marcus wasn’t going to be a regular member of their crew anyway. Neither were Franklin or Esme, so there was no point in making an ant out of a molehill with them, as Dutch would say.

      Marcus had turned and started up the stairwell, and Cent followed. It was as stuffy this high up from the lobby as it’d been down there. The whole space smelled of abandonment and refuse. Much of the latter dotted the concrete steps, which meant Cent had to watch where he was going or risk taking a used syringe in the soles. The drug culture in America was beyond anything Cent had experienced; it was as if people here wanted to end their lives as quickly as possible. The irony that he and his mother, and scores of other Nigerians, had fought tooth and nail just to survive wasn’t lost on him.

      The man two steps ahead of him now was a black man, like Cent, but that was where the similarities between the two of them ended. Black in America wasn’t the same as Black in Nigeria. Besides the wide gap in continents, there was another universe of differences. Maybe that was why, whenever he looked back and took stock of his life, Cent never really had a friend from the African-American community.

      “What happened down there?” Cent asked Marcus as they headed up. “With the cops?”

      “The others have it handled,” Marcus said.

      “But what happened?”

      “Don’t worry about it. They got it handled.”

      Cent felt a flash of frustration. Again, that lack of respect from Marcus, a man who hadn’t earned Cent’s own respect, dismissing his question. Richter wouldn’t have. And neither would Dutch. Despite the fact they were both older than him, and had vastly more experience, neither man had ever treated Cent like he was a nobody undeserving of simple clarifications.

      The cops would be a problem, whether Marcus thought so or not. Crime, Richter used to tell him, could stay under the radar if you did it right. But once you hurt someone, or put someone in the hospital—or, in a worst-case scenario, the morgue—then you became hunted. Not just by the locals, but federal too. Richter had managed to stay in the shadows because of this, and Cent knew he’d be the last person to break it unless he absolutely had to.

      Cent hadn’t heard gunshots from the lobby, but then he wouldn’t have. Not three floors up, and with the storm still slamming into the exterior of the Wilshire Apartments. Even now, Cent could hear the howls of wind ripping through parts of the building that had lost their windows.

      Water dripped from high above them as they moved up the stairs. They spent just as much time dodging falling drops of rainwater as they did navigating around or over things that didn’t belong in the stairwell. Empty food bags, old bottles, cans, and needles. It didn’t seem to matter how far up they went; there was always more and more of the stuff.

      “Junkies got in here first,” Marcus was saying a few steps ahead of him. “Probably been in here for a while now. You guys didn’t see them when you checked the place out before?”

      “No,” Cent said. “The rear door was still locked, and we didn’t explore this high up.”

      “Must be the storm. Even the rats know better than to stay out there in this thing.”

      “‘Rats?’”

      “Junkies. Homeless. Those people.”

      “Those people?” Cent thought, wondering if Marcus had ever had to be hungry or without a place to live in his life. Cent had—both of those things—and often.

      Cent walked past a Coca-Cola can that had been partially crushed. Small needle-sized holes had been punched into one side and a much bigger hole on the other. Someone’s poorly made smoking pipe. The can’s colors and writing had faded, which meant it’d been here for some time, rotting away under the stale stairwell air.

      Storm water that had seeped in through the building’s roof—and other crevices they couldn’t see—continued to fall around them, but by now both Cent and Marcus had figured out a pattern. They steered mostly clear of the drops by sticking closer to the wall and away from the metal railing. Not that Cent wanted to get close to that anyway. The paint had mostly fallen off, revealing rusted metal underneath. That, and… other things clinging along various parts of it.

      “What the fuck is this?” Marcus had stopped on one of the floor landings in front of Cent to stare at something on the wall.

      It looked like a large smudge, or maybe something that could have been a failed attempt at art. There were dark red and black colors entwined, as if someone had used the wall for a painting but gave up and simply splashed everything they had on the unfinished work. Whatever it was, it was dry and slightly faded, so it had been here for a while. Rainwater dripped down the length of it, pooling on the ground without washing away any of the “paint.”

      “Almost looks like a painting,” Cent said.

      “Yeah?” Marcus said.

      “My mother once took me to a gallery showing of some famous Nigerian artists. There were pieces there by Rom Isichei and Tola Wewe. Really cool. I thought about them all night and all day afterward.”

      “I don’t know who any of those people are, kid.”

      “They’re artists.”

      “That doesn’t help.”

      Cent shrugged. “I guess they’re not as well known in America.”

      “Even if they were, I still wouldn’t know,” Marcus said.

      Cent was halfway up the next floor when he glanced back at the “painting.” There was something about the color and seemingly random shapes that, if viewed from above and at just the right angle, could almost pass for an outline of a person. Arms, legs, and torso. Curiously, there didn’t seem to be any head out of all that.

      “You think this is good enough?” Marcus was asking him. The older black man had stopped on the fifth floor.

      “I thought we were going all the way up?” Cent said.

      “That’s a lot of stairs left, kid.”

      Cent bristled again. He really hated it when Marcus called him kid.

      “What did Richter say?” Cent asked.

      “He said to get up high. This is high enough. It’s not like ten or twenty more floors is going to make that much difference with that storm out there.”

      “That’s a good point.”

      “I know, that’s why I made it.” Marcus grinned and smacked Cent on the shoulder. “Don’t tell Richter. If he asks, we went all the way up to the twentieth floor. What he don’t know won’t hurt him.”

      “Sure.”

      “Good boy.”

      He followed Marcus out of the stairwell and into the fifth-floor hallway. It was just as dimly lit and musty and uninviting up here. The weight of abandonment hung in the air, and along the carpets and walls and ceiling. More water dripped from some points farther up.

      Marcus had stopped at the third door to the right. It was as generic and cheap-looking as all the ones he’d walked past recently. It was closed, but from Cent’s experience, it probably wasn’t locked. There was no point in locking doors in the Wilshire these days.

      “This one?” Cent asked.

      “One’s as good as another, right?”

      “I guess.”

      Marcus didn’t bother trying to open the door. He used his boot to kick it in instead.

      “I don’t think it was locked,” Cent said. “I don’t think any of these doors are locked.”

      Marcus grinned. “I don’t care. That was fun.”

      Fun? I didn’t know we were supposed to be having fun in here.

      He could feel the storm blowing in through one of the windows as soon as they stepped into the apartment. Most of the panes were missing, allowing the wind and rain and chill of Hurricane Matthew to make its presence felt.

      Marcus immediately backtracked. “Let’s try the next one.”

      They left the apartment and moved up to the fourth door. This time, Marcus didn’t kick it open. He tried the doorknob and, as expected, it wasn’t locked.

      “Told you,” Cent said.

      “Funner to kick it open,” Marcus said as he stepped inside.

      This apartment had all its windows in place, so the only presence of Matthew came in the form of wind smacking against the exterior. The previous tenants had taken everything they could carry with them, leaving behind the filthy carpet, some pots and pans in the kitchen, and a single white tennis shoe in a corner. Or it used to be white. It was mostly brown now.

      Marcus had walked to one of the windows and was peeking out. He glanced left, then right, then down. Cent walked to the other window and did the same thing.

      There were still no cops or another living soul besides the ones already inside the Wilshire out there. The water had risen even higher, flooding over the sidewalks now. Soon, it would find its way into the lobby even more than it already had.

      Marcus whistled. “Look at all that water. I wouldn’t want to be caught out there right now.”

      “I already told Richter he’d have to get everyone up here soon.”

      “Gonna be a real hassle with the cops down there. Plus the three civilians.”

      “What were they doing out there anyway? I mean, besides getting out of the storm.”

      “City still has patrols out and about.”

      “I meant the civilians.”

      “Beats the hell outta me,” Marcus said. He unclipped his radio and keyed it. “Hey, boss man.”

      The way he’d said it, Boss man, it was very clear Marcus didn’t like calling Richter that. But he had to, to keep from using their real names with the cops and civilians probably able to hear the radio calls down in the lobby.

      Richter answered. “Yes.”

      “I’ve looked high and I’ve looked low, and I’ve even looked sideways just for kicks, and there’s no one else out there.”

      “Did you look up?”

      “Just did. No one up there either.” Marcus smirked in Cent’s direction. “You want us back down?”

      “No. Stay up there for now.”

      “Gotcha.” He put the radio away. “You heard the man.”

      “He didn’t say how long,” Cent said.

      “Hey, he’s the man with the plan. I’m sure he has a plan.”

      “He does. Richter always has a plan.”

      Marcus chuckled. “You two got a real love affair going, huh?”

      “I respect him, that’s all.”

      “Sounds like more than that.”

      Cent shrugged. “Take it however you want.”

      “I’m just messing with you, kid.”

      Yeah, you do that a lot.

      He said, “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Marcus chuckled before reaching over and slapping him on the shoulder. It was supposed to be playful, but Cent actually felt it. “You eat your MRE yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Better get down there and do it or Pete might finish it for you.”

      “Dutch wouldn’t let him do that.”

      “Pete is Dutch’s brother, not you.”

      “He still wouldn’t let him do that.”

      Marcus leaned against the wall and eyed him curiously from across the window. Cent winced slightly, trying not to think about all the filth Marcus was rubbing against his clothes at the moment. “You, Richter, and Dutch been together at this for a while, huh?”

      Cent nodded. “For a while.”

      “You guys are tight.”

      “I guess you could say that.”

      “You do know that don’t mean shit, right?”

      Cent cocked his head slightly to one side, not understanding what the other man was saying.

      “Richter and Dutch aren’t your uncles, kid,” Marcus said. “You’re just a driver to them. If shit hits the fan, they’ll sell you out in a heartbeat.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      “Then you don’t know as much as you think.”

      Marcus chuckled. “You think so, huh?”

      “I know so.”

      “All right. All right.”

      Marcus leaned over, and Cent knew the other man was going to smack him in the shoulder again—another “playful” gesture that wasn’t so much playful—when there was a loud bang! of something metal slamming.

      It’d come from outside. The stairwell door.

      “The fuck was that?” Marcus asked, glancing toward the open front door.

      “That sounds like the stairwell door,” Cent said.

      “No shit, Einstein.”

      “Maybe it’s one of those junkies that found their way in here.”

      “If it is, he’s going to take a flashlight to the head.”

      “Wait,” Cent said, but Marcus was already halfway across the living room, his Maglite in his right hand. He gripped it like a baseball bat.

      Cent looked after him, not sure what to do. His orders were to come up here and stay here until told otherwise. That was also Marcus’s orders, not that the other man seemed to care about that right now as he darted out of the front door and turned left toward the stairwell.

      “Shit,” Cent said to the suddenly very empty and spacious living room.

      He unclipped his own radio, intending to call Richter and ask for orders, when there was another loud bang! from outside.

      The stairwell door, slamming closed again.

      Marcus, pursuing whoever—or whatever—had been messing around out there. And it had to be someone, because the stairwell door was too heavy to be blown open by the wind. Even Hurricane Matthew wasn’t going to be able to pull that off in here.

      Silence from outside, with the only sound coming from Cent’s slightly labored breathing. He thought again about calling down to Richter but decided against it. Richter would definitely know what to do, but he might also think less of Cent. Richter put a lot of emphasis on initiative, and if Cent needed to ask about everything…

      Suddenly the Maglite was in his hand, gripped as tightly as he’d seen Marcus holding his earlier, as he ran to the front door. He slowed down just as he stepped out into the hallway. The metal stairwell door, next to the out-of-order elevator, was closed to his left, but it was an object on the floor, in front of the door, that caught his attention.

      He walked over, flicking on his Maglite as he did so.

      Maglite…

      The object was another Maglite.

      Marcus’s.

      It lay on the carpet about a foot from the closed stairwell door.

      “Shit,” Cent said again, and once again he thought about reaching down to Richter for orders.

      No. I can do this. I don’t need Richter to hold my hand every step of the way.

      Cent ran the short distance over to the door and reached for the lever. He hesitated.

      Do it! Just do it!

      He did, yanking down on the cold lever and pulling the door open in the same motion. He lunged forward and into the stairwell, his Maglite slightly cocked back, ready to strike anything on the other side that wasn’t Marcus.

      He slipped.

      Or fell.

      One of those.

      Maybe both. One, then the other. The result was the same: he nearly went head first down the stairs but somehow managed to stop himself on the second step. His head ached, and there was something on his chin and the front of his clothes that hadn’t been there before. Wetness.

      He glanced down at the front of his drab olive overalls. They were smeared with red paint.

      No, not paint.

      Blood.

      That was blood. He could smell its metallic residue in his mouth. After what he’d gone through in the refugee camps, he would know it anywhere. It was as familiar as his mother’s pepper soup.

      Cent looked back toward the stairwell landing that had tripped him up. There was a pool of blood there that hadn’t been present when he walked past it earlier with Marcus.

      Marcus…

      A second radio, half-coated in blood, lay on its side in the puddle.

      Cent reached down for his own radio and was surprised to find it still clipped to his waist despite his clumsy slip-and-fall. He keyed the two-way, his hand trembling, along with every other part of him, as he spoke into it. “Boss?”

      Richter didn’t answer right away. No one did.

      “Boss?” he said again. He hoped the fear wasn’t obvious in his voice, but it probably was. Cent couldn’t hide it. He tried, but he couldn’t hide it.

      “Kid,” Richter finally said through the radio. “You okay?”

      He knows. He can hear it in my voice.

      “Boss,” Cent said. It was the only word he could get out, and trying to fish for something else seemed impossible at that moment.

      “Kid, what’s going on? Where are you? Are you okay?”

      Cent forgot about the rule of not using their names and croaked out, “Marcus. It’s Marcus.”

      There was a brief moment of silence before Richter responded. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Cent said, his voice shaking more than before. “I don’t know, boss. But there’s blood. There’s so much blood…”
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      “What are we going to do with them?”

      “Nothing.”

      Dutch stared at him.

      “Say it,” Richter said.

      “We have to do something with them,” the big ex-Marine said.

      Richter shook his head. “No, we don’t.” He glanced back at them. “We follow the plan. The storm’s going to let up sooner or later. We take the first window of opportunity that opens and scatter before the city starts the cleanup.”

      Dutch didn’t look convinced and hadn’t been since they moved away from the others to stand next to one of the front windows so they could have their private conversation. The storm continued to rage outside, torrents of rain swatting at the front of the building. The squad car parked on the sidewalk was gone; Richter had ordered Franklin to drive it to the rear where they had stashed the van. An abandoned apartment building wouldn’t elicit any attention, but a lone police vehicle parked on the sidewalk would be like putting up a blinking neon sign.

      “How many jobs have we been on together?” Richter asked Dutch.

      “Six?” Dutch said.

      “Seven.”

      “Seven?”

      “The one in Miami, remember?”

      “Oh shit. I’d forgotten all about that one. So seven.”

      “And how many times have I let you down?”

      “None.”

      “Right. None.”

      Dutch didn’t say anything, but Richter could read the There’s always a first time on his face.

      He leaned in toward the bigger man. “Trust me, Dutch.”

      “All right. I trust you.” He glanced back at their captives across the lobby. More specifically, he eyeballed the two cops, even though the next words out of his mouth were, “What about the civilians?”

      “We don’t have to worry about them.”

      “How you figure?”

      “The mom and daughter won’t cooperate with the police.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Very.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s worried about her daughter. And the girl won’t say anything if her mom tells her not to. And Mickey… he’s Mickey.”

      Dutch chuckled. This time he looked much more convinced. Then, suddenly sober again, “But the cops…”

      “They don’t know who we are. Or what we did. There’s a reason I chose today to pull this job off. It wasn’t by accident, Dutch.”

      “I know that, but still, they saw our faces.”

      “So what? There’s no connection between us and the job.”

      “Our clothes…”

      “Are the same clothes worn by about a thousand other workers in the city. As for fingerprints and any evidence we might leave behind in here, that won’t be a problem either.” He looked down at the water pooling around their feet. It’d risen at least another half-inch since the last time he stood in the same spot. “The water will take care of most of that.”

      Glass breaking made them look outside the window at the downpour. One of the windows across the street had been smashed to smithereens by what looked like a streetlight that had traveled over here from somewhere else. Wiring jutted out from one end of the heavy object like innards.

      “It’s getting worse,” Dutch said.

      “Yup.”

      “We might have to stay here for more than a day.”

      “If we have to, so do their comrades,” Richter said, looking back at the cops. They weren’t very menacing sitting on the floor with their hands cuffed in front of them. “If we can’t move, their friends can’t move. You’d have to be insane to run patrols in these conditions.”

      There was relief on Dutch’s face. Even if he wasn’t totally convinced, the big man was now willing to give Richter the benefit of the doubt. Which was a good thing, because Richter needed Dutch. He needed the ex-Marine to help him control the situation. Not just with their unwanted captives, but the others too. The storm’s unpredictable nature had put Richter in a tough spot. Whenever a job didn’t exactly go as planned, people tended to get nervous. He couldn’t afford people getting nervous right now. Nervousness led to mistakes, and mistakes led to getting caught. Richter didn’t plan on getting caught. Ever.

      The smell of food wafted around the large open area of the lobby. Esme had brought out the remaining two MREs—Richter had saved Cent’s for the kid—and shared them among the captives. Esme showed them how to use the flameless ration heater then left them with their plastic sporks. The only person who wasn’t eating was the female cop, Torres.

      Every now and then, Richter caught Torres watching them. When she wasn’t doing that, she was getting long looks at their surroundings. It was obvious what the woman was doing: collecting every bit of information there was to be collected. On the other side of their captive line, the male cop, Wheeler, didn’t seem all that observant. Either that, or he was being way slyer about it than Torres.

      But Richter didn’t think so.

      Torres was going to prove herself to be the troublemaker of the two. There was no doubt about that. Richter had to be ready when she made her move. He didn’t want to kill her—hell, he didn’t even want to hurt her—but she might not give him a choice.

      Again, the question that had been nagging at him: could he do it? Could he hurt them if he had to?

      He didn’t know.

      Shit, he didn’t know.

      And he hoped he never had to find out the answer.

      The radio squawked, and he heard Cent’s voice: “Boss.”

      Richter unclipped the radio. There was something in the kid’s voice, even through the tinny speakers of the two-way, that made Richter concerned. Despite his age, Cent was one of the more dependable members of the crew. Like Dutch, Richter had worked with Cent on too many jobs to not hear the concern in his voice.

      “Boss?” Cent said again through the radio.

      “Kid,” Richter said into the radio. “You okay?”

      “Boss,” Cent repeated.

      Richter waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. There was just silence through the radio. He glanced across the window at Dutch, who was listening in. Dutch, too, could hear the obvious quivering in Cent’s voice just as easily as Richter had.

      Across the lobby, the others were listening in. Not just Esme, Pete, and Franklin, but the captives as well. They couldn’t help it, not with the other radio sitting on the desk nearby, broadcasting everything.

      “Kid, what’s going on?” Richter said into the radio. “Where are you? Are you okay?”

      “Marcus. It’s Marcus,” Cent said.

      Dammit, kid. I thought it was obvious we’re not supposed to use real names!

      Across from him, Dutch mouthed, What the fuck is he doing?

      “What happened?” Richter said into the radio.

      “I don’t know,” Cent said. “I don’t know, boss. But there’s blood. There’s so much blood…”

      The annoyance in Dutch’s face was replaced by real worry now.

      “Where are you?” Richter said into the radio.

      “Stairwell,” Cent said. “I’m in the stairwell.”

      “Where in the stairwell?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t….” A beat. Then, “The fifth floor. We stopped on the fifth floor.”

      “All right. Stay there.”

      “Boss? What did you say?”

      “I want you to stay where you are. Don’t move. Do you understand?”

      “But, boss…”

      “I want you to stay put. Tell me you understand.”

      A beat.

      “Kid…”

      “Yes, boss,” Cent said. “I’ll stay put.”

      Before Richter could even say anything to him, Dutch had already taken off and was jogging across the lobby with his gun suddenly in his hand. “You’re with me; bring that shotgun!” he shouted at Franklin. Then, pointing at Esme and Pete, “You two stay put!”

      “Let me go too,” Pete said as he started to get up.

      “Sit your ass down like I told you,” Dutch snapped. He didn’t wait for his brother to obey and turned to Esme. “Do what you have to do.”

      Dutch, with Franklin in tow, disappeared into the stairwell door, the heavy slab of metal slamming shut loudly behind them.

      Richter walked across the lobby back to the others. He said into the radio, “Stay put, kid. Help’s coming up.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No… not really.”

      “‘Not really?’”

      “I slipped… on the blood. There’s so much blood, boss.”

      Kid’s scared shitless.

      He said into the radio, “Hang tight.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      The others looked over at Richter. Torres in particular. That woman didn’t miss a thing.

      Watch out for her. She’s definitely trouble.

      He nodded at Pete. “I need eyes on the streets. Holler if you see anything.”

      “Why me?” Pete asked. He looked annoyed. He nodded toward Esme. “Why not her?”

      “Because I told you.”

      Pete scowled at no one and nothing in particular as he walked off.

      Richter picked up the radio from the guard’s table and handed it to Esme. He looked her in the eyes as he said, “Keep it on you at all times from now on.”

      He turned to his captives. Torres didn’t meet his gaze, an attempt to convince him she wasn’t paying attention to anything going on. It was an obvious lie. Richter could see the intelligence behind those brown eyes the first time she stepped through the door and tried to decide if she could outdraw him before he shot her. She was the only one who hadn’t partaken in the meal. Her cuffed hands lay in her lap, fingers kneading each other to keep them ready for, no doubt, when she had to act.

      The others were busy eating, including Mickey, who was shoveling beef casserole into his mouth while cookie crumbs landed on his pant legs and around him. Wheeler and the mother and daughter duo were sharing spicy chicken and rice. Bags of instant drink were passed between them. The older cop didn’t seem to have much trouble eating even with handcuffs on.

      “Mickey,” Richter said.

      The petty criminal glanced over. “What’s up, boss man?” he asked while simultaneously chewing.

      “Have they been conspiring?”  he asked, nodding at Wheeler first, then Torres.

      Mickey glanced left then right. Wheeler might have squinted a threat back at him.

      The teenager grinned at Richter. “Nah. They’ve been pretty quiet. Only thing I heard Mister Piggy here say was ‘Can I have the cookie.’”

      Richter looked over at Wheeler. Like Mickey, there were cookie crumbs on his clothes and the floor around him. “Looks like he got it.”

      “I have low sugar,” Wheeler said.

      “You need more?”

      The cop looked surprised. “You got more?”

      Richter took a small bag out from his left pocket. It was one of his MRE’s side meals. Chocolate chip cookies. He tossed it to Wheeler, who caught it and nodded back. Richter thought that was a genuine grateful nod from the older man.

      “What about me?” Mickey asked. “I could use another one.”

      “I’m all tapped out.”

      “Well, that sucks.” He glanced over toward the stairwell door on the left side of the lobby. “What’s going on up there? I heard what that guy said on the radio. Something about blood? Lots of blood? Who bled?”

      Out of the corner of his left eye, Richter caught Torres’s head lifting slightly, listening in.

      Richter remained focused on Mickey when he answered. “Everything’s fine. Nothing we can’t handle.”

      “If you need help, I’m game,” the teenager said.

      Richter smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Mickey gave him a casual salute before going back to his meal. He was already scraping the bottom of his meal bag but didn’t feel like giving up quite yet.

      Richter turned to the mother and daughter. The mother wanted nothing to do with him and stared down at the floor as she waited for Wheeler to pass the MRE back to her. The girl, though, smiled up at him.

      He crouched in front of her. “What’s your name, little angel?”

      “Macy Gabrielle Williams,” the girl said. “What’s yours?”

      “John. John Smith.”

      It wasn’t his real name, of course, and the cops knew it, even if they didn’t say anything. The girl didn’t know that and didn’t have to know.

      “One of my classmates’ name is John,” the girl said.

      “Is that right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Is he cool?”

      “Pretty cool, yup.”

      “People say I’m pretty cool too.”

      The kid gave him an unconvinced tilt of her head.

      Richter chuckled. “Well, I try to be cool.”

      “Can we go now?”

      “Go where?”

      “Home.”

      “Can’t, little angel. It’s raining cats and dogs out there. Too dangerous to be traveling. Your mom agrees with me.”

      Richter looked over at the mother. She nodded and forced a smile. “He’s right, sweetheart. It’s too dangerous outside right now with the storm.”

      “Darn it,” Macy said.

      “What’s wrong?” Richter asked.

      “We were supposed to go on a field trip tomorrow at school. I’m gonna miss it.”

      “You know what? I don’t think you will.”

      “How come?”

      “Because I think they’re going to wait for you.”

      She brightened up. “You think so?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      The girl beamed, pleased.

      “How old are you, Macy Gabrielle Williams?” Richter asked.

      “Seven.”

      “You like school, huh?”

      “It’s awesome.”

      “I hear that. I liked school too when I was your age.”

      “Really?”

      “Uh huh. You learn a lot of things there.”

      “Most people don’t like school. I don’t know why.”

      “‘Cause they’re not as cool as us.”

      She grinned.

      He returned it. “So can you wait in here with the rest of us until the storm’s gone?”

      She nodded eagerly. “Uh huh,” she said as she used another spork to dig into a small container of pudding, one of the side dishes in their MRE. Then, with that innocence only kids could muster, “It’s better in here anyway. I don’t wanna get all wet again.”

      Richter couldn’t help but smile at that, even as he saw the horrified look on the mother’s face. “Yeah, it is,” he said to the kid. “Pretty soon you and your mommy will be able to go home. But not until this storm is over.”

      “Yup,” the kid said matter-of-factly.

      Richter stood up. “Until then, sit tight. And let Jane there”—he nodded at Esme—“know if you need anything, okay?”

      “Yup,” Macy said again.

      Richter was going to ask the mom’s name—not because he wanted to know but because it was necessary in case he had to address her—but before he could, the radio in his hand—and the one in Esme’s—squawked.

      Dutch’s voice: “Boss.”

      Richter didn’t answer right away. He nodded at Esme, who instinctively knew what he wanted and turned down the volume on her own radio as she put some distance between her and the captives.

      Richter lowered the volume on his own radio as he walked over to the stairwell door. He keyed it. “What happened to Marcus?” He didn’t whisper but didn’t scream it out either. It didn’t matter that the cops could overhear him; they already knew the name Marcus.

      “Not sure,” Dutch said through the radio. “The kid says he just disappeared. Left a lot of blood behind when he did.”

      “How much is a lot?”

      “I dunno. Maybe a couple of pints. The kid wasn’t exaggerating.”

      “How is he? The kid?”

      “Shaken up, but okay. In one piece, anyway.”

      “What did he say happened?”

      “They heard the stairwell door banging while they were inside one of the rooms on the fifth floor. Marcus ran off to check it. The kid followed, but he didn’t come out of the apartment fast enough to see what happened to Marcus. The only thing left here is Marcus’s flashlight and radio.”

      “What else did the kid say?”

      “Not much. He’s traumatized. There really is a lot of blood up here. I don’t know how the hell one man could bleed out so much.”

      “Any clues?”

      “Oh, plenty. There’s a trail leading up. Blood drops. Someone took Marcus farther up the building. Whoever did it had to be pretty strong. Marcus had to be 200 pounds easy.”

      “Find out what happened to him.”

      “What if it’s a bum like I think it is?”

      “If a bum can do that to Marcus, then he’s dangerous. Proceed with caution, but do whatever you have to.”

      “Roger that,” Dutch said.

      Richter thought about going into the stairwell and finding out what had happened in person but decided against it. He couldn’t leave Esme down here alone. There was Pete, but the kid was unarmed. Worse, he was a kid. And not the most experienced one at that. Which basically meant Esme was the only one capable of stopping the cops if they tried something.

      He glanced back at those cops now and found the woman, Torres, eyeing him back. She looked quickly away when he caught her.

      Oh, she’s gonna be real trouble, all right.

      What was he going to do with her was the question. One of many, at the moment. But she wasn’t his biggest problem right now. Richter looked toward the front of the building. Wind and rain whipped at the brick and mortar outside and smashed into the plywood with the same constant nightmarish rhythm.

      As if a hurricane, two stray cops, and three civilians weren’t already more trouble than he’d expected, now this thing with Marcus.

      Richter sighed.

      Dig the well before you need the water? I got the whole damn ocean outside my doors right now…
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      “I don’t know, boss. But there’s blood. There’s so much blood…”

      The voice came through the radio sitting on the desk. It was the same kid the boss had talked to earlier. The owner of those obviously scared words wasn’t really a “kid”—at least not in the sense that Macy was. Young, maybe an older teenager or early twenties. And he was scared. The boss of the group had sent two of his men into the stairwell as backup. Now, Torres kept quiet and kept her eyes forward as the man crouched in front of Macy.

      “What’s your name, little angel?” the man asked.

      “Macy Gabrielle Williams,” Macy said. “What’s your name?”

      “John. John Smith.”

      Yeah, right.

      The girl didn’t know that, but Torres did. John Smith was the most obvious alias anyone could have used. She had a feeling the man knew that and didn’t care if she did. Wheeler, on the other side of Angela, knew it too. But like her, the veteran cop didn’t interrupt the conversation.

      They chatted for a bit more, making small talk, when the radio in the man’s hand squawked and she heard a voice that belonged to one of the men who had disappeared into the stairwell earlier: “Boss.”

      “Boss.” They’re not using names on purpose.

      That wasn’t true. They had used one name. Marcus. That was the “kid” upstairs, who had seen all the blood. He had been panicking at the time and didn’t remember not to use their real names.

      She filed that into her mental Rolodex: Marcus.

      The man who called himself John Smith walked over to the stairwell. Like the woman, he had lowered the volume on his radio so Torres couldn’t eavesdrop on the conversation. She caught some snippets—the name Marcus came up again—but couldn’t get a handle on what they were saying. If she had to guess, it was about all the blood up on one of the higher floors.

      Whatever had happened up there, it hadn’t been expected. It was a wrench that had, from the looks of it, thrown a lot of things out of whack. The boss was now adjusting on the fly, and from what she could tell, doing a decent job of it. Or at least, he wasn’t panicking. And if he was, he was good at hiding it.

      There was nothing for her to do but bide her time. Wait for the window to open up so she could jump through. Right now wasn’t it. Right now, things were going on that she didn’t understand. It was better to let it flow, let everything play itself out, so she could properly adapt to the situation.

      Torres was good at that. She always had been, even as a kid growing up in a single-parent household. You had to be, or you succumbed to the streets one way or another. For a girl like her, that was usually getting pregnant before graduating high school and watching her life jump into a black hole in free fall. She had promised herself a long time ago that that wouldn’t be her fate, even before she knew why people outside of her neighborhood called the Fifth Ward area “The Bloody Nickle.” Later, she would come to learn that it wasn’t always that way. Before “The Bloody Nickle” moniker, it was called “The Nickle” in its glory days. Those days, alas, were long gone.

      She was a survivor. As a kid, as a teenager, and now as an adult police officer. Her mother was the only one who knew her and was proud of that last bit. She’d lost friends and family who only saw blood and racism in a blue Houston Police uniform. She didn’t blame them; she knew plenty of bad cops. But she knew plenty of good ones too. Wheeler was one of those.

      Torres glanced across at Wheeler now, hoping he would notice.

      He did. The veteran cop met her gaze while eating the cookie “John Smith” had given him earlier. John Smith himself had remained near the stairwell door, busy with his radio. Torres tried to read Wheeler’s eyes but couldn’t. He was trying to say something without saying it though. So what was it?

      “That’s enough.”

      Torres turned to look at the woman going by “Jane.”

      “What?” Torres said.

      “No talking,” Jane said.

      “We weren’t talking.”

      “No talking,” the woman said again. She had a strong South American accent. The gun John Smith had given her was in her front waistband, slightly hidden behind her unzipped worker’s overalls.

      Because the only woman in the crew was the closest to her, Torres could hear bits and pieces of the conversation the others were having. Not much, but more than she could get from John Smith himself.

      “Find out… a bum… Marcus, then he’s dangerous…”

      The woman quickly realized Torres was listening and reached down to turn the radio’s volume even further down. Then she squinted at Torres.

      “What?” Torres said, but saw that Jane wasn’t looking at her.

      Torres glanced over at Macy, who had raised her hand.

      “What is it, little one?” Jane asked.

      “I need to go to the restroom,” Macy said. She was squirming slightly.

      “Now?”

      “Please?”

      “Please, I’ll go with her,” Angela said.

      Torres watched Jane trying to decide if she should let them.

      “Come on, she’s seven,” Torres said.

      Jane pursed her lips and nodded. “Okay. You go with her. Bring her back as soon as she’s done.”

      Angela stood up with her daughter.

      “There’s a bathroom in the back hallway, on the right,” Jane said.

      Mother and daughter left, disappearing into the hallway to the left of them. Torres wondered if there was a way out back there but quickly dismissed it. “Jane” wouldn’t have allowed them to go without supervision if there were. Besides, what were Angela and Macy going to do in the storm? Smith hadn’t been entirely wrong when he said it was safer, for now, in here.

      “What do you want?” Jane said, sounding annoyed.

      It was Mickey. He had his hand up too. “Uh, can I go next?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “That coffee really packs a punch.”

      Jane sighed. “After they come back.” She glowered at the others, but mostly Torres. “Anyone else?”

      Torres shook her head.

      “I’m good. For now,” Wheeler said.

      The woman scowled at them before drifting away. She stopped about ten yards from where they sat and leaned against the wall.

      Torres turned back to the leader. He remained near the stairwell, looking pensive as he stared across the lobby at the redhead, who leaned against the front window looking out. He was almost up to his knees in stormwater. It wouldn’t be long now before the entire lobby flooded. Torres could already see the water creeping toward them, getting closer and higher as Hurricane Matthew continued to pour down unrelenting torrential rain.

      She went through what she knew about their captors in her mind. They weren’t just civilians trying to get out of the storm. That much was blatantly obvious. In their overalls, they looked very much like nondescript warehouse workers, minus decals or names on their “uniforms.” Nothing to indicate who they worked for. Or even what they did. Everything was very generic. As to what they were doing here, that one was obvious: They were stuck by the storm just as she, Wheeler, and the civilians were. They had been smart enough to take the patrol car and move it off the sidewalk. Probably somewhere in the back. Which would be where their own transportation was hidden. If she could reach that vehicle, she could find out who they were, what they had been doing this morning, and maybe, just maybe, what they intended to do with her and the others.

      Torres didn’t believe for a second they were going to let them go, despite what the leader had told the gullible Mickey. You didn’t go around a hurricane-stricken city with guns, dressed in clothes you had no reason to be wearing, and have good intentions.

      So she had to find a way out of this before everything collapsed on them. She and Wheeler. She could count on her partner when the chips were down. She’d had to for the last five years, and Wheeler hadn’t let her down yet.

      Macy and her mother had come back, and even before they had sat down, Mickey was already standing up.

      “Sit down,” Jane snapped at him.

      “I gotta go,” Mickey said.

      “Later.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “Later.”

      Mickey groaned and sat back down. “If I make pee-pee in my pants, it’ll be your fault.”

      “I’ll take that chance.”

      The boss was on the radio with the others again, while the redhead remained at the front of the lobby. The woman wisely kept her distance from them.

      “Jane” was the key. More than that, the gun in her waistband—Torres’s gun—was the key. If she could get her hands on her service weapon, she could turn the tables on their captors. There was only one other person in the room with a gun—the boss. The redhead was unarmed and would be easy to neutralize.

      Jane and John were the problem. More John than Jane, actually. The woman was clearly a foot soldier. John was the leader. The brains of the operation. If she could take him out, the others would be easy to handle. Okay, so maybe not easy, but easier.

      So that was her goal: take out “John Smith.”

      How was the question.

      Some question. That’s everything.

      The crack of lightning from outside made Macy jump. The girl actually dropped the half-eaten cookie she’d picked back up as she reached for her mom.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” Angela said as she held on to her daughter. “It’s just lightning.”

      “Dang, that was loud,” Mickey said. “Almost made me piss my pants.”

      It was loud, but not loud enough to make him stop digging into his by-now-empty MRE bag for more food. The teen ate as if he hadn’t had a meal in days. Of course, that would explain why he was so skinny; so much so that his Houston Astros jacket hung off his frame like a mannequin display.

      Across the lobby, the redhead glanced back at them, an obvious look of worry on his face. He might have been about to call the boss when there was another crack! Except this time it wasn’t thunder but one of the plywood boards behind the front window.

      The redhead spun around, and he may or may not have been about to scream out something when there was another monstrous crack!, like an explosion, and the panes between him and the wooden boards exploded and shards of glass flew into the building. Rain and wind and the full force of Hurricane Matthew poured into the Wilshire Apartments.

      “Jesus!” the woman, Jane, shouted as she started to run over.

      The redhead was on the floor, in the water, thrashing. He was holding his face and screaming. A metal streetlamp, slightly bent at the top, leaned inside the lobby where the window used to be. Sheets of unrelenting rain washed across the redhead as if Matthew itself was trying to swallow him whole.

      Before Jane could take more than a few steps, the boss, already running to the redhead, shouted at her, “Stay there! Keep an eye on them!” Water splashed in his path as he picked up speed, bracing himself against the onslaught of hurricane winds.

      Even inside the building, with just one window exposed, Torres could feel the force of the storm. It seemed to have gotten stronger than the last time she was in it. She remembered almost losing her footing when she left the squad car to grab Macy and her mother. She’d almost gone down a second time when they were running from the car to the front doors of the Wilshire.

      The leader had reached the redhead and was kneeling next to him in water. He was talking to the redhead, trying to get the young man to remove his hands from his face to, Torres guessed, get a better look at his injuries. Unfortunately for him, the redhead wasn’t being cooperative and spent just as much time rolling around in the quickly rising water as he did screaming in misery at the top of his lungs. Even the noise of the raging storm couldn’t drown him out.

      Sounds of shuffling feet from her right as Jane paced in a tight circle about ten feet away.

      …ten feet away…

      “Mommy, it’s cold,” Macy was saying on her left.

      “Man, that doesn’t look good,” Mickey said.

      “That’s an understatement,” Wheeler said.

      If Jane heard their back-and-forth, she didn’t react to it. As far as Torres could tell, the other woman was so focused on what was happening across the lobby that she didn’t even know they were still there.

      …she didn’t even know they were still there…

      Torres leaned forward slightly and looked across the wall. Mickey was oblivious to her as he fumbled with his jacket, trying to get the last few inches of the zipper closed up tight against the suddenly swarming cold. Macy and her mother were almost entwined to stay warm. And Wheeler… the veteran cop caught her eyes. He must have seen the same things she had; that, or he saw an opportunity for something else. Either way, he gave her the sign that she needed: he was ready too.

      “Hey, Mickey,” Torres said.

      The teenager turned toward her, and as he did so Torres grabbed him by the front of his jacket and jerked as hard as she could. It wasn’t easy with handcuffs on, but she managed enough force—and Mickey was so unprepared for what she did that he barely fought back—to fling the teenager forward. Mickey looked like someone jumping chest-first onto a backyard Slip ‘N Slide during a hot Houston summer as he slid along the floor for a few feet, and he might have kept going if he hadn’t met, head first, the desk in front of them.

      That got Jane’s attention. The woman turned around, hand reaching for the gun in her waistband. She drew the Glock and rushed over, shouting, “What are you doing?”

      Mickey spun around—easy enough for him, since unlike her and Wheeler, he wasn’t handcuffed—and held up both hands, shouting back, “I didn’t do it! I didn’t do it!”

      Jane was five feet away and getting closer.

      Torres readied herself.

      “Get up and get back to the wall!” Jane shouted.

      “I’m trying, I’m trying!” Mickey said as he scrambled to get up.

      The South American was almost exactly in front of Torres when she launched herself forward and tackled the other woman with her shoulder. Unfortunately for Torres, she didn’t have nearly as much momentum as she would have liked and failed to knock Jane down. She did, though, made the woman stagger sideways a few feet, even as she tried to raise her right hand—along with Torres’s own gun in it.

      “Torres!” Wheeler’s voice, shouting from somewhere to her left.

      Torres didn’t acknowledge it. There was no time. She was on her knees and trying to rise to her feet. Her attack hadn’t put Jane down, and the woman was already righting herself, one hand reaching back to grab the desk for support. But Wheeler’s voice had grabbed her attention, and Jane was turning her head toward him.

      Torres didn’t wait until she was fully on her feet. This time she had her legs under her as she launched herself forward a second time.

      The gun went off in Jane’s hand. The sound of the gunshot should have been louder than it sounded in Torres’s ears. Instead, it was only a small, wet-sounding pop. It wasn’t the storm outside that had lessened the sound, but her own charging adrenaline.

      Move move move!

      Torres barreled into Jane’s chest with her shoulder, knocking the other woman into the desk. The impact was hard enough that the metal furniture squeaked loudly as Jane slammed into it. Torres grabbed for the gun with both handcuffed hands before Jane could fire again.

      From somewhere in the back of her mind, Torres heard screaming. It wasn’t hers or Mickey’s. It was female. Macy? Or was it her mom?

      Get the gun! Get the gun first!

      She focused on just that. With both hands on the barrel of the Glock—her Glock—Torres pushed the woman’s aim upward so she couldn’t accidentally hit anyone if she pulled the trigger again. As she did that, Torres used her heavier weight to her advantage. They were almost the same height, but Torres could tell she had at least ten pounds on the other woman. That might not have been much, but it was ten more pounds of muscle. Jane, unlike Torres, clearly didn’t work out.

      Torres twisted with both hands, her hold on the Glock’s barrel tightening into a death grip. Jane made the mistake of fighting back with only one hand. A mistake that she quickly realized, by the looks of her widening eyes, and tried to remedy by reaching up with her left hand toward the gun.

      It was too late.

      Jane let out a pained scream as Torres wrestled the gun out of her hand, nearly snapping the woman’s wrist at the same time. It was enough that Jane backed away, her face contorted in agony and surprise, and more than a little bit of fear.

      Torres turned the gun around in her hands as she glanced across the lobby. There was no way the boss and redhead wouldn’t have heard all that commotion. Or the former, anyway. She wasn’t sure the redhead could hear much of anything over his own screams and the howling wind coming through the window.

      She was right. The boss was already on his feet, the gun in his hand rising with his arm.

      Torres beat him to it.

      She fired, and the leader somehow ducked out of the bullet’s path. Or maybe she’d just shot too quickly and without aiming. She couldn’t blame it on the handcuffs. She was trying to beat him to it, knowing that if he fired first, she would lose all the advantage.

      The man who called himself “John Smith” was running sideways, water splashing around him as he charged toward the other side of the lobby.

      Torres fired again.

      And missed again!

      Dammit! she thought, just as the man returned fire.

      But like her, he didn’t have the luxury of aiming, and his round slammed into the concrete wall somewhere behind her. Torres flinched. It wasn’t the first time she’d been shot at, but the bullet had come just a bit too close. So close, in fact, she thought she could hear it zipping past her head.

      Torres started moving away from the others. The last thing she wanted was to get one of the civilians shot. She couldn’t see Wheeler out of the corner of her eyes, so she didn’t know if he was already up and doing something. She was focused on the boss as the man continued to move, trying to keep her from lining up a good shot. It was a good trick, but she’d run too many rounds through the gun range not to be able to hit a moving target when she had time. And she had time now.

      “Oh man, oh man, he’s shot, oh man, he’s shot,” Mickey chanted as he stood up—and right into her crosshairs.

      “Mickey!” Torres shouted as she temporarily lost sight of the boss. “Get your ass down now!”

      The teenager didn’t. Instead, he turned around, face frozen in confusion.

      She sidestepped to get a better view of the still-moving boss when something struck her in the back of the head. Pieces of plastic, some metal, and what looked like knobs pelted the floor around her feet as she stumbled. Her gun hand lowered on instinct as she groped backward to find out what had happened with her other hand. It’d felt like a Mack Truck had broadsided her in the skull.

      Then the gun was gone, wrestled out of her hand—almost like how she’d taken it off Jane earlier. There was intense pain coming at the back of her head, and when Torres brought her hand away, she saw blood and some hair on her palm.

      Oh, that’s not good.

      She reached for the desk to support herself. She had trouble gathering her thoughts and trying to find her balance. Her equilibrium was off, and all she could do was look toward Wheeler, wondering where he’d been through all this. She’d needed his help, but he hadn’t been there⁠—

      Her partner was on the floor, lying in Angela’s lap as she cradled his head. He was staring back at her, but all Torres could see was the bright red blood pooling underneath him.

      Wheeler had been shot.

      Jesus, Wheeler had been shot!
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      “The obayifo comes for us all, regardless of race, age, or social status. It is driven by an insatiable desire to feed. It has no interest in our politics, our agenda, or anything else that we, as humans, suffer from. It simply… feeds.”

      His mother’s words had stuck with him then, and they came back now. He remembered the darkness in her eyes as she told him the tales of the obayifo stalking the land, going from city to city, house to house, and people to people. It did not care who you were or what you were. It lived to feed, and fed to live.

      A slight shiver raced up Cent’s spine. He wanted to pass it off as the stairwell getting colder the farther up they went, but it would have been a lie. It wasn’t the climate in the enclosed space but memories of the look on his mother’s face as she told the stories. She’d been told the same tales when she was a child, by her own father. Cent used to think it was just a way to scare little kids into behaving. Certainly, creatures like that didn’t exist.

      Today, now, he wasn’t so sure.

      They continued up, with Dutch leading the way and Franklin behind him. The big ex-Marine had told Cent he could go back down to the lobby if he wanted to, but Cent said no. He wanted to help find Marcus. He felt responsible for the other man’s disappearance, even though it wasn’t really his fault. He hadn’t told Marcus to run out there by himself, after all.

      And yet…

      So up they went. The drops of blood they’d been following had started to get smaller and fewer, as if Marcus was running out of blood. And maybe that was very much the case, considering just how much blood he’d left on the fifth-floor landing.

      Cent had cleaned himself as best he could, but there was still blood clinging to the front of his overalls. He wasn’t going to be able to get rid of those stains; the only option was to completely toss the outfit. He had some changes of clothes in the van parked out back, but he couldn’t bring himself to go out there to get it. At least not with Marcus still missing.

      Dutch led the way, pistol in his hand. He didn’t look nearly as anxious as Cent felt. The man was a true professional, and nothing seemed to ever rankle him. In contrast, Cent was a train wreck, and he hoped it didn’t show, but it probably did. Maybe not so much to Franklin, who followed Dutch about five feet behind, giving Dutch some room to maneuver if necessary. Franklin was holding a shotgun he had retrieved from the police car.

      Cent didn’t have a weapon, just his flashlight. Marcus’s Maglite was now in one of Dutch’s back pockets. The good thing about the worker’s overalls they wore was that they had plenty of pockets front and back. It remained bright enough in the stairwell that they could see easily with the naked eye. Shadows here and there, especially below and above when he leaned over the railing and glanced up or down.

      “How far does this thing go?” Franklin asked.

      Franklin was breathing noticeably louder than when they had started their trek. The Latino wasn’t fat, but he wasn’t in very good shape either. By comparison, Dutch was a good ten or so years older and in tip-top shape. Cent wasn’t quite as fit as the ex-Marine, but he was lean and not carrying the extra pounds on him that Franklin was.

      “Twenty floors,” Dutch said from the front. “You going to have a heart attack on me, Franklin?”

      Franklin snorted. “Not yet.”

      “Well, let me know if you intend to.”

      “Sure. I’ll do that.”

      “Just a warning: I’m not carrying you back down.”

      “Then how’ll you get me back down?”

      “Roll you, maybe.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Exactly. So don’t faint.”

      There wasn’t a lot of friendliness in the banter between the two men despite the “jokes.” Unlike Cent, Franklin and Marcus were new to working with Richter and Dutch. Pete, Dutch’s little brother, was also, but he had the benefit of being related to Dutch. Not that the big man let that stop him, whenever he thought it necessary, from smacking Pete into obedience. Their version of tough love, Cent guessed. He’d seen worse sibling “affections” in his native Nigeria. Some of those involved machetes and others made use of rubber tires, or what the locals called “necklacing.” It wasn’t pretty.

      Cent walked past a couple of blood droplets. They were still wet but were much smaller than the last few ones. They appeared on the third step past the seventh floor and didn’t show up again until the sixth step.

      In front of him, Franklin had stopped. Cent almost bumped into him but didn’t, just barely. Franklin had halted because Dutch, farther ahead, had done the same. The big man had one hand raised slightly, fingers forming a fist. It took Cent a few seconds to understand why. Dutch was ex-Marine, and a clenched fist, held up just shoulder-high, meant “stop.”

      Dutch didn’t say anything for a while. He didn’t move either. But he’d seen something that Cent couldn’t.

      Franklin was similarly in the dark, because he asked, “What is it?”

      “Get up here with the shotgun,” Dutch said as he shuffled to one side to allow Franklin to do just that.

      The Latino hurried up, the police shotgun raising to aim. He was pointing the barrel at the stairwell door into the eighth floor. Cent took a step up but didn’t go beyond that. He didn’t want to crowd the other two men. And besides, he didn’t need to; he could see what they were looking at from where he currently stood.

      The stairwell door was ajar; there was blood on the lever and smeared across parts of the wall to its right.

      Marcus…

      “You good with that shotty?” Dutch was asking Franklin.

      “Yeah, sure,” Franklin said.

      “You don’t sound sure.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “You sure, sure?”

      “It’s a semiautomatic. Don’t even have to rack it. Pull the trigger and keep pulling until it’s out of shells. It ain’t brain surgery.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Dutch nodded and moved forward, his own gun up, ready to fire. The big man was calm (Does he ever get nervous? Cent wondered) as he reached toward the door with his left hand. Franklin took up position slightly to the right of Dutch, his forefinger in the trigger guard of the shotgun. Cent didn’t know much about Franklin, so he had no clue if the man had ever shot anyone before. But Franklin was wielding the police weapon like he knew what he was doing. Either that or he was very good at faking it.

      The ex-Marine didn’t have to grab the lever because the door was already opened slightly into the hallway beyond. He simply pushed it, sliding up against the metal surface of the door itself as he did so, while Franklin all but lunged through the opening.

      Cent waited for the gunfire, but there wasn’t any.

      One second…

      Two…

      Five…

      He breathed a sigh of relief as Dutch disappeared into the hallway behind Franklin. Cent rushed up the last few steps and followed them. He made sure not to let the door slam shut behind him, knowing just how loud that would be.

      There was nothing exceptional about the eighth-floor hallway. It looked like the third and fifth ones that he’d already been in. Old carpets, peeling paint, and debris scattered everywhere. Rainwater dripped from the ceiling near the middle of the corridor, and more ran smoothly down the walls.

      It was just dark enough that Cent felt better with his flashlight turned on. He illuminated the room, looking for signs that Marcus had been here. There were blood droplets here and there, but like in the stairwell, they made rare appearances. But Marcus had been brought up here. There was no doubt about that.

      Almost all of the doors into the apartments around them were closed except for one at the very end, to the right. A swath of sunlight poured into the hallway, casting a slightly orange glow over the opposite wall. The living room windows in the room were missing their curtains.

      “Looks like an invitation if I ever saw one,” Franklin said.

      The Latino had relaxed his aggressive stance and was holding the shotgun across his body. The invitation he was referring to was the same thing Cent had seen: the lone open door all the way up the hallway.

      “Reminds me of a joke,” Franklin continued.

      “Save it,” Dutch said.

      “It’s funny.”

      “I don’t care.” Dutch walked up the hallway, toward the open door.

      “Mr. Moody here,” Franklin said, glancing back at Cent. “You wanna hear it? It’s funny.”

      “Pass,” Cent said and walked past Franklin to follow Dutch’s footsteps.

      “It’s funny,” Franklin said, mostly to himself, as he fell in on Cent’s heels.

      Cent liked the idea of being between the two men: Dutch up front with his pistol and Franklin behind him with the shotgun. One of his biggest fears was someone popping out of the apartment either behind or in front of him. By staying between the two men, he didn’t have to worry about that.

      Up ahead, Dutch changed up his grip on his gun. If Cent didn’t know any better, he’d think the ex-Marine was a little nervous. He quickly dismissed that. Dutch didn’t get nervous. He was a professional, like Richter. People like Franklin, Marcus, and Pete could learn a lot from them. Cent had, though he still had a long way to go before he could call himself a professional like them.

      “They gotta know we’re coming, right?” Franklin asked.

      “Shut up,” Dutch said.

      “They gotta know,” Franklin said anyway.

      He wasn’t wrong. The ones who had taken Marcus would know there were others in the building with him. Cent, for one, because he’d been with Marcus when the other man was taken. And unless the abductors (and there had to be more than one; how else could they have carried Marcus all the way up those stairs to here?) were deaf and dumb, they could hear Cent, Dutch, and Franklin coming.

      “This has gotta be a trap,” Franklin said, echoing Cent’s thoughts.

      “Shut up,” Dutch said again.

      “This is wrong.”

      “I said”—Dutch stopped and turned around, eyes passing Cent and landing on Franklin in the back—“shut up.”

      Franklin held up one hand in surrender, when Cent’s radio—and the one on Dutch’s back pocket—squawked.

      They heard Richter’s voice: “Dutch, I need you back down here. Pete’s down. I repeat: Pete’s down.”

      “What did he just say?” Franklin asked. Unlike Cent and Dutch, he didn’t have his own radio.

      “He said Pete’s down,” Cent said.

      He turned back to Dutch—and barely caught a blurring motion as the big man ran past him and down the hallway.

      Franklin turned to look after the ex-Marine. “Where’s he going?”

      “Lobby,” Cent said. “Something’s happened to Pete.”

      “What?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      Dutch was almost at the stairwell door when he shouted into his radio, “What’s going on down there? Richter? Richter, come in! What’s happening down there? Pete? Esme? Anyone, respond. Respond!”

      But no one responded to Dutch’s questions. Not even Richter.

      Pete’s down. And now Richter’s not answering.

      What’s going on down there?

      The big man tossed the stairwell door open and disappeared inside. Cent could hear the loud pounding of his footsteps against concrete steps even before the door swung back into place with an echoing bang!

      Franklin turned to Cent. “What should we do?”

      “I don’t know,” Cent said.

      “We gonna just stand there?”

      “I—” Cent started when Dutch’s voice came through his radio.

      “Cent! Franklin! Come in! Come in!”

      Cent keyed his radio. “Dutch, should we follow you?”

      “No! Find Marcus. Find out what happened to him. Franklin, you take the lead! I’ll handle the lobby!”

      Cent exchanged a look with Franklin, who shrugged. “You heard the man. We stay up here and finish the job.”

      Cent wasn’t thrilled about that. The truth was, Dutch’s presence had a lot to do with his confidence. With the man gone, he didn’t have very much of it left. And while Franklin looked capable, he wasn’t Dutch or Richter. Which was to say, Cent didn’t know if he could trust the other man with his life.

      Franklin walked past Cent, continuing up the hallway toward the door. Cent didn’t move right away. He glanced back at the stairwell.

      “You coming, kid?” Franklin asked.

      I don’t want to…

      “Kid? Hey, kid.”

      Cent looked over at the other man. “Yeah. I’m coming.”

      As he followed Franklin, Cent monitored his radio. The only voice was Dutch’s, calling for Richter to respond. Richter didn’t. And neither did anyone else.

      What was going on down there?

      Franklin glanced over his shoulder at Cent. “Don’t sweat it, kid. I got this”—he held up the shotgun—“so there’s nothing we can’t handle. It’s probably just a junkie. They’re gonna regret taking out Marcus.”

      But what would a junkie want with Marcus?

      It didn’t make any sense. None of this did.

      And he’d rather be down there than up here right now…

      “You good?” Franklin was asking him. The Latino was eyeballing Cent.

      “Yes.”

      “You sure? You don’t look good.”

      “I’m good.”

      “If you say you’re good, I guess you’re good.” He grinned. “Stay behind me. Friendly fire would really suck. For you, I mean.”

      Cent nodded. Yes, it would suck. It would really suck.

      They had reached the part of the hallway where water was dripping. The water had damaged the immediate area, causing a jagged circle of ceiling to droop slightly. Cent didn’t want to be caught underneath that thing when it finally burst. Not that he would drown or anything, but he didn’t like the idea of being covered in rainwater mixed with whatever the building had been collecting all these years since it was abandoned.

      Crack as he stepped on something on the floor.

      Cent looked down. A piece of wood, maybe a wooden chopstick; it was once brown but was now mostly black from end to end.

      Franklin hadn’t heard the noise and had continued on toward the open door. The sunlight coming through the apartment appeared brighter the closer they got to it. Cent listened for sounds of activity from inside, but he couldn’t hear anything over the sound of the storm and howling wind and rain.

      He wanted desperately to know what was going on in the lobby, but he pushed it away and concentrated on the task at hand. Franklin had almost reached the door, the shotgun in front of him. Cent felt sorry for whoever poked their head out of the opening, because Franklin was liable to fire without waiting to see who it was.

      What if Marcus was the one who popped out? They’d come here to save him, only to end up killing him. Now that would have been a real tragedy.

      Cent stopped because Franklin had done the same in front of him. The Latino seemed to be gathering himself. Another few steps and he would be in the pool of sunlight coming through the open door. After that, there would be no going back, because he would be visible to whoever was inside.

      Franklin finally finished his mental processes and took two quick steps forward. As soon as the light touched him, he was turning, the shotgun snapping up to almost chin level as he took aim into the room.

      Cent waited.

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. He wasn’t sure if he was even breathing.

      Franklin also remained in place, facing the open door. He hadn’t fired, but he also hadn’t lowered the shotgun. Cent couldn’t tell if the other man could see anything inside or even if there was anyone inside just from the expression on his face. It didn’t help that he could only see Franklin’s side profile.

      Finally, Cent said, “Franklin?”

      The man lowered the shotgun. “It’s empty.”

      “What?”

      “It’s empty.”

      “How could it be empty?”

      “I don’t know. It just is.”

      “Is there blood?”

      “I don’t see any.” Then, looking over at Cent, “Stay out here and watch my back. I’ll check the rooms to make sure.”

      Cent nodded, even though the idea of the only man with a gun leaving him behind in the slightly dark hallway was not exactly appealing. He could have argued, but Franklin would wonder if he was being a coward. Cent couldn’t afford that. In this business, your reputation was everything, even to someone like Franklin, a temporary hire.

      So he stayed where he was as Franklin disappeared into the apartment. Cent waited for the inevitable sounds of shotgun blasts as whoever was hiding jumped Franklin.

      Except there wasn’t any.

      Were they wrong? Had Marcus’s abductors not brought him up here? Then why did all the blood lead to this place? Was it some kind of trick? Or was Marcus somewhere else right this minute. Maybe in one of the nineteen other rooms. After all, they’d only zeroed in on the open door because, well, it was the only open one on the entire floor. It was the most obvious choice.

      …the most obvious choice…

      Click! as the door in front of him burst open and a dark hooded figure lunged outside. Something metallic and sharp flashed in the air.

      Cent screamed as something long and sharp—a knife!—pierced his shoulder and kept going, as if trying to come out the other side. Black eyes glared at him from underneath the black hood as the person wielding the knife leaned in so close Cent could smell the stink pouring from underneath their black clothing. Hot breath—almost scalding—struck his face and exposed skin like a physical force.

      He screamed again as the knife went in deeper.

      The Maglite was in his hand, and Cent swung. He connected with his attacker’s head, and the figure stumbled, pulling the knife out of his shoulder as they went. Blood sprayed, splashing the carpet in a wide spray.

      Cent stumbled from the wall, turning, switching the Maglite from his left hand to his right. He reached up with his now-free left hand to stanch the bleeding on his right shoulder. Blood dripped from his fingers as he squared up, pushing the pain away as best he could.

      The dark figure had gathered itself. The knife, covered in a fresh layer of Cent’s blood, glinted in the sunlight that reached out from the open apartment door. Cent couldn’t see much of the face underneath the hood. What he could see was a lot of dirt and grime, pale and cracked lips, and a slim, pointy nose.

      The figure let out a wild shriek, just before there was a loud, ear-shattering boom! and Cent’s attacker flew sideways into the wall, then flopped to the floor in a heap. The knife, somehow, was still gripped tightly in their hand.

      Franklin appeared out of the apartment, wisps of smoke drifting from the shotgun’s barrel. He ran up to the slumped figure, ready to fire again, but didn’t because he didn’t need to.

      The black-clad figure lay still.

      Cent leaned back against the wall, then slid down to the floor. He blinked sweat out of his eyes as his right shoulder throbbed and tried to drown him in suddenly excruciating pain. It had hurt before, when the knife made contact, but that was nothing compared to now.

      Franklin was standing next to the figure. He stuck one shoe underneath the body and turned it over onto its back. The hood fell away, and dark gray eyes stared up lifelessly from a layer of dirt and grime.

      It was a woman. An old woman.

      Crow’s feet extended from her eyes. Pale, cracked lips bled, and had been before Franklin shot her. Welts took up space along her cheeks and forehead, and there were scars on her chin and neck that hadn’t healed, and probably never would.

      “Holy fuck, holy fuck,” Franklin said. Cent couldn’t tell if he was shocked or excited by what he’d just done.

      Blood oozed out from between Cent’s fingers as he stared at the woman’s lifeless eyes. He hadn’t realized just how small she was before, but then, he had been too busy trying not to die. She couldn’t have been more than 5’5”, and maybe not even that. Lying on her side, slightly scrunched up, she was a frail-looking thing even underneath her crumpled clothes. She shouldn’t have been able to carry Marcus all the way up here.

      But if she didn’t, then who did?
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      Dutch burst out of the stairwell door like a bat out of hell. A huge bat. The Glock was gripped in one hand, sweat pouring down his slightly bluish face. He’d made it down from the eighth floor in record time. In his younger days, the ex-Marine would have been the fittest person in the crew. These days, he was forty-five, and while still nothing to sneeze at as a physical specimen, too many sausage breakfasts and late-night beer hauls had slowed him down some.

      Richter waved Dutch over with a bloody hand. The blood wasn’t his, and it didn’t belong to just one person. A neutralized Torres sat in the corner and stared in the direction of her partner, while Esme stood nearby, gun in hand. Torres hadn’t spoken a word since Esme had smacked her in the back of the head with the radio. Richter didn’t think her silence and stunned expression had anything to do with the blindsided attack. It was Wheeler’s situation that was the catalyst. Right now, Torres was probably blaming herself. It was, after all, her who had jumped Esme and made the other woman discharge her weapon accidentally. Esme’s first and only shot had gone right into Wheeler’s belly.

      The first aid kit Richter had retrieved from the van had everything he needed to keep the wounded cop alive. For now, anyway. In the time Esme was able to put down Torres and Richter returned with the kit, all color had drained from the older of the two cops. Wheeler didn’t look any better now even after Richter had stopped the bleeding with a clotting gauze and wrapped him up. Wheeler remained responsive through everything.

      Pete was in equally as bad a shape as Wheeler. Richter was still using tweezers to pluck pieces of glass out of his face when Dutch ran over.

      The big man glanced briefly at Wheeler before kneeling on the other side of his little brother. “What the hell happened?”

      Richter nodded at the streetlamp that had crashed through one of the front windows. Wind and rain continued to pelt the other half of the room through the suddenly gaping opening, and the water, already ankle-high before, was now making a move toward knee-high. And there was no way to stop it either. They could remove the obstruction, but there was no way to repair the damage it’d done.

      “Accidental discharge got the cop,” Richter said. “The other cop made her play while I was busy with Pete.”

      Dutch glanced over at Torres but didn’t linger. He returned to his brother before feeling the side of his neck with two fingers, searching for a pulse.

      “He’s alive,” Richter said. “He looks like shit, but he’s alive. I gave him some morphine. It knocked him out.”

      “What about him?” Dutch asked, nodding back in Wheeler’s direction.

      “I only had enough for one of them.”

      Dutch’s eyes went to the civilians, huddled together against the side wall, just a few feet from Torres and Esme. Richter thought it’d been a good idea to move them away from the two wounded men who now occupied most of the back part of the lobby.

      “We need to move everyone to one of the upper floors,” Richter said. “It’s going to get messy and a lot more wet soon.”

      There was already water stretching from the front of the building over to where they crouched. Three-quarters of the lobby was now covered in rising rainwater, and it was widening—and rising—with every minute. The constant wind was an additional obstacle. And where there was wind, there was cold. The sound of Hurricane Matthew raging relentlessly didn’t help matters.

      “What happened up there?” Richter asked Dutch. He was wiping and slathering medical ointment on Pete’s face, then covering the cuts up with bandages. Pete wasn’t going to look very pretty after this, but he would be alive. He hadn’t lost nearly as much blood as Wheeler, even if he did scream much louder and longer.

      “I left Franklin and Cent up on the eighth floor,” Dutch said. “Franklin has the shotgun, so he can deal with whatever’s up there.”

      “And Marcus?”

      “Haven’t found him yet.”

      “You know what happened to him?”

      “Someone took him; that’s pretty obvious.”

      “To the eighth floor…”

      “That’s where the blood went.”

      Richter nodded. Then, “What about the kid?”

      “He’s shaken, but he looks okay.”

      “Was there as much blood as he said?”

      “There was a lot of blood. He wasn’t lying about that. But…”

      “What?”

      “He wasn’t thinking straight when he called down. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      He put the last bandage on Pete’s face. The kid looked like a mummy when he was finished. But at least he was an alive mummy. Richter couldn’t say the same for Wheeler. The only way to save the cop was to get him real help. That was unlikely to happen, even if Richter wasn’t predisposed to not wanting to bring more cops on top of them. Phone reception had been nonexistent since this morning.

      Richter picked up a bottle of disinfectant from the first aid kit and wiped his hands. It helped some, but he was going to need a lot more water to get rid of all the blood.

      “You’ve done this before,” Dutch said.

      “No.”

      Dutch gave him a surprised look.

      “It’s not brain surgery,” Richter said as he picked himself up and looked across at the others.

      Esme was staring at the front of the building, at the wind and rain pouring through the open window. She looked lost, or maybe just traumatized. Richter didn’t blame her. This wasn’t that kind of a job. And her role in it was minimal, a “just in case” that had never materialized. Richter always liked to have options if he needed them. When he didn’t was when he knew he’d done a good job. Like this morning…

      Richter looked back at Dutch. “Can you handle them?”

      “Second floor?” Dutch asked.

      “Until we need to move higher. I don’t think we will, but you never know.” He squinted across the lobby at the rising water. “It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

      “Yeah, that figures. What about the cops?”

      “Same as before. Keep them in check.”

      “And the almost-dead one?”

      “We can’t help him.”

      “That’s going to cause problems.”

      Richter sighed. Yeah, it was. He’d been thinking about it since he saw the bullet wound. “I know.”

      “You got a plan for this too?”

      “When have I not had a plan?”

      “There’s always a first.”

      “It’s not today.”

      He left the ex-Marine to prepare to move his brother and Wheeler, then walked over to where the others sat waiting. Macy watched him with curious eyes.

      He crouched in front of the girl. “How are you doing, Macy Gabrielle Williams?”

      She smiled, but it wasn’t nearly as bright or cheery as last time. The kid was scared. “Okay.” Then, looking past him at Wheeler, “Is he gonna die?”

      Probably, Richter thought, but he said, “No. He’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll take care of him?”

      “Yes, I will.”

      She nodded and smiled. This time it was just a tad happier. “He’s a policeman. They’re our friends.”

      “I know. That’s why I’ll take care of him. Are you sure you’re doing fine?”

      “Just a little scared.”

      “Me too.”

      “Really?”

      “Uh huh. It’s okay to be scared because it’s a scary time. With the storm and all.”

      “Yup,” she said in that same matter-of-fact tone that never failed to make him smile.

      “Sit tight, okay? We’ll all be fine and dandy, and we can all go home when this is over.”

      “So I can still go on the field trip?”

      “Absolutely. Scout’s honor.”

      Next to Macy, her mother Angela did everything possible not to catch Richter’s eyes. He had a feeling she knew he was lying through his teeth.

      “Your hands are dirty,” Macy was saying.

      Richter looked down at his hands. Drying blood clung to his fingernails and both palms. He hadn’t done a very good job of cleaning them. “Yes, they are.” He smiled at the girl again. “Hey, you feel like moving?”

      “Where we going?”

      “Higher up the building.”

      “Because of the storm?”

      “Exactly. You’re a smart kid.”

      She beamed. “Thanks. Mrs. Peters says I can be a scientist one day.”

      “Is that what you want to be?’

      “Uh huh.”

      “Then I guess you will be.”

      “You think so?”

      “Sure. You can be anything you put your mind to.”

      “Awesome.”

      He grinned. “Definitely awesome.”

      Richter didn’t bother making conversation with Angela. He didn’t think she’d bite even if he tried. She had the look of a woman intent on staying unnoticed. She couldn’t stop her daughter, of course.

      He stood up and walked the short distance to Torres. The female cop finally pried her eyes away from Wheeler’s unmoving form to meet his gaze.

      “I can’t call for help,” Richter said. “You know that.”

      She didn’t answer him, but she didn’t turn away either. He’d seen the face of someone stuck in a permanent limbo of self-guilt before. Torres was there now, and sinking deeper. Ironically, the same could be said for Esme. It might have been Torres’s fault, but it was Esme who had pulled the trigger. He made a mental note to deal with that when he had the chance.

      Richter glanced down at his watch before looking back at Torres. “We’re going to move everyone up to the second floor. Get out of the storm’s path. Cooperate with me and we’ll continue to do everything possible to keep your partner alive.”

      Torres remained silent, that thousand-yard stare locked on her face. She sat against the wall, the gauze bandage he’d put over the gash in her skull sticking out slightly above her head.

      “You understand?” Richter said.

      “Yes,” Torres said.

      “Help the civilians move. Keep everyone together. It’s your job now to look after them. It’s our job to look after your partner. How’s your head?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “All right. Good chat.” Richter stood up and walked over to Esme.

      The Brazilian was looking across the room at Wheeler’s unconscious form. She was holding the gun at her side, but not tight enough. Richter thought there was probably a 50-50 chance the weapon might slip out of her hand unwittingly. It was a good thing Torres had no energy to fight on. If she did, she might have made a dive for the Glock and, in Esme’s current state, wrestled it away without much trouble this time.

      “You okay?” Richter asked.

      Esme turned to look at him. “What?”

      “I said, are you okay?”

      She nodded, but he didn’t believe her for one second.

      “It was an accident,” Richter said. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I shot him.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “If he dies…”

      “He won’t die.”

      “But if he dies…”

      “He won’t.”

      Esme nodded but, again, he didn’t believe her even for a nanosecond. But he couldn’t help her yet. Not right now. There were too many things to take care of at the moment. Getting the hell out of Matthew’s path was one of them…

      He walked back to Dutch, who was preparing to move Pete.

      The big man looked past Richter and at Esme. “How is she?”

      Richter shook his head.

      “That good, huh?” Dutch said.

      “Yeah.” Richter took out his radio and keyed it. “Cent. Franklin. Respond.”

      There was no reply.

      Dutch stood up, concern flashing across his face.

      Richter tried again: “Cent. Franklin. Respond if you can hear me.”

      Again, nothing.

      “Cent. Franklin. Respond if you can hear me. Anyone up there?”

      Then, finally, he heard Cent’s voice through the radio’s speakers: “Boss.”

      “Kid,” Richter said. “Give me a situation report.”

      “It’s an old woman,” Cent said.

      “What was that? What about an old woman?”

      “It was an old woman, sir.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Marcus. The one that took him. It was an old woman.”

      Richter and Dutch exchanged a confused glance.

      “Did you say an old woman?” Richter said into the radio.

      “She came at me with a knife,” Cent said. “Franklin shot her. She’s dead.”

      “The old woman is dead?”

      “Yeah, boss. She’s dead.”

      “What the fuck,” Dutch said. It wasn’t a question. “How the hell would an old woman carry Marcus up those stairs? Unless she had help.”

      Richter had been thinking the same thing. He said into the radio, “What about Marcus? Did you find him?”

      “No,” Cent said. “He’s still missing.”

      “Goddamn,” Dutch said. “What the hell is going on in this place?”

      Richter focused on the radio. “The old woman. Where did she come from?”

      “I don’t know, boss,” Cent said. “She tried to kill me. Came at me with a knife. Got me in the shoulder.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “Yeah, boss. But I’ll live.”

      “An old lady?” Dutch said. He shook his head. “No way an old lady did that to Marcus.”

      “Maybe she’s not that old.”

      “The kid said she was.”

      “After Marcus, and now getting stabbed…” Richter shrugged. “We’ll have to keep an eye on him too.”

      “Jesus Christ. Who don’t we have to keep an eye on?”

      Richter would have laughed if he didn’t think it would elicit a lot of confused and worried stares. Dutch had certainly made a good point though: it was now easier to list the people they didn’t have to keep an eye on than the ones they did.

      Dutch continued, “Even if it was just a woman, and not even an old lady, she still couldn’t carry Marcus up all those flights of stairs. Not as fast as Cent said it happened.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I think we’re not the only people in this place. Whoever got here before us, before this storm, they don’t like us being here.”

      “More reasons to get everyone into one place and not spread out.” Richter keyed the radio again. “Kid. Head back down to the second floor. If we’re not already there when you reach it, come to the lobby to lend a hand.”

      “Both of us, boss?” Cent asked.

      “Both of you. We’re circling the wagons until this storm is over.”

      “What about Marcus? He could still be up here somewhere…”

      “Do you see any signs of him?”

      “Just the blood.”

      “What else?”

      “That’s it, boss.”

      “Okay. For now, I want both of you down on the second floor. You need to get patched up.”

      “What about this old broad?” That was Franklin.

      “You said she’s dead?”

      “Deader than a doorknob.”

      “Then she’s not going anywhere. Get down here with the kid.”

      “Gotcha, boss.”

      Richter put the radio away, while Dutch returned to preparing his little brother for transport. He hadn’t touched Wheeler yet, not that Richter was surprised. Dutch’s priority right now was his kid brother.

      At the front of the lobby, the sheets of rain had begun to penetrate the open window with renewed force. The water was rising steadily and had passed the three-quarters mark.

      Richter glanced down at his watch again.

      Ten after 3 P.M.

      Richter glanced back at the civilians. “Mickey.”

      The teenager looked over. “Yeah?”

      “Come over here and give Bob a hand.”

      “I’m not really good with blood.”

      “Get better at it,” Dutch said. “Come over here and I’ll tell you what to do. That means you do exactly what I tell you. Nothing more and nothing less. Got it?”

      Mickey swallowed as he got up from the floor and walked over. “Yeah, boss man, I got it.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, kid.”

      “You kidding me? I ain’t fuckin’ with no one. I ain’t no hero.”

      Richter left Dutch and Mickey to work and walked across the lobby toward the front. He was ankle-deep in water in just a few seconds, then nearly knee-deep a few more seconds after that.

      We’re gonna be swimming pretty soon if we don’t ditch the lobby.

      He trudged through the spot where Pete had fallen, not that there was any evidence remaining. Pete had bled, but his blood was mostly gone, the majority of it diluted by the spreading water. Richter slid around the massive lamppost jutting through the window like some monstrous extra limb. He didn’t bother trying to lift it and push it back outside. It wouldn’t have done any good. They couldn’t remake the barricade anyway.

      Water had swallowed up the sidewalks outside the Wilshire and across the street from them. Richter couldn’t locate the roads anymore, though he was sure they were still underneath all that rising tide.

      He stuck his head slightly out through the window frame and craned his neck to get a good look at the storm clouds above them. Wind ripped at his face and thunder cracked across the skyline. Richter closed his eyes, bathing in the power of Mother Nature for a moment.

      Then he pulled his head back, turned around, and shouted, “All right, everyone, time to move! We’re going up!”
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      “Movin’ on up, something, something, something.” Mickey, making the best of a bad situation but doing a very bad job of it. “What are those words? I can’t remember. Old TV show. Anyone remember? Anyone? Anyone?”

      Torres didn’t bother telling him to shut up. She didn’t have the energy. It was hard enough carrying Wheeler up the stairs with the big man, who “John Smith” had called “Bob.” Not the man’s real name by a long shot, but Torres couldn’t care less. She’d find out their real identities when all this was over. For now, if they wanted to call themselves by silly made-up names, it was their prerogative.

      Carrying Wheeler to the second floor was a challenge; her partner was carrying more than a few excess pounds, and his wound made it imperative they handle him with kid gloves. Mickey had the middle, shuffling sideways up the steps, while Torres had the feet. She was backing up one step at a time so as not to trip and fall. If she did that, it wouldn’t be her who suffered the most; it would be Wheeler. “Bob” brought up the rear, holding Wheeler with both hands underneath her partner’s armpits. That left Wheeler’s hands to dangle uselessly. Wheeler remained unconscious through the entire ordeal. That was a good thing; she didn’t want him to feel any more pain than he already had.

      Making her go first was a clever decision by Bob. She had to move slowly and couldn’t act—that is, couldn’t try anything that might cause their captors trouble—without hurting herself and Wheeler. The man was also able to keep an eye on her the entire time. He did that from the beginning of the stairwell all the way up to their destination.

      Wheeler was the second unconscious body to be led up the stairs. The young redhead had gone first, with Mickey’s help. Bob hadn’t needed Torres then—the redhead was thin and small and probably weighed half of what Wheeler did. The others were already upstairs with only the woman, “Jane,” waiting in the lobby with Bob’s radio. She was using Bob’s because hers was in pieces after she’d smashed it into the back of Torres’s head.

      That had hurt. A lot. But it was only physical pain, and she could get over it. The other pain, on the other hand, would linger for some time.

      Wheeler.

      She’d almost gotten Wheeler killed.

      Torres pictured Wheeler’s wife, Nancy, asking her what had happened the moment her husband died. Whatever words she used to explain the situation that led up to it, however she tried to justify it, it always came back to the same thing: Wheeler was wounded and possibly dying because of her actions. She’d taken the risks, but it was her partner who had suffered.

      He wasn’t dead yet, even if his face was ghost-white, a result of his wound and the suffocating humidity inside the stairwell. There were no lights, but there was enough natural sunlight to see with. She spent most of her time feeling the steps behind her before moving, so seeing everything clearly wasn’t completely necessary anyway.

      “No one?” Mickey was saying. “No one remembers the show?”

      “Shut up,” Bob said.

      “It was a good show.”

      “No one cares.”

      “I guess not,” Mickey said. He grunted as they went up another step.

      “You guys need help?” a voice asked.

      Torres glanced back as a figure stood on the stairwell landing behind them. He was nonchalantly holding the Remington shotgun he’d taken from her squad car, as if it were a toy and not something that could kill a person with one pull of the trigger.

      “Get the door,” Bob said to the man.

      “Sure thing… Bob.” The man grinned. He opened the stairwell door and stepped aside, holding the door open for them. “Can you guys move any faster?”

      “No,” Bob said.

      “Pretty please?”

      “Hold the door and shut up.”

      The Latino snorted. “You know any other words other than ‘shut up’?”

      “That’s a good question,” Mickey said.

      “Both of you, shut up,” Bob said with a loud, Don’t make me say it again grunt.

      The two men wisely didn’t make him say it again.

      They reached the second-floor landing and headed into the hallway. Torres could feel the Latino’s eyes on her the entire time. When she backed up past him, he didn’t try to hide his interest. The kids called it “eye-fucking,” and the man was doing exactly that to her.

      “What happened to your head?” the man asked.

      “None of your business,” she said.

      “Looks painful. Sure you don’t need a hand?”

      “Second door on the right,” Bob said, louder than necessary. That was more for the Latino’s benefit than hers.

      The hallway smelled as bad as the stairwell. Maybe worse, with the dirty carpeting and leaking ceiling. Tendrils of water slithered down along the length of the walls, further damaging the already-damaged wallpaper.

      “In here,” a voice said behind her.

      She glanced back to find Angela holding the door into Apartment 2004 open. Angela appeared calm, but Torres could sense the nervous energy she gave off with everything she did and said. Macy stood alongside her mother, helping to “hold” the door open for them. She looked like she was having a good time, oblivious to the danger around her.

      She probably thinks she’s on that field trip she keeps talking about.

      Torres smiled at the girl, and she returned it.

      She went into the room first, Mickey squeezing in after her while holding up Wheeler’s middle section. Bob followed.

      “Is he better?” Macy asked as they passed her.

      “Not yet,” Torres said. “But he will be.”

      “I hope he’s better soon.”

      “Me too.”

      “There’s a bed inside the second room on the right,” Bob said.

      Torres angled toward the second bedroom. The redhead was already inside the other one, which looked like a master bedroom.

      The bedroom was darker than the living room, but there was still enough light for her to see the bed in one corner, minus any signs of bed sheets or pillows. She detected the faint but lingering odor of urine in the air. Someone had been here, and recently. The bed itself didn’t look big enough for someone of Wheeler’s size.

      “That bed’s too small,” Torres said.

      “It’s either that or the floor,” Bob said.

      She sighed. “All right.”

      They laid Wheeler down on the small bed. As she had expected, his legs dangled a good foot off the bottom. Her partner groaned but didn’t wake up. She took a moment to wipe sweat from his face with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “The kid’s mom will look in on him,” Bob said. “You and Mickey Mouse stay outside in the living room with Jose.”

      “Jose?”

      Bob took out two pairs of handcuffs and tossed one each to her and Mickey. “Put them on.”

      “What? Me too?” Mickey asked.

      “Yeah, you too.”

      “I thought we were buddies.”

      “You thought wrong.”

      “Man,” Mickey said as he reluctantly put the cuffs on.

      Torres did the same. They’d taken the cuffs off her so she could help move Wheeler, but of course they didn’t need her with free hands anymore once that was done.

      Bob stepped aside to let them walk out first, then followed behind. Torres didn’t have to think very hard to know who “Jose” was. Jose was a common enough name for Latinos, just like John and Bob were for Caucasians. Another alias, obviously.

      “Keep an eye on them, Jose,” Bob said before he went into the other bedroom, leaving the door open, just as he had the room with Wheeler inside.

      Torres could see the redhead inside, bundled up in some kind of blanket. His face was covered in band-aids, and like Wheeler, he was unconscious. She’d heard John say he’d given the kid morphine, which was something Wheeler hadn’t gotten the benefit of.

      She glanced back at her partner, though it was hard to see all of him inside the room. The living room had more light, thanks to its two windows. The harsh patter of rain continued outside, with the occasional thunder and flashes of lightning. The outside world was so near, and yet so, so far away at the same time.

      “Don’t worry; we’ll take care of him.” Jose. She wasn’t sure who he was talking to until she turned around and found him smiling at her from across the room. “You got a first name, Torres?”

      “Yes,” Torres said.

      Jose waited for her to continue, and when she didn’t he snorted. “Don’t be like that.”

      Go fuck yourself, she thought and wanted desperately to say but didn’t. Besides the fact that Macy was in the room, there was no point antagonizing them. She’d already made one bad mistake today; she didn’t want to add a second one until she had more time to think about her next move.

      And there was going to be a next move. Despite the failure earlier, she couldn’t just sit here and take their situation. She was a cop. More than that, she wasn’t a helpless victim.

      But she couldn’t do anything now. Not now. Not yet.

      Torres walked over to one wall and sat down, almost directly across from Angela and Macy on the other side. The carpet, despite giving off a bad smell, was more comfortable than the tiles in the lobby. Other than the two beds in the bedrooms, there was no other furniture in the rest of the place. The beds being here wasn’t too hard to understand; they were both old and damaged and weren’t worth salvaging.

      Mickey wandered over to join her. She guessed he’d decided Smith and their other captors weren’t his friends after all. Either that or he preferred her over them. Or, more likely, preferred her over Jose and that shotgun he was carrying around.

      The shotgun…

      When she’d walked past the man and the weapon, Torres could smell gunpowder. Jose had fired it very recently. She hadn’t heard the shot, but that wasn’t a surprise. With the storm outside and everything happening in the lobby, Jose could have unloaded all the shells in the weapon and she wouldn’t have heard a peep unless he did it on the same floor as her.

      And there was the swagger Jose was walking with. She hadn’t seen it before when he was in the lobby with them. He had it now though. Was that sudden confidence the result of him having discharged the weapon earlier? And why had he done that? Or, perhaps, to whom?

      “Man, that storm’s going gangbusters,” Mickey was saying as he looked across the living room at the nearest window.

      Wind slammed into the glass, battling with the rain to see which one could make more noise. It was a close tie.

      “How long are we going to stay here, Mommy?” Macy asked her mother.

      “I don’t know, sweetheart,” Angela said.

      “I have school tomorrow, Mommy.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I don’t?”

      “School’s closed this entire week, remember?”

      “Oh.” She pouted. “Tomorrow we’re having sloppy joes for lunch.”

      “Man, I loved sloppy joes when I was in school,” Mickey said.

      Macy grinned. “Me too. It’s so delicious.”

      “I like it when the sauce is just dripping down.” He licked his lips. “Yum. I’m starvin’ just thinking about it.”

      Macy giggled. “Me too.”

      Torres listened to them, but she was really watching Jose. The woman, Jane, hadn’t followed them up, but someone else did show up. Besides “Jose,” another one of the captors she hadn’t seen before had appeared: a tall, skinny black kid who was clearly favoring his right side. There was blood on the front of his clothes, and when she stared at him for a few seconds when he didn’t notice, she could see a small hole. He’d been stabbed, and from the look on his face, it had hurt.

      The young man—she guessed early twenties—hadn’t said much. Actually, he hadn’t said anything at all to her or anyone else as he sat in the living room with them, back against the wall. He was purposefully separated from them, letting her know quickly that he was one of them. Torres had been around inner-city black kids all her life, and she could tell right away that this newcomer, who they were calling “kid”—even though he wasn’t really—wasn’t American. African, maybe, not that she could tell which part of the continent, because he hadn’t said a word since returning from wherever he’d been until now. She knew for certain, though, that despite the skin color, he couldn’t have been any more different than Mickey sitting next to her.

      The “kid” was eating from an MRE, flinching unwittingly every time he had to use his right arm. It was the last bag her captors had left. Apparently they’d saved it for the young man.

      John Smith, the one everyone called “boss,” was nowhere to be seen. Torres guessed he was with the woman, the other “Smith.” That left her and the others in the apartment with Jose, the kid, and the big man, Bob, who remained inside the room with the redhead. Torres wondered what they were to each other. Friends? Siblings? Probably not friends. She’d seen the way the big man talked to the little one. He was rough and blunt, like…

      A big brother talking to his annoying little brother.

      That had to be it. Which explained why Bob spent so much time in there looking after the younger man.

      “How’s your head?” Mickey, next to her.

      The question made her wince because it reminded her of the pain, which she’d managed to push into the background. She said anyway, “It’s fine.”

      “She really bashed you with that radio. Parts flew everywhere.”

      “Yeah, Mickey. You don’t have to remind me.”

      Mickey continued, oblivious. “Crazy what’s happening. I thought I was just going for a TV, and here I am, in this rundown-ass building.” He leaned slightly toward her while staring across the room at Jose, standing guard at the open front door with the shotgun. He whispered, “You think they’re really gonna let us go when this is over?”

      “Why don’t you ask them? You guys are besties now, aren’t you?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “That’s too bad for you.”

      “Yeah, sure is.” He let out an overly dramatic sigh. “Sure is…”

      She’d meant it as sarcasm laced with a little Nah nah nah, serves you right, but Mickey obviously hadn’t gotten it. Torres let it go. It was useless scoring points off Mickey’s mistake. It did neither one of them any good. Right now, she needed all the allies she could get with Wheeler out of the action.

      My fault. He’s out of the action because of me.

      She couldn’t dwell on that. It was true—Wheeler wouldn’t have gotten gut shot if it hadn’t been for her actions—but she couldn’t change the outcome. He couldn’t help her now, so she would need to rely on… Mickey.

      God, she’d have to rely on Mickey.

      The mom and daughter were out of the question. Angela was dead weight, and Macy… she was just a kid. Whatever happened, Torres had to make sure the mother and daughter got out of the way. She couldn’t handle more—God forbid, two—collateral damage on her conscience.

      So it was just her and Mickey against, from what she could tell, five people. There had been six, but one hadn’t reappeared: Marcus. Something had happened to him. The same “something” that had called John Smith’s attention and left her down here with Jose and the kid. And Bob, but he was busy with his brother in the main bedroom.

      The real danger was Jose. It wasn’t just the shotgun he had leaning haphazardly against the wall next to him, but the Glock Bob had given him. The kid was unarmed and didn’t look to be in any position to fight if one did break out.

      So it was just Jose for now. For now. Soon, Smith and the woman would return. And then what?

      …and then what?...

      She looked across the room at Jose. He was using a paper napkin from the kid’s MRE bag to clean off some red spots on the front of his overalls. The kid had the same on his “uniform”—blood. Someone had bled on Jose and the kid. Maybe the kid’s blood. Or someone else’s.

      Who had Jose fired that shotgun at?

      The Latino must have sensed her staring, because he looked up and caught her. A smile spread across his dark face. There was nothing attractive about him. Beyond the physical, there was an ugly aura to the man that made her want to punch him instead of make love to him.

      “He definitely likes you,” Mickey whispered while trying not to let on that he was doing so.

      The man must have taken her look as an invitation, because he started to walk over. He was halfway up when she heard Smith’s voice come through the man’s radio: “Jose.”

      Jose grunted, annoyed. He answered the radio: “Yeah, boss?”

      “Where’s the kid?” Smith asked.

      “He’s here.” Jose tossed the radio over to the black kid, who didn’t really catch it. Instead, the radio landed almost perfectly in his lap. “Nice catch.”

      “Asshole,” the kid said.

      Jose chuckled.

      The kid put down his MRE and answered the radio. “Boss.”

      “Go somewhere where we can talk in private,” Smith said.

      “Give me a second.” The kid stood up, grimacing noticeably as he did so, and walked into the bedroom where Bob was staying. He closed the door behind him.

      “What’s that about?” Mickey asked.

      “I don’t know,” Torres said.

      She didn’t know and neither did Jose. Not that the man seemed to care. He only had eyes for her.

      Torres couldn’t help herself. “What are you looking at?”

      “You,” he said.

      “Look somewhere else.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “What is this, high school? You think I’m going to fall head over heels for you because you spent the last hour eye-screwing me?”

      Jose shrugged. “It sometimes works.”

      “Not this time.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Yeah, we will, asshole.

      Eventually Bob came out of the room along with the kid. They walked over to where Jose stood near the front door.

      “The shotgun,” Bob said.

      Jose handed the Remington over. “What’s going on?”

      “Stay here.”

      “What’s going on?” Jose asked again.

      Bob didn’t answer him. He also didn’t glance at Torres or the others and instead just left the apartment. Torres heard the metal stairwell door slamming shut a few moments later.

      Jose looked over at the black kid for answers but only got a shrug back. The kid had sat back down on his personal side of the living room and continued eating his MRE.

      “What’s going on?” Jose asked him anyway.

      The kid shrugged again.

      Jose squinted. He clearly didn’t believe the kid. The fact that Bob couldn’t care less what Jose said or wanted to know told Torres the others didn’t regard Jose very highly. Even the kid hadn’t felt the need to fill him in on what was happening.

      The Latino gave up and resumed eye-fucking her.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Torres said.

      He laughed, but Torres was already looking out the open door, wondering what was happening elsewhere in the building, why John Smith needed the big man’s presence, along with the Remington shotgun.

      A shotgun that had already been fired at least once…
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      “It’s not your fault.”

      Esme didn’t say anything.

      “Did you hear me? It’s not your fault.”

      “I shot him,” she said.

      “It wasn’t your fault. It was the cop’s fault. She attacked you.”

      “I still shot him.”

      “Did you do it on purpose?”

      “Of course not,” she answered quickly. He heard something that almost sounded like irritation in her voice. Good. That was what he was going for.

      “Then it was an accident. It’s not your fault.”

      “It’s not that easy…”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I’ve…”

      “What?”

      “I’ve never shot anyone before.”

      She had stopped moving, and Richter did too. He looked back at her.

      Her eyes wavered slightly as she asked, “Have you?”

      “No.”

      “Then you don’t know what it’s like.” She walked past him and up the stairwell.

      He sighed and followed. That hadn’t quite worked out as he’d expected.

      That’s what I get for trying to play the knight in shining armor.

      Richter’s skin was already coated in a nice thin layer of sweat, and it was only going to get thicker as they went higher. The stairwell air was humid and stale, and though he was in reasonably good shape—better than most—Richter could already feel his joints creaking a little more often with every step. He might have stopped to rest if he wasn’t afraid Esme would look down on him for it. After all, she seemed to be doing fine as she took the lead away from him.

      Esme was fine physically. Mentally, not so much. Esme was still back in the lobby replaying what had happened to Wheeler. That was the reason he’d brought her up here with him instead of Dutch or one of the others. He needed to talk to her. More than that, he needed to get a feel for her current state of mind.

      He didn’t like what he found. It was, in a word, shaky.

      “Slow down, Esme.”

      She did, and he quickly retook the lead.

      “Where are we going anyway?” she asked him as they rounded the fourth-floor landing.

      “Eighth floor,” Richter said. “Where Cent and Franklin shot the woman.”

      “What was she, some kind of homeless person?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what we’re going to find out.”

      He expected her to say, “So why am I here?” because, frankly, there was no reason for her to be going up the stairs with him. This was not exactly her area of expertise. Hell, this wasn’t anyone’s area of expertise. Dutch would be the closest, and at the moment Richter didn’t think he could wrestle the big man away from his little brother’s side.

      Instead, Esme remained silent as they continued up. The storm pounded against the wall around him, and within the enclosed space of the stairwell, it meant everything echoed, including every thunder strike. He’d hoped Hurricane Matthew would begin to show signs of slowing down soon, or even fading. That hope was quickly dwindling. If anything, it sounded and felt like the damn storm was growing.

      They stopped briefly on the fifth floor, where Marcus had disappeared. A large pool of blood covered the entire landing, rivulets of it dripping down to the lower steps. Bloody footprints, made by Dutch and the others, led upward. There were also small blood droplets, but those were getting harder to see with the dwindling natural sunlight.

      Esme and Richter stared at the mess for a moment.

      “An old lady did this?” Esme asked.

      “That’s the going assumption, and you know what happens when you assume.”

      “No. What?”

      “What?”

      “What happens when you assume?”

      Richter smiled and had to remind himself that Esme wasn’t American. “You make an ass out of you and me.”

      She stared at him blankly.

      “It’s an American proverb.” He shrugged. “Not an especially good one.”

      “Oh.”

      He looked back at the blood. “Point is, Marcus was a big man. For someone to have done this to him…”

      “Maybe she caught him by surprise.”

      “That’s possible.”

      “But you don’t believe it.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      He stepped around the blood to reach the higher steps. Esme followed just as cautiously.

      By the time they reached the eighth floor, both of them were breathing hard. It was times like this that he realized just how much he took elevators for granted. Oh, to have a working elevator today…

      Richter wiped at his forehead and neck as he pushed open the metal stairwell door, Glock in one hand, just in case. He didn’t like the idea of stepping into a hallway where there was a body waiting for him. But then, he didn’t like a lot of things about what had transpired today.

      Bang! as the heavy door slammed shut behind them.

      Richter glanced back.

      Esme gave him an embarrassed look. “Sorry. I didn’t know it would do that.”

      He gave her an It’s okay nod before turning back around.

      The hallway, like all the other ones in the building, extended twenty rooms deep, with ten on each side. There were no working lights, and the lack of a window at either end meant they were standing in semidarkness. At least it wasn’t nearly as humid in here as it’d been in the stairwell, though that didn’t mean it was comfortable by any means. The carpeted floor was filthy, and water dripped from the ceiling. The stink of rot was in the air.

      There was enough light that Richter didn’t have to turn on his flashlight. Enough light, in fact, to see that there was nothing that looked even remotely like a body waiting for him in the hallway.

      Esme stepped up beside him. “I don’t see a body.”

      “There’s supposed to be one.” He took out his radio and keyed it. “Jose.”

      Franklin, going by “Jose” now—at least while they were in the company of the captives—answered: “Yeah, boss.”

      “Where’s the kid?”

      “He’s here.”

      A few seconds later, Cent’s voice came through the radio. “Boss.”

      “Go somewhere where we can talk in private.”

      “Give me a second.”

      Next to him, Esme had begun to look around anxiously, the Glock she’d accidentally shot Wheeler with suddenly in her hand. Richter squinted down the hallway. There were two open doors near the end—one on the left and one on the right—just as Jose and Cent had reported to him.

      “Boss,” Cent said through the radio. “I’m here with Dutch.”

      “I’m on the eighth,” Richter said. “But I don’t see a body.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s up there. Or it was when Franklin and I left.”

      Richter walked up the hallway with Esme. He glanced at the doors of each apartment as they passed. They were all closed except for the two at the very end. Debris crunched underneath his shoes.

      “Describe her to me,” Richter said into the radio.

      “It happened so fast,” Cent said.

      “Try anyway.”

      “Old eyes and face. She was wearing black clothes. A big black jacket, way too big for her, with a hood. She was shorter than me by about a foot. Wearing sneakers. And dirty.”

      “Dirty?”

      “Face was covered in dirt and grime. Like she’d been living in this place her entire life.”

      Richter reached the first open door on his left side. This would be the one where the now-missing old lady had charged out and attacked Cent. She’d almost killed him too. Richter didn’t stick his head into the open door, and he didn’t have to. There was nothing in there. The windows inside, unlike in the hallway, gave him a good view of the living room.

      It didn’t take long to find where the body had fallen. All he had to do was find the part of the carpet that was still covered in blood. Fresh. So that boded well for Franklin and Cent telling the truth. Not that Richter ever doubted them. There was no reason for them to lie.

      The other open door was to his right, at the very end of the hallway. Richter walked over to it and looked in. It was just as bright as the one on the left, and just as empty. Rain pelted the room from a big leak in the ceiling, near the window that looked out into the waterlogged streets below.

      The radio squawked. Dutch. “Someone took the body?”

      “Looks that way,” Richter said.

      “Trails?”

      “I don’t see anything. Whoever took it must have carried it out.”

      “She was small,” Cent said. “Probably not too heavy.”

      “How does a small old woman take out Marcus, even with the element of surprise?” Esme asked as she stood next to the blood spots in the hallway.

      “I don’t know,” Richter said. He glanced around at the hallway. He didn’t like not knowing. It… irritated him.

      “What’s our next move?” Dutch was asking through the radio.

      Richter was about to answer when there was the clack of a door opening behind him. He spun around just as a figure lunged out of one of the apartments on the right side and ran for the stairwell door. Tall, wearing an olive drab jacket, with long black hair.

      “Hey!” Richter shouted.

      The figure didn’t stop. It reached the stairwell door, grabbed it, and disappeared inside, the door banging shut behind it seconds later.

      Richter ran, as did Esme. But she had reacted slower than him, and he was already halfway down the hallway when she started running.

      “Richter!” she shouted.

      “Keep up!”

      He didn’t know if she did or not, and he didn’t waste the second or two it would have taken to look back and find out. He darted past the apartment that the man—Richter was sure it was a man—had come out of. It was as empty and filthy as the rest of the apartments in the building.

      Richter didn’t burst right through the stairwell door. No. He wasn’t that stupid. The man could very well be waiting for him on the other side, just like someone—maybe even that old lady Franklin said he’d shot—had ambushed Cent. And Marcus before him.

      Pounding footsteps behind him—Esme, getting closer—as he grabbed the metal lever and threw it open, taking two quick steps back even as the Glock rose to take aim. He glimpsed an empty stairwell in the two or three seconds when the door swung open fully before starting to close back up. In that time, he picked up the thump-thump-thump of footsteps going down the building.

      “Richter,” Esme said as she reached him.

      “Keep up.”

      He slipped into the stairwell and glanced up. Empty. Which meant⁠—

      Flashes of the same drab olive fabric as the man raced down the stairwell.

      Richter jumped the first two steps in pursuit and nearly lost his footing but somehow managed to regain his balance at the last second. He took the remainder of the steps, moving as close to the railing as possible in order to keep an eye on the fleeing figure below him. The man was fast. There were already two floors between them.

      Richter started hopping the steps two, then three at a time. He didn’t look back to make sure Esme was on his heels. He assumed she was. There was no reason to stay behind.

      “Hey!” Richter shouted. “Stop! I’m not going to hurt you!”

      That wasn’t entirely true. If the man had something to do with Marcus’s disappearance, then Richter was probably going to have to hurt him, if just to get some answers. Not that the man cared about Richter’s intentions, because he didn’t slow down even a bit.

      The eighth floor flashed by…

      …then the sixth…

      And down they went. Richter could barely keep track of the fleeing figure. It didn’t help that the light in the stairwell was slowly draining. He had a flashlight in his back pocket, but it wouldn’t have done him any good. Richter relied on his hearing instead.

      A surprised yelp, followed by the thump! of flesh hitting unyielding concrete from below him.

      Richter jumped the last few steps and slid to a stop. Just as he’d predicted, the fleeing figure had slipped on Marcus’s blood and spilled onto the landing. He was now lying on the ground like a crumpled accordion. Brown eyes fixed on Richter as he took the remaining two steps at his leisure. The man’s eyes went to the Glock in Richter’s hand, then back to his face.

      Young, maybe early twenties. The jacket looked like something the Army used to distribute to soldiers from the ’60s. It was torn and had patches sewn onto the shoulders. Torn jeans and dirt-stained sneakers finished off the wardrobe. The face was rough, hiding most of his youth. Hair that hadn’t been professionally cut in many years splayed over half of his face.

      The man was struggling to get up, Marcus’s blood proving as slippery to him as it had to Cent earlier. “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.”

      “I’m not going to shoot you,” Richter said. “Unless you try to run again.”

      The man got up slowly, carefully. His shoes were so faded and torn that Richter couldn’t tell what the brand used to be. He finally managed to sit up before pushing himself up against the wall, sucking in one labored breath after another. For a young man, he was clearly in very bad shape.

      “Richter.” Esme, arriving on the landing above him and leaning over the railing. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. It’s just a kid.”

      The man smirked. “No one’s called me a kid in forever, old man.”

      This time, it was Richter’s turn to smirk. No one had called him an old man in… well, no one had ever called him that. Was thirty-eight considered old these days?

      “What are you doing here?” Richter asked.

      “What are you doing here?” the man shot back.

      Richter sighed. “Don’t make me beat the answers out of you, kid. Because I will, if I have to. I’d prefer not to, but I will.”

      The man squinted at him, as if trying to decide if Richter would follow through on his threats. He must have believed it because he said, “You been outside? It’s raining like God’s pissing down a storm. I was just trying to get out of it.”

      “That’s all, huh?”

      “Yeah, that’s all.”

      Esme appeared behind Richter and looked down at the young man. She, too, was slightly out of breath. Hell, Richter was too; he just managed to hide it better.

      “Why did you run?” Richter asked.

      “Come again?” the man said.

      “Why did you run? If you just came here to get out of the rain. Why run?”

      “You kidding me? You wouldn’t run too if people with guns showed up?”

      Richter exchanged a glance with Esme. He had to admit, that was a pretty good reason. Not that he fully believed it.

      “There was a body in the hallway up there,” Richter said. “Where did you take it?”

      The young man wiped his bloodied hands on his torn jeans. “I didn’t do nothing with her.”

      Richter smiled. The man had said “I didn’t do nothing with her.” It was the her part that gave him away. So the body was up there and the man had seen it.

      “How do you know it’s a her?” Richter asked.

      “I…”

      “You saw it,” Esme said.

      The man’s face reddened. “I don’t know anything. I don’t want to know anything.” He struggled to stand up, nearly slipping a couple of times, but eventually made it. He pushed one hand against the wall for support. “Just let me go.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Richter said. “Until I make a decision, start walking.”

      “Where?”

      “Down.”

      “Down where?”

      “I’ll tell you when we get there.”

      The man stared at him, then at Esme. Richter could see the gears turning behind his eyes: he was trying to decide if he could still outrun them.

      “No,” Richter said.

      “No what?” the man said. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “No, you can’t outrun a bullet. Now start walking.”

      The man sighed, and he turned around and went down the steps. Richter and Esme followed. They went around the bloody mess for the second time.

      “You got a name?” Richter asked.

      The man didn’t answer.

      “Make one up,” Richter said.

      “David.”

      “David, huh?”

      “You said to make one up. One name’s as good as another.”

      “True enough.”

      Richter left five steps between him and “David,” with Esme following behind him. If the man decided to take his chances and took off, Richter was reasonably certain he could run him down again. Failing that, he could always fire off a shot as a threat. There was nothing like a gunshot in the closed confines of a stairwell to scare the shit out of someone.

      His radio squawked. Dutch. “Richter. You still there?”

      Shit.

      He quickly answered the radio. “Bob, I’m coming down with someone. Meet us in the stairwell.”

      “Roger that,” Dutch said. He imagined the red on Dutch’s face as he realized he’d inadvertently given away Richter’s name. Not that Richter was going to chastise him for it; Dutch didn’t know there was someone else around that could hear his radio call.

      “What happened to the old woman upstairs?” Richter asked his captive.

      David shook his head. “Nothing. I already told you.”

      “You were up there for a while. You know a lot more than ‘nothing.’”

      The first part was just bluffing on Richter’s part, but he had a feeling the latter was on point.

      He had guessed correctly, because David sighed heavily. “I shouldn’t have been up there. I should have stayed down on one of the lower floors.”

      “So what were you doing up there?”

      “I was scared the lobby might flood.”

      “It did.”

      “For real?”

      “Yes.”

      “Guess I was right.”

      “Yes, you were. So what happened to the woman? Who took her body if it wasn’t you?”

      “I don’t know,” David said. He glanced back at Richter. “That’s the truth. After those two guys left, someone else came up there and took her. It wasn’t me. What’d I want with a body anyway?”

      The man had a point. What would he want with a body? For that matter, what would anyone want with Marcus’s body? Or the woman’s?

      “If it wasn’t you, then who took the body?” Richter asked.

      “I told you, I don’t know. I was in the apartment the whole time. The same one you guys saw me come out of. I never saw anything that went down. I just…”

      “What?”

      “Heard the commotion.”

      “You were there the whole time. You heard the shotgun blast.”

      “Yes.”

      “What were you doing in there?”

      “Hiding.”

      “From who?”

      “Duh. Everyone. Which part of shotgun blast didn’t you understand?”

      Richter snickered. Again, the guy had a point.

      “How do you know she was an old lady if you stayed inside that room the entire time?” Richter asked.

      David paused briefly to mutter under his breath. Richter couldn’t make out what he’d said, but it was obvious he was annoyed at getting caught again.

      “You saw the body,” Richter said. “You didn’t stay inside that apartment the entire time. You came out eventually. What did you see?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “No…”

      “Stop lying.”

      “I knew who she was. Everyone does.”

      “Everyone?”

      He said, “Who are we talking about now?”

      “The woman. The one that got shot.”

      “So who was she?”

      The young man stopped and looked back at Richter. “Who are you guys? What are you doing in this place?”

      “We can ask you the same thing,” Esme said.

      “I don’t have any place to go. What’s your excuse?”

      “You don’t need to know,” Richter said. “You just need to answer my questions. So tell me: Who was she? And what was she doing here?”

      “She belongs here.”

      “‘Belongs here’? What does that mean?”

      “This place. The Wilshire.”

      Richter’s radio squawked, making David jump slightly. Dutch. “I’m waiting in the hallway.”

      “We’re coming down,” Richter said. He nodded at David. “Keep moving.”

      “We should leave,” David said. He hadn’t moved.

      “Why?”

      “This place isn’t safe. Not anymore.”

      “Why?”

      “We should leave.”

      “Tell me why.”

      David stared at him but didn’t say anything.

      “We’re not going anywhere until you tell me why,” Richter said.

      David shook his head. Then he turned and started walking down. “I warned you. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Richter exchanged a glance with Esme. She looked just as confused as he was.

      “What’s he talking about?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Richter said.

      Esme walked past him, and Richter followed.

      For a second.

      The hairs on the back of his neck spiked suddenly. He stopped and turned around. Then he looked up the winding stairwell. The higher they went, the less effective his vision was, until he couldn’t see much of anything between the next three or so floors. Beyond that, there were just shadows.

      Moving shadows…

      “Richter?”

      He glanced back at Esme, waiting for him below.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I don’t know. You look…” She paused.

      “What?”

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Richter jogged down toward her. “I don’t believe in ghosts.”

      Farther down, David had also stopped and was watching them. Listening in too. There was something about his face—a knowing look—that Richter didn’t like. Even farther down, Richter could see Dutch waiting with the Remington shotgun.

      “You know what my mamãe used to say about ghosts?” Esme asked as she followed closely behind him.

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      “She said kids are scared of ghosts when they’re young. When they grow up, they realize there are scarier things to worry about.”

      “Like what?”

      “People,” Esme said. “People could do things to hurt you that ghosts could never dream of.”
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      When “Bob” left Apartment 2004 with the shotgun, Torres had a decision to make. This was easily the best opportunity she had to get the upper hand on their captors. But she didn’t act immediately. Her failure in the lobby hung in the back of her mind, gnawing on her thoughts, telling her that she was about to make another big mistake that might cost someone else their life.

      Wheeler wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t going to get any better without real help. And that wasn’t coming with Matthew showing no signs of weakening. Even if the storm ended now, there was no way for anyone to reach them. The roads were flooded, just like the Wilshire’s lobby.

      Could she risk it?

      Was she willing to risk it, might have been the better question.

      She wasn’t sure. Torres wasn’t so sure about anything anymore.

      But she knew she had to decide soon, because Bob and the shotgun weren’t going to stay away forever. Not that Jose and the kid were unarmed. Jose had one of the Glocks in his front waistband, visible with his front overalls unzipped all the way down to the waist as he leaned against the window to her right, looking outside at a wet, wet world.

      Then there was the kid, who spent just as much time trying to lie down on the floor and sleep as he did grimacing with pain at every little movement. Despite being also armed—she wasn’t sure where his gun had come from—Torres didn’t worry too much about him. Not that he was a non-factor, but he was the lesser threat right now.

      Even if she could take Jose and wrestle that gun away from him, then what? The others would be back soon, and she’d have a gunfight on her hands. Worse, a one-versus-three gunfight. The leader and the woman had left with pistols. Then there was Bob with the Remington.

      And then there were the civilians.

      Mickey, Angela, and Macy. What about them? How did she ensure they were safe? And that was saying nothing about Wheeler…

      No good. It’s no good.

      That was an understatement. It was beyond no good. It was outrageously fucking terrible.

      Torres looked toward the bedroom where Wheeler lay on the comically small bed. He hadn’t woken up since they brought him up here and probably wouldn’t for the entire night. If he even made it to morning. Wheeler needed her help. More than that, he needed real help. Desperately.

      “Two against one.” Mickey, whispering next to her.

      She glanced over at him, surprised by the sound of his voice. The teenager had his eyes on Jose, standing across the living room from them, as he talked under his breath to her. “We can take him. I think we can take him.”

      Torres didn’t say anything. The living room wasn’t nearly big enough that Jose couldn’t overhear them if he tried hard enough. Besides that, she just didn’t trust Mickey. He’d been more than ready to sell them out in the lobby. Criminals tended to stick together. Not that they trusted one another, but they trusted cops even less.

      “You see what I’m saying?” Then, when she continued to ignore him, “You listening or what?”

      Jose glanced over his shoulder at them, dark eyes going straight to Mickey. “Hey. Who told you you could talk?”

      “Huh?” Mickey said. The teen feigned innocence. “What you talkin’ ’bout, Willis?”

      “Willis?”

      “Yeah. What you talkin’ ’bout, Willis?”

      Jose narrowed his eyes back at the teenager. He clearly didn’t get the reference. Torres did, but only because her grandmother, who Torres spent most of her childhood with as her mother worked two jobs to keep them fed, liked watching old TV shows.

      Torres thought about interfering but remained quiet. She saw the potential opportunity as Jose walked over to them, the Glock stuffed in his front waistband moving slightly as he did so. He wanted them to see it; wanted them to fear it. It worked on Mickey, but not her. All Torres saw was a chance.

      Across the room from them, the kid had sat up to see what all the commotion was. He was sweating slightly, his face paler than the last time she’d seen it. He looked on curiously.

      “Hey, hey, I didn’t mean nothin’,” Mickey said, raising both hands over his head, his handcuffs clinking as he did so.

      That didn’t appease Jose, who continued walking toward them. It didn’t take a lot of brain power to know the man wasn’t really trying to intimidate Mickey. He already did that when he first glanced over. No. This wasn’t about Mickey. It was about her. He was trying to impress her. She could see it in the way he kept checking her with his eyes as he strode toward them, as if making sure she noticed what he was doing.

      She pretended not to and looked forward instead.

      “Get up,” Jose said, stopping a few feet in front of Mickey.

      “Huh?” Mickey said.

      “I said get up. Which word didn’t you understand?”

      “Why?”

      “Do it.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I said so, fuck face!”

      Mickey glanced over at Torres, looking for help. She stared straight ahead.

      Mickey, finding no refuge, reluctantly stood up with some effort. “Look, man, I was just playin’ around. Don’t get crazy⁠—”

      Jose lunged forward and punched him in the gut. Mickey let out a surprised Ooomph! and doubled over. Torres wasn’t sure who was more surprised by the attack—her or Mickey. It definitely hurt the teenager more.

      Macy, across the room, jumped up to her feet. “Hey! Stop that!”

      Jose glanced back at her, a look of incredulousness on his face. “Sit back down, little one.”

      “You shouldn’t do that!” Macy shouted even as Angela tried to yank her daughter back down to the floor.

      “What’re you gonna do about it, little girl?” Jose asked. He sounded amused.

      “I’ll tell Mr. Smith that you’re being bad!”

      “Oh yeah? You gonna rat me out?”

      “That’s right!”

      Jose chuckled as he turned back around. By now, Angela had managed to get her daughter down again, though Macy was still fighting her.

      Kid’s got guts, Torres thought even as she tried to figure out how to use this to her advantage.

      Jose hovered over Mickey. “You said something about me getting crazy? Please continue.”

      “Hey, man, come on!” Mickey said between wheezes. “I was just playin’, man! Come on! Come on!”

      “That kid’s tougher than you.”

      “I never said I was tough, man.”

      “You act it.”

      “Nah, not me.”

      “You calling me a liar?’

      “No! No, I didn’t!”

      Jose smiled over at Torres. “I think he called me a liar. What do you think?”

      “Leave him alone, mister!” Macy shouted. “I’m gonna tell Mr. Smith on you for real!”

      Jose ignored her and kept staring at Torres. “What do you think? Should I teach him a little lesson about respecting his elders?”

      Torres finally turned to meet his gaze. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her. Or the way he was talking about Mickey. Between now and when she’d first laid eyes on him, the man had grown in confidence. More than that—cockiness.

      But it wasn’t really him she was looking at. She was busy measuring the distance between the two of them. Five feet, give or take. And Jose kept his Glock exposed, his hands hanging nonchalantly at his sides.

      He was so close. The Glock was so close…

      There was a loud, echoing boom! as something crashed in one of the bedrooms. The main one, where the redhead was sleeping inside at the moment. The wall behind Torres shook, as did the floor underneath her, for a few seconds in the aftermath.

      Then someone screamed.

      The redhead. It had to be the redhead.

      Jose spun around, the Glock suddenly in his hand. “What the fuck was that?”

      The kid had also leapt to his feet. He’d moved too fast and had to grab the wall to keep from falling right back down. “That was Pete.”

      “Fuck,” Jose said. He looked back at them. “Stay here. Don’t fucking move.” He took big steps toward the main bedroom, shouting at the kid as he went: “Keep your eyes on them!” He pointed back at Torres. “Especially that one!”

      The kid looked toward them, his pistol in his hand. Another 9mm Glock.

      Jose grabbed the main bedroom’s doorknob and threw the door open. He stepped inside, the gun in his hand swinging up. The man almost looked like he knew what he was doing. Almost. The door slowly began to close behind him…

      “Jesus Christ!” Jose shouted just before the first shot.

      Then a second shot.

      Then a third.

      The kid was suddenly on the radio, shouting into it. “Guys, guys, get down here! Get down here now!”

      Jose fired again inside the bedroom.

      Then again.

      Torres couldn’t see what he was shooting at. The door had closed by itself behind him.

      Three more shots in quick succession from inside the room.

      The kid was halfway to the bedroom when the door burst open and Jose stumbled outside. The two of them collided and the kid fell, screaming in pain as he did so. Jose didn’t seem to notice the kid and continued moving backward, retreating, at the same time still firing into the room. He didn’t stop shooting until the Glock’s slide snapped back and locked in place.

      Empty!

      Torres had almost exactly five seconds to do something. Jose was fumbling to take out one of the spare magazines they’d taken from her. He was doing a bad job of it; his hands—both of them—were shaking too badly. He was gasping, and there was blood on his right cheek. There was a lot of blood, and it dripped to the carpeted floor as he struggled to reload, still stumbling back as he did so.

      The kid, on the other side of Jose, was on his hands and knees, groaning in pain. He’d dropped his radio when he fell, but he still had a firm grip on the Glock in one hand.

      Something moved in the corner of Torres’s eyes.

      Something inside the bedroom Jose had just run out of.

      Something dark, almost like a shadow.

      Before she could see what it was, the door clicked shut on its own. Softly, defying the chaos of the moment.

      And Jose was still trying to reload…

      Torres started to get up when the big man who called himself Bob ran back into the apartment, the shotgun in his hands. Bob shot her a What’s going on? Did you do something? glare but quickly turned his attention to Jose, who was kneeling on the floor. The Latino had given up trying to reload. Or she thought he had, because the spare mag was lying on the carpet as he struggled to keep his grip on the empty Glock.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Bob shouted at the kid, who was using the wall to pick himself up.

      “The bedroom!” the kid shouted. “Something’s in the bedroom with Pete!”

      Pete? He means the redhead.

      Bob’s eyes got impossibly wide just before he took off running, past Jose and toward the main bedroom. He threw the door open and lunged inside. And like before with Jose, the door swung closed behind him softly. For some reason, only the main bedroom door closed on its own. The one Wheeler was in now remained open.

      Torres waited to hear his shotgun firing, but it didn’t. She did, though, hear Bob calling out, “Pete! Pete!”

      A second figure ran inside the apartment. The boss. Mr. John Smith himself. Smith didn’t say anything, but his eyes saw everything.

      Torres, standing next to Mickey, with Macy and her mom still seated, the girl’s head buried in her mom’s shoulder. She was shaking with fear. Jose, kneeling, struggling to pick up the mag, but it kept falling from his trembling fingers. The kid, barely managing to remain on his feet, sweat dripping down his face.

      “Pete,” the kid said to Smith. Just saying the name out loud seemed to take a lot out of him.

      Smith hurried across the living room. He pointed a finger at her as he did so. “Sit. Don’t move.”

      She sat and didn’t move. So did Mickey next to her.

      Smith stepped around Jose and disappeared into the bedroom after Bob.

      Jose had given up trying to reload his gun. The Glock was on the floor now, in a pool of his own blood. He was still bleeding, blood dripping from a large gash in his right cheek. He was missing pieces of flesh, and Torres thought she could see bone underneath the film of blood. Whatever had done that to him, it had gotten close. Torres swore she could see teeth marks along the jagged edge of the wound.

      “Dang,” Mickey whispered next to her. “What happened to him?”

      Torres didn’t say anything. She was too busy staring at the Glock Jose had abandoned, now lying in his own blood. The magazine was just a few inches away, also lying in blood. All she had to do was grab both of those things and she’d have a chance. They all would.

      “Don’t.”

      Torres looked over at the speaker. The kid, watching her from across the room. He had sat back down, and despite the obvious physical exhaustion on his face, there was nothing wrong with the way he was holding his weapon in his lap.

      “Mommy?” Macy, trying to squirm out of her mother’s protective embrace.

      Angela wouldn’t let go of her head or let her turn to see what was happening. “Shhh, sweetheart. Shhh.”

      Smith came back outside the room and walked over to where Jose kneeled, as if he was in the middle of praying. Blood continued to drip-drip-drip from the gash in his cheek. Smith looked him over, careful not to step in Jose’s blood.

      “What happened?” Smith asked him.

      Jose shook his head and didn’t answer. He didn’t appear able to speak.

      “What were you shooting at?”

      Again, Jose only shook his head. He was struggling to breathe.

      Smith glanced over at the kid, who had closed his eyes. With no help there, the boss turned toward her. “What did you see?”

      “There was a scream from the bedroom. He”—she nodded at Jose—“went to check. Then he started shooting. Then Bob came in.”

      He squinted at her, clearly trying to decide whether to believe her or not. Finally, he turned to Mickey. “What about you?”

      “Same, man,” Mickey said. “Same like her. That dude inside screamed and this dude went to check and just started blastin’.”

      “What was he shooting at?”

      “Hell if I know. He just started blastin’.”

      Smith made a face. She couldn’t tell if he was disappointed in their answers or didn’t believe them. He glanced over as Bob came out of the bedroom. He looked dazed and confused. The only thing sturdy about him was the shotgun gripped tightly in his big, meaty hands.

      Bob stopped next to Jose. “What did he say?”

      Smith shook his head and stood back up. “Nothing yet.”

      “He was shooting at something. Did he see what happened to Pete?”

      Smith shook his head again.

      Bob kneeled in front of Jose and leaned in to look the other man in the eyes. Jose was staring past him at… something else. “Hey. What happened? Where’s Pete? Where’s my brother? Hey! Are you listening to me?”

      Maybe Jose was, and maybe he wasn’t. It was impossible to tell. All Torres knew was that the man was breathing hard, and blood continued to drip from his chin, originating from that gash in his cheek. She’d been staring at it for some time now, and Torres was almost 100% sure she was looking at teeth marks…

      “You should kill him.”

      Torres turned, as did the others, toward the front door. A new figure stood there, alongside Jane Smith. A young man in an olive Army surplus jacket and torn jeans. He was staring at Jose.

      No, not at Jose. At the puddle of blood around Jose.

      “You should kill him,” the man said again. “You should kill him before it’s too late.”
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      A fridge.

      There was a refrigerator in the master bedroom.

      Richter thought he’d seen everything, but this was… new.

      It was an ugly rectangular-shaped thing without a name. It had a name, once upon a time, but that had been scraped off long ago. Even the red color was mostly faded. What remained was a retro-style box with a small freezer compartment at the top. Seven cubic feet, give or take, and north of 100-something pounds. Maybe heavier, but Richter didn’t bother to try to lift it up to be sure. It was an old model, and they didn’t use to make those very heavy.

      There was a hole in the ceiling where the fridge had fallen through. It hadn’t been there the last time Richter was inside the bedroom. It wasn’t very big—maybe three feet wide at its longest and two feet at its shortest—but plenty of room for someone to come through. Someone or someones.

      There was blood on the bed. There was blood on the floor too. There was also blood on the walls. There was blood everywhere.

      Except there was something not quite right about the blood. For one, not all the splatters he was looking at underneath his flashlight were red. Some were darker than others, and there was a strange gooey texture to them as they clung to the wall, as if refusing to drip down. The blood around the bed, where Pete had slept the last time Richter saw him, was all red. So why was there such a disparity to the color and thickness of the blood?

      Richter crouched next to a couple of bullet casings. Franklin’s. The man had opened fire while inside the room. He’d been responding to Pete’s screams. Or a shriek, according to Cent. Scream or shriek—it was pretty much the same thing: Pete was shouting for his life. Before that, Cent—and everyone else—had heard a loud booming noise. That was the fridge, falling down from the apartment directly above.

      Franklin had initially fired three shots, then three more. Richter accounted for all of them except one. It was probably under the bed or somewhere else in the room. He didn’t bother to look for it. Cent’s word on the number of shots was good enough. The kid had a good head on his shoulders, even if he was barely able to stand after getting knifed in one of those shoulders. Not that the exact number really played any part in this. The point was, Franklin had fired a lot of shots. After that, Franklin had retreated into the living room, where he struggled to reload.

      He navigated his way closer to the right side of the room in order to get a better look at the crater. The fridge was the hammer used to break through the two apartments. Richter remembered water dripping from that area when he was in here earlier. There was a large section of wet plaster, indicating the weakest point in the ceiling. Even weaker than Richter had guessed, apparently, because all it had taken was a fridge to cave it in.

      Whoever they were, they’d come down through that opening and taken Pete, then left the same way. Franklin hadn’t been able to stop them despite unloading everything in his magazine. He’d hit them, that much was clear. There was too much blood to all have belonged to Pete alone. Too much blood.

      Pete’s abductors could have rappelled down, then gone back up in the same manner. Or maybe they had someone waiting to pull them up. Both of those were good explanations. Sort of. But neither one explained why they had come down here in the first place. Just to take Pete? Why would they want to take Pete? What was so special about him?

      And then there was the smell. Richter had noticed it right away when he stepped inside the room. It hadn’t been in here when he was last here. He’d gotten a small hint of it back in the lobby, then later when he was in the stairwell. In here, the same room where Pete had been taken, the scent was stronger. That made sense, because the bedroom was smaller, so the smell was less diluted.

      He didn’t quite know how to describe it. Like rotting garbage. Only… worse. He couldn’t find anything in the room to explain its presence, but he was 100% sure it hadn’t been here the first time he was in the room…

      What the hell is that smell?

      Footsteps, followed by a shadow appearing along one side of the crater above him. Richter pointed his flashlight up.

      Dutch, cradling the shotgun. “It’s empty. There’s no one here.”

      The ex-Marine had made his way up to the third-floor apartment by himself. If it had been any other person, Richter would have sent Esme or someone to back him up. But it wasn’t just any person. Beside the fact it was his brother who had been taken, this was also Dutch, the most capable man in Richter’s crew.

      “They pushed the fridge along the carpet from the living room,” Dutch continued. “The markings are still visible. They must have known about the weakness in the ceiling between the two apartments.”

      “That makes sense. You said the living room? Not the kitchen?”

      “The living room. Maybe they were about to move it when everyone evacuated.” He shrugged indifferently. “There’s fresh blood. Just like down there. Whoever it was, they were still bleeding when they got back up here. Franklin definitely hit something.”

      “Do you see any rappelling equipment? Rope?”

      “No. Nothing like that.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “They could be anywhere in the building by now. This place is a maze. Too many rooms and too many floors. They could be hiding anywhere.”

      “Get back down here, Dutch. We’ll start looking⁠—”

      “No,” Dutch said. Then, before Richter could question his no, “They didn’t leave the Wilshire. They couldn’t, even if they wanted to. Not with the storm out there. So that means they’re still in here with us, and I’m going to find them.”

      “Okay, but wait for me to send someone up there with you.”

      “No. I can do this alone. Everyone has their hands full anyway. Cent’s injured, and who the hell knows what’s wrong with Franklin. And you need Esme to help keep an eye on the civvies.” He turned to go. “I’ll keep in touch on the radio.”

      “Goddammit,” Richter said as Dutch vanished from the crater opening. He heard the big man’s footsteps as he exited the bedroom.

      Of course, Richter didn’t blame Dutch for not wanting to give up the search just to wait for backup. It was his brother, after all. In his shoes, Richter would probably do the same thing. And the ex-Marine was right. Whoever had taken Pete, and whatever their reason, they were still in the building with them.

      “Boss.”

      Richter glanced back at Cent, standing in the open doorway. His face was paler than usual, and sweaty. He looked as if he might fall if he wasn’t being supported by the doorframe.

      “What are you doing up?” Richter asked.

      “It’s hard to sit.”

      “Harder to stand and walk around too.”

      “At least I’m doing something.”

      “If you fall, I’m not going to pick you up.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cent walked over to stand next to him. The kid squinted up at the hole and the dark apartment on the other side. “Dutch find anything?”

      “Nothing that’ll help him find Pete yet.”

      “It doesn’t make sense, sir.”

      “None of this makes sense.”

      “I mean, with Pete. Why did they take him?”

      “I’ve been asking myself that question too. So has Dutch. So far, we haven’t come up with anything close to an answer.”

      Cent stared at the fridge. “They used that…”

      “Uh huh. If I had to guess, they probably know more about this place than we do. Including its weak points. Wouldn’t surprise me if they’d gone through every room in the building.”

      “That’s a lot of rooms…”

      “If you’re living in an abandoned apartment building, you probably have plenty of time on your hands.” He sighed. “Not that that explains any of this.”

      Cent had gone quiet and was just staring at the fridge.

      Richter watched him closely. “What’s on your mind, Cent?”

      Cent looked up and over at him. “Nothing, boss.”

      “You know I can tell when you’re lying. And you just lied.”

      “I…”

      “Tell me what’s on your mind.” Then, as the kid struggled for words, “Don’t think about it too hard, just spit it out.”

      “Have you ever heard of the obayifo?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      “It’s a sort of supernatural creature. My mom used to tell me stories about it. You know, at bedtime. Her father, my grandfather, told them to her, and she passed it on.”

      “There’s no such things as supernatural creatures, Cent.”

      “Are you sure, sir?”

      Richter looked back at him. He’d known Cent for a while now, and he knew where Cent came from and just how superstitious people were in that region of the world. Except Cent himself had never struck him as a true believer in those things.

      “What’s going on, Cent? Why are you bringing childhood fairytales up now?”

      “Because of this,” Cent said. He looked back down at the fridge, using his own flashlight to highlight the dark black blood splattered on it. “What do you see, sir?”

      “Blood. And?”

      “Are you sure it’s blood, sir?”

      “Of course it is. What else would it be?”

      “It doesn’t look like any blood I’ve ever seen, sir.”

      Cent crouched in front of the fridge and picked up a spent shell casing from the floor nearby. He stuck it into one of the gooey puddles on the fridge and pulled it back. The wetness extended, acting more like sticky tar than what Richter knew as blood.

      Cent looked up at him. “Blood doesn’t do this, sir. At least, not any blood I know.”

      Richter didn’t answer him. He’d already noticed the strangeness of the darker blood splashes in the room, but he hadn’t bothered to interact with them. Seeing Cent do it made him rethink everything he thought he knew.

      Cent dropped the shell and stood back up. “Something’s not right, sir. About all of this. This building, what happened to Marcus, that old lady, and now Pete. Something’s wrong about this place, sir. Something’s very wrong about this place…”
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      Obayifo.

      That was a hell of an imagination the kid had. Richter had heard plenty of stories about monsters and other supernatural beings as he traveled the world, and almost every single one of them could be explained away as the result of superstitions that, if you were to explore them in depth, went back hundreds, sometimes even thousands of years. Back to the days when people still lived in huts and didn’t understand what comas were, and forensic science might as well be magic.

      These days, people didn’t believe in that kind of nonsense. How could you, when there were machines that could fly through the air and satellites orbited the Earth, sending signals halfway across the planet in an instant?

      Cent believed, even though he tried to couch it as My mother said. The kid had seen too much back in Africa, where the evils men could do were hard for westerners to comprehend. Richter knew more than most. But then, he’d experienced more than most in his life. Richter was looking for more earthly explanations. The unexplainable was only that until you found a way to explain it.

      Esme was in the living room with the others, sitting next to Franklin, who lay on the floor. Esme had found a blanket and put it over him because Franklin was shivering. None of them could figure out why; it wasn’t cold inside the apartment. Richter guessed it was around 73 degrees or so. Not exactly dead of winter.

      Esme had cleaned and taped up the gash in Franklin’s cheek. She’d looked sick herself while doing it. He didn’t really blame her. Richter had seen plenty of injuries in his life, and Franklin’s was… different. It looked more like something that had been caused by teeth marks than a bladed weapon of some kind. Richter could see bone underneath the opening before Esme covered it up.

      He’d given Esme the duty of keeping tabs on Franklin because he needed her occupied. He didn’t like how visibly she’d changed since shooting Wheeler in the lobby. Not that she was outrageously loud and attention-seeking to begin with, but her level of energy had gone off the cliff. More than that, he didn’t like the blank look in her eyes as she moved from spot to spot. Even as she took care of Franklin, she did it robotically, without any real purpose.

      The civilians hadn’t moved from their spot. Either they were too afraid to or—no, that was probably it. They were afraid. After what had happened, he could feel the aura of uncertainty around them. Even Torres, the cop, alternated between looking into the second bedroom at her partner and watching everything happening around her. She tried not to let on with the latter, but Richter caught her anyway. “David,” the homeless young man in the Army surplus jacket, had found a spot on the other side of Torres. Unlike the others, he kept looking at Franklin, almost as if expecting the other man to wake up and jump him.

      With evening starting to fall outside, the room began to slowly darken, though not to the point where they had to use flashlights to see with. Two more hours before nightfall, though it felt as if they were already there. That was just the storm outside, creating a temporary wall of bleakness against what little sun remained.

      Richter walked to one of the windows and looked out from behind the curtains. The streets had completely flooded, and water had swallowed up the sidewalks. The lobby would be partially submerged in water by now. That was a problem, because sooner or later they’d have to make their way down, then out to the van. The only upside was if they had to wait for the water to recede before acting, then so did the authorities. Even those who had fled wouldn’t be able to return home until given the all-clear.

      So he had time. Plenty of time.

      He walked back over to Franklin and Esme. The duffel bag was next to her, within arm’s reach. It’d been inside the master bedroom with Pete earlier and was still there when Richter arrived. He’d fully expected it to be gone. Instead, it was just Pete who was missing. As the day’s events spiraled into one missing person after another, Richter had briefly considered the very paranoid possibility that perhaps the client had sent someone else to intercept them.

      But no, that couldn’t have been the case, because whoever had taken Pete had every opportunity to take the bag. And yet they hadn’t. Either because they didn’t know about its contents or they didn’t care. Or both.

      “How is he?” he asked, looking at Franklin.

      Esme looked up from Franklin and at him. “It’s strange…”

      “What is?”

      “I think he has pneumonia.”

      “That’s impossible. How would that happen?”

      “I don’t know. I really don’t know. He’s feverish and his whole body is clammy. I’m telling you, he has pneumonia. I don’t know how, but he has it. If we don’t get him help…”

      “We can’t get him help. We can’t get anyone help.”

      “Then what are we going to do with him?”

      “Keep him as comfortable as possible.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s all we can do.”

      She sighed and glanced past him at the civilians on the other side of the room. “And them? What are we going to do about them?”

      “Nothing,” Richter said. Then, when she gave him a puzzled look, “Nothing’s changed. We hold them until we don’t have to anymore.”

      “They know Pete’s name. Cent—” She stopped and quickly corrected herself, “The kid said Bob was shouting it out earlier.”

      “We’ll deal with that when and if we have to.”

      “You don’t think we’ll have to?”

      “You let me figure that out.” Richter stood up. “And get some rest. It’s going to be a long night.”

      “Rest?” Esme said. She tried to smile. It came out all wrong. “I don’t think any of us is going to get a whole lot of rest tonight.”

      “Try anyway.”

      Richter got back up and walked over to where the civilians sat. He glanced over at Cent first, sitting next to the open front door and staring off at nothing. He was lost in thought, and it didn’t take Richter very long to figure what those thoughts were about right now.

      “Something’s wrong about this place, sir,” Cent had said. “Something’s very wrong about this place…”

      He crouched in front of David. The man was still staring at Franklin and was oblivious to Richter’s presence until Richter snapped his fingers in front of his face to get his attention.

      David finally looked over at him.

      “Why did you say what you said earlier?” Richter asked.

      “What?”

      “Jose. You said we should kill him before it’s too late. What did that mean? Before it’s too late?”

      David stared back at him. Richter saw a man trying to decide if he should talk or not, and if either decision was a good idea.

      Next to David, Torres sat quietly and listened. So did Mickey, but Richter wasn’t sure about the mother and daughter, who had moved over to join Torres and Mickey on this side of the living room. The girl was occasionally nodding off, her bright pink raincoat like a beacon in the semidarkness of the room. Angela didn’t look like she was going to sleep anytime soon.

      “I want an explanation,” Richter said to David. “What did you mean when you said we should kill him before it’s too late? Before what’s too late?”

      David shook his head but didn’t say anything.

      “Don’t shake your head,” Richter said. “Use your words. Explain yourself.”

      “He was bitten,” David said, nodding in Franklin’s direction. “You saw it for yourself. He was bitten.”

      “So? What if he was bitten? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I’ve seen it before…”

      “Seen what?”

      “People get bitten. Then… things happen to them.”

      “What kind of things? And where did you see it happen before?”

      “Here.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes. Here. In this place.”

      “This isn’t your first time here…”

      “No. I did come in here to escape the storm, but I’ve been in here before. A lot of times. It’s abandoned, and the lobby is safe, most of the time.”

      “‘Safe, most of the time’? What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s safe, most of the time.”

      “Explain.”

      David took a moment to glance toward the front door. They’d left it open because there was no reason to lock it. Besides, it allowed them to hear what was happening outside, and, to an extent, in the rest of the building.

      “David,” Richter said, snapping his fingers in front of the man’s face to get his attention again.

      David turned back to him.

      “Tell me what you know about this place,” Richter said. “Start with the lobby. Why is it safe, but only most of the time?”

      “Because she makes it safe.”

      “Who? Who makes it safe?”

      “The lady.”

      “What lady?”

      “The old lady you guys killed on the eighth floor.” He stared at Richter. “She keeps it away from the lobby because a lot of us use it for shelter. She says it’s safe to be here as long as we don’t go up any higher.”

      Even Torres had stopped pretending not to listen and turned her head to stare at David. Mickey did the same. Richter didn’t glance back, but he assumed Esme and Cent were as well. There was something about the way David talked, as if he were telling campfire stories about ghosts and goblins.

      “From who?” Richter asked. “What is the lobby safe from, as long as no one goes up to the higher floors?”

      “Him,” David said. He turned to look toward the bedroom where Pete was taken. “He’s the one that took your friend.” Then, focusing across the living room at Franklin, “The same one that did that to him.”

      “Him?” Richter said. “There’s just one? One person did all of this?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Everyone knows this.” He stared back at Richter, the fear in his eyes as obvious as Richter’s own growing confusion. “Just like everyone knows that without her, without the old lady, there’s nothing to stop him anymore. He’s free. You made him free.”

      “Free from what?”

      “Free to do whatever he wants…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          

      

    

    







            Torres

          

        

      

    

    
      An old lady was dead and two of Smith’s people were missing, with a third and fourth injured. To say things were not looking good for Smith’s crew would be an understatement. Torres might have taken some joy in that sudden turn of events if she wasn’t stuck in the Wilshire Apartments along with them. It wasn’t just her and the civilians, but Wheeler too. Her partner desperately needed medical aid.

      Wheeler hadn’t woken up during the chaos. Not even the screaming and gunfire could rouse him from his slumber. That wasn’t a good sign. Smith allowed her to check on the older cop, not that there was anything she could do. Smith himself didn’t have any more first aid to go around after they’d patched up the Latino.

      Torres didn’t like seeing Wheeler in his current state. He was still breathing, but it was barely noticeable. There was no doubt her friend and partner was going to die unless they got him help. Real help. Smith knew it too.

      “There’s nothing I can do,” he said, watching her from the open door. “There’s nothing you can do either. There’s nothing any of us can do. Not until this storm passes.”

      “He’ll die before then,” Torres said.

      “Or you can risk it. Take your chances with him out there in the squad car.”

      “You’d let me do that?”

      “Why not?”

      She squinted back at him.

      “Scout’s honor,” he said.

      “You weren’t in the Scouts.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “It’s obvious you were never in the Scouts.”

      He smirked. “Guilty. But my proposal stands. If you want to take the risk, you can. I won’t stop you.”

      “We have zero chances out there. I’d be lucky to get beyond the block before we drown. But you already know that, don’t you?”

      He shrugged but didn’t say anything.

      She walked over to him, looking him in the eyes as she did so. Of course she wasn’t nearly as intimidating as she would have liked, not with the handcuffs on. Smith had allowed her to see Wheeler, but he hadn’t given her more leeway than that.

      “If he dies, you’ll be responsible,” Torres said. “It doesn’t matter the circumstances. You’re the one who caused this.”

      Smith didn’t say anything, and the two of them stared at one another. She didn’t blink, and neither did he.

      “Deny it,” she said.

      “Deny what?”

      “That it’s your fault.”

      “There’s no point, because you’re right.”

      That surprised her. She was expecting some kind of attempt to deflect blame. Instead, he was admitting culpability in Wheeler’s condition.

      He smiled, seeing her reaction.

      Asshole. He knows he caught me off guard with that.

      “What’s in the bag?” she asked.

      This time it was Smith who was caught off guard. She’d seen them carrying the same unbranded duffel bag everywhere they went. Even when it was on the floor, someone was always sitting next to it. The same duffel bag they’d brought up from the lobby with them. The only thing in this entire building that seemed to matter to them.

      “What bag?” Smith said.

      “The bag your people have been carrying around like it’s got the Crown Jewels inside.”

      He shrugged. “Clothes.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Well, that’s too bad.”

      “So what’s in the bag?”

      “None of your business.”

      He turned around and walked back into the living room. She followed him outside.

      Mickey and David looked up from where they sat. Macy and Angela, who had come over to join them on their side of the living room, were sound asleep. Torres wasn’t surprised by that. Both of them had looked exhausted to her. She was too, but Torres had things to worry about other than resting.

      She looked across the room. There, the duffel bag in question. It sat next to “Jane,” within arm’s reach. The young man, whose name she didn’t know and everyone just called “kid,” sat next to the open front door. It was dark outside; much darker than it was inside the apartment.

      Smith stopped in the middle and looked around at the others. “It’s going to be a long night, so try to get some rest. Let’s hope Matthew eases up tomorrow and we can all go our separate ways.”

      “Matthew isn’t going anywhere anytime soon,” Torres said. “It’s just getting started.”

      “Is that what the weathermen are saying?”

      “You know I’m right,” she said, looking toward the windows, at the rain and debris lashing against the glass.

      “Maybe,” Smith said. “Or maybe not. We’ll find out tomorrow. Until then…” He gestured toward the empty spot between Mickey and David.

      Torres walked over and sat back down, while Smith wandered over to the kid and crouched in front of him. They started talking, but in low enough voices that she couldn’t overhear. Every now and then, the kid glanced in her direction. Torres found it odd that Smith seemed to trust the kid—though he wasn’t really a kid, it was just what they called him in lieu of his real name—more than the woman, Jane, who was older by at least a decade. From the way Smith interacted with the crew, it was easy enough for Torres to figure out that Smith, Bob, and the kid were the original trio, while the others were add-ons.

      Add-ons for what was the question. A job, obviously. A criminal job.

      And once again, it all went back to the duffel bag sitting next to Jane. What was in there? Whatever it was, it was valuable enough that they were committed to keeping it safeguarded at all times.

      “Man, he don’t look too good,” Mickey was saying. He was watching Jose, across the living room. “Guy’s been shaking like a leaf since he went all Rambo.”

      “They should kill him before it’s too late,” David said. Torres wasn’t sure if he was talking to Mickey or himself, or no one. They’d said his name was “David,” but she wasn’t so sure. Not that she understood why a homeless person would care about revealing their real identity.

      “They ain’t gonna do that,” Mickey said. “You’re crazy.”

      “He’s not him anymore.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “He’s not him anymore, that’s what it means.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Yes, it does. If you know this place…”

      “And you do?”

      “Everyone does around here.”

      “Around here, where? Skid Row, you mean?”

      “If you want to call it that.”

      “What do you call it?”

      “Home.”

      Torres turned to look at the young man. She’d seen and interacted with enough of Houston’s homeless population over the years to recognize one. David had the familiar smell and look, not to mention messy hair and hard lines across a face that couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

      Smith had stood up, his private conversation with the kid finished. He looked around at them. “Everyone sit tight. This thing will be over by tomorrow morning. Until then, let’s try to keep out of each other’s hair.”

      Easy for you to say. You have the gun.

      The radios Smith and the woman were carrying squawked, and a familiar voice—Bob—came through the tiny speakers: “Boss.”

      Smith answered. “Where are you?”

      “Tenth floor. I found them.”

      “Say again?”

      “I found them. The ones that took Pete.”

      “I’m on my way. Don’t do anything until I get there. Understand?”

      “Roger that.”

      “Bob…”

      “I gotcha, boss. Staying still until you get here.”

      Satisfied, Smith looked over at Jane. “Keep an eye on them.” Then he turned around to face Torres. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Torres said, and thought, Not that I’d tell you even if I was going to, asshole.

      He might have rolled his eyes slightly. Clearly, he didn’t believe her. “Your partner’s already in bad shape. Don’t make it worse.”

      She gritted her teeth. There was more to that than just a comment—there was an accusation embedded in it, because she was the reason he was in his current condition.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Torres said.

      Smith smirked before leaving the apartment. This time, he closed the door after him, and the kid got up and pushed the deadbolts into place. There were two of them, which was one of the reasons Smith had chosen this apartment.

      “Something’s going on, huh?” Mickey said. “Not the good kind of something, either. You think it has to do with the missing redhead?”

      Torres didn’t know why Mickey was asking the question. It was obvious it had everything to do with the missing redhead. Bob had found the culprits and now Smith was going to join in for… whatever happened next.

      Which had nothing to do with her at the moment. Her only problem was keeping everyone safe, especially Wheeler. She glanced into the bedroom again. He remained as still now as when she’d checked in on him. His breathing was shallow and barely perceptible from where she sat.

      “They should kill him before it’s too late.” David, staring at Jose as he said the words.

      Jane snapped a quick, annoyed look in his direction. “Shut up. Don’t say that again.”

      The kid glanced over but he didn’t say anything. He’d sat back down next to the door, his gun out and lying on the carpeted floor next to him.

      “It’s too—” David said. Or started to say.

      Jane pointed a finger across the room at him, her eyes blazing lasers across the small distance. “Shut the hell up.”

      David mumbled to himself, but it was low enough that Jane couldn’t hear. Even Torres, sitting next to him, couldn’t hear most of what he was mumbling, except for the words, “…too late…” over and over again.

      For her part, Torres stared at the duffel bag next to Jane. The way they’d been carrying it around—including Jane—told her it wasn’t very heavy. Not light, but not heavy enough that Jane couldn’t lift it easily, or hold it for long stretches, both of which she had done.

      What the hell is in that bag?
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        * * *

      

      She fell asleep. She wasn’t sure when that had happened. Maybe it was all the events of the day, or maybe it was the pain still throbbing from the back of her head where Jane had broken a radio against it, but sleep came without warning.

      And she woke up the same way—with Smith crouched in front of her, his eyes locked on hers. There were faint sensations along her cheeks. Slaps. Smith had been slapping her awake. Not violently, but just hard enough to get her attention.

      The second thing she noticed was that Smith was covered in blood.

      No, not blood.

      Some type of black tar, caking half of his face like a Kabuki mask.

      “Wake up,” Smith said. “I need you awake.”

      “What?” Torres said.

      “I need you awake,” he said again.

      David, to her left, and Mickey, to her right, had also fallen asleep. So had Macy and her mother. They stirred but didn’t snap awake the way she had.

      Torres struggled to sit up straight and stared back at Smith. She concentrated on the strange black wetness clinging to his chin and cheek. It wasn’t blood, though it looked like blood. And at the same time, not. Was it blood? Smith himself looked as if he’d been to hell and back.

      “Jesus Christ, what happened to you?” she asked.

      Smith didn’t answer. Instead, he took a key out from his pocket. “Your hands.”

      “What?”

      “Give me your hands.”

      She held them up and watched in confusion as he unlocked the handcuffs. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Why are you doing it?”

      He didn’t answer that one. He pulled the handcuffs off her and reached behind his back. She flinched when his hand reappeared with a Glock—her own, she quickly picked up—and held it, grip-first, toward her.

      She looked at it, then up at him.

      “Take it,” Smith said.

      “What?”

      “Take it.” He pushed the gun closer to her. “Take it.”

      She continued to stare at him. He stared back. There was something in his eyes that she hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t exactly fear, but there was some… anxiousness.

      “Is this a trick?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Why are you giving it back to me?”

      “Just take it.”

      She refused to, as every scenario in the world that ended with her being shot flashed across her mind’s eye.

      Mickey had gone back to snoring next to her, and so had David. The woman, Jane, stirred but didn’t wake up. The kid, though, was already on his feet, his own pistol in his hand. Smith had woken him up first; or if he wasn’t asleep, he’d talked to the kid before moving to her next. He hadn’t bothered with Jane or the others.

      Smith grabbed her right wrist and shoved the gun into her palm. At first she thought it was a trick—maybe he was using it as an excuse to kill her, even if it didn’t make a lick of sense because he didn’t need a reason—but when she felt the gun, she knew it wasn’t.

      The Glock had a fully loaded magazine.

      “Dutch is dead,” Smith said.

      “Dutch? Who’s Dutch?”

      “Bob. He’s dead.”

      “How?”

      “The one that took Pete. It killed Dutch. And it’s going to come for us too.”

      He stood up and glanced toward the door. It was so dark Torres could barely make out the hallway on the other side. The room had grown colder, and every lightning flash beyond the windows lit up the apartment, only for it to go dark again seconds later. The rain seemed to have picked up, and she could hear the howls of wind through the parts of the building that weren’t protected from the outside elements.

      “Who’s coming for us?” Torres asked.

      She couldn’t process what was happening. Why had Smith given her back her own gun? How had Bob died?

      Smith looked back at her. “It’s coming. We need to get ready.”

      We? she thought as she pushed up to her feet, the Glock in her hand. It was much easier to stand up without the handcuffs hindering her movements.

      She wasn’t sure why she didn’t shoot him right away. Maybe it was the look on his face, or the sound of his voice. It wasn’t all fear, but there was some of it there. And then there was the black… whatever that was, clinging to him. Like dark sludge. And the stink. The stink radiated off him. She hadn’t smelled that before, and it made her wince.

      “Wake everyone up,” Smith said. “Sleeping time’s over.”
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      “Tenth floor. I found them.”

      “Say again?”

      “I found them. The ones that took Pete.”

      “I’m on my way. Don’t do anything until I get there. Understand?”

      “Roger that.”

      “Bob…”

      “I gotcha, boss. Staying still until you get here.”

      There was something in Dutch’s voice that Richter hadn’t heard in a while. Actually, he’d never heard it before. It wasn’t fear. Dutch didn’t get afraid. The big man was the rock that Richter relied on during their jobs. He was simultaneously the confidant, enforcer, and sounding board. The topper was that he was also really, really good at his job. Good enough, in fact, that Richter had even acquiesced when the ex-Marine asked him to let his little brother join them despite the lack of experience. Or, really, much of anything in the way of contribution.

      Now that little brother was missing and Dutch was on the tenth floor—four more above where Richter was now—and sounding very anxious.

      Richter picked up his pace, wanting to reach Dutch before the big man did anything stupid. Though right now, Richter wasn’t sure what qualified as stupid. It could be anything, which was the problem. One of many.

      His sweaty clothes, almost dried from the last time he made the trip up the stairwell—and then again, back down—were back to their own sticky habits. He considered taking off the overalls to lessen the load. Or maybe his inner clothes. One or the other. Having two layers of clothes was not conducive to running up and down a flight of stairs. To top it off, Matthew had turned the stairwell humid. Besides Richter’s own stink, there was the staleness in the air, clogging up his olfactory senses.

      Dutch was waiting for him near the door when Richter opened it. The ex-Marine was in a crouch, still as a gargoyle with his back to Richter, the shotgun lying across one of his knees. He never glanced over as Richter slowly let the door click back into place behind him.

      Richter went into a slight crouch next to the bigger man and looked in the same direction as Dutch, not that he could see much of anything. The coming night had taken away most of the building’s natural sunlight, leaving them in relative semidarkness. Richter didn’t like the atmosphere. He hated the stink of the hallway even more than the stench in the stairwell. The smell wasn’t coming from them either. Yes, they were both covered in sweat, but it was what was in the air—that had been there long before they arrived—that caught his attention.

      What the hell is that smell?

      It was undefinable, like something that shouldn’t exist but did. And it signaled that he’d found the right hallway. Here, on the tenth floor. There was nothing special about it among the other nineteen ones. It looked identical to all the others.

      And yet, there was that rotten stench in the air, clawing at his exposed face…

      Like all the others, there were twenty apartments on this one, numbered from 1001 to 1020. Every door was closed except for one near the middle. Richter couldn’t tell the number from here, so he spent a few seconds counting the doors down until he reached the right one.

      Apartment 1010, on their right.

      Richter stayed silent and waited alongside Dutch. The only sounds were their breathing. Richter’s was slightly more labored than Dutch’s. Then again, he had just walked up nearly ten flights of stairs in humid conditions, and every inch of him was soaked in his own sweat.

      Finally, Richter broke the silence. “What am I looking at?”

      Dutch pointed to Apartment 1010 with the barrel of his shotgun, as if Richter didn’t already know where to look. He’d been focused on the apartment for a while now, not that he could see anything inside. There were no lights anywhere, including from within.

      “And?” Richter said.

      “It’s in there,” Dutch said. Unlike Richter, the big man wasn’t whispering. Why wasn’t he whispering? Wasn’t he afraid whoever he’d tracked up here would be able to hear him talking?

      “Who?”

      “Not who. What.”

      “Say again?”

      “What.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s something else.”

      “You mean a junkie?”

      Dutch shook his head.

      “Homeless bum?” Richter said.

      Again, another shake of his head.

      “Dutch, what’s going on? I’m tired of guessing. Just tell me.”

      “It’s in there,” was all Dutch would say before he stood up. Richter heard the man’s bones popping as he did so, which meant he’d been sitting here, in the same position, for some time now.

      Richter stood up too. He stopped trying to understand what it was and said, “How many?”

      “I don’t know. I think more than one.”

      “More than one?” he asked, even though it made sense there would be more than one perp. How else could they have pushed the refrigerator to where they needed it in the bedroom above Pete’s room? Sure, one person could have done it, but two—or more—would have been much easier.

      “I think so.”

      “You’re not sure.”

      “No.”

      “Did you see Pete?”

      Dutch shook his head. “But he’s in there. I know it.”

      How do you know it? Richter thought but didn’t say out loud.

      He said instead, “All right. I didn’t walk up ten floors for nothing. Let’s get this over with.”

      “What’s the protocol?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are the gloves off?”

      “Marcus is gone and probably dead, Franklin is out of commission, Cent’s got a hole in his shoulder, and Pete was snatched out from underneath our noses. Fuck the gloves.”

      “Just wanna make sure,” Dutch said before he just started walking up the hallway.

      Richter followed closely behind him, the Glock in his hand. He glanced back, just to make sure no one had sneaked up on them while they were chatting it up. In here, with nothing but the exterior sounds of the storm slamming against the building, they might as well be using bullhorns.

      As they moved up the hallway, their shoes making slight crunching sounds against the hardened carpet fibers, Richter kept his eyes on the apartment doors to the right and left of them. A few were slightly ajar, something he hadn’t seen from the stairwell, but there was only darkness on the other side of the tiny openings. The sights were unsettling, but Richter didn’t give voice to them.

      He concentrated on his breathing instead. It’d been a while since he had this kind of eventful day. In fact, he couldn’t recall the last time things had gone this… violent on a job. That was why you planned it all out from beginning to end, after all, with all the redundancies for the redundancies. So something like this didn’t happen.

      And yet, here he was.

      What was that saying about best laid plans?

      Yeah…

      It didn’t take very long for them to near Apartment 1010. It was right in front of them, just one door up and to the right. Hard to miss, being the only apartment in the entire hallway with the door wide open. Richter tried to pick up anything that could be interpreted as someone waiting on the other side, but there was only the wind and rain beating ceaselessly against the Wilshire Apartments’ exterior.

      Richter took a deep breath to prepare himself. He regretted it immediately as he sucked in all the dust and stink of the hallway.

      Shit. Don’t do that again.

      He was still chastising himself when Dutch moved.

      “Wait,” Richter said, but he hadn’t even gotten the whole word out before Dutch was already inside the apartment. For a big man, Dutch could really move when he wanted to.

      Richter ran inside after him⁠—

      —and stopped a few feet into the living room, weapons ready to shoot anything that popped out of the darkness at them.

      And it was dark. Way, way too dark. There were no lights to be had. The windows across the room were covered in duct tape, with what looked like heavy black-out curtains draped over that, as if whoever lived here really, really didn’t want sunlight to enter the apartment. Ever.

      Richter could hear the sounds of the storm outside but not see it. Not even a little bit of it.

      There was nothing around them but stained carpeting and peeling wallpaper. Two bedrooms, one on the right, the other on the left. They both had closed doors, and there was nothing that looked like light coming from underneath either one.

      Richter and Dutch exchanged a glance. Dutch had noticed it too.

      Smelled it, to be specific.

      It wasn’t just the lingering stink that clogged up the entire hallway, but something else—something more pronounced and familiar. Something he could put a word to.

      Blood.

      There was blood in the air.

      A lot of it.

      But they couldn’t see any of it. Then again, there could have been a lot of blood everywhere and it would be impossible to know for sure in the darkness of the apartment. They had flashlights, but turning those on would give their position away. Not that Richter thought they were stealthy ninjas, but there was no need to make it more obvious.

      Dutch nodded at the bedroom to the left, then to the one on the right. Translation: I’ll take that one; you take the other one.

      They split up, Richter moving right as Dutch went left. Richter watched his step, not that there was anything to trip over. Or even step on. The carpet was surprisingly barren of the type of refuse he was used to from the other apartment, as well as the lobby. Someone had made a concerted effort to clean the place up. Maybe the same someone who had blacked out the windows.

      Richter’s target was the smaller of the two bedrooms. Dutch’s was the master. Unless, of course, the apartments’ interiors were laid out differently, which he didn’t think so. Cheapo constructions like this one, built for speed and quantity, just couldn’t afford that kind of creativity. Or any creativity at all.

      Dutch beat him to the master bedroom door, but he didn’t kick or open it right away. Instead, the big man waited, watching Richter as he reached his a few seconds later. Dutch had taken out a flashlight but hadn’t turned it on. The ex-Marine gave Richter a You ready? look.

      Richter fished out his own Maglite, thinking Fuck no to himself, but he nodded back anyway. Then he held up five fingers.

      Dutch nodded.

      Richter turned back to face his door. Cheap wood, like everything else about the building, from the lobby to the stairwell, and, no doubt, the rooftop. Which made the fact the Wilshire hadn’t caved in on itself yet with Matthew bearing down on it something of a miracle.

      The heavy aroma of blood was coming from the other side of his bedroom, like fingers reaching underneath the openings at the bottom and along the sides of the door. Richter started breathing through his mouth. He couldn’t stand to breathe in the scent anymore. It was vile, choking the life out of the air. He wanted to turn and run. This was not a place he wanted to be. Not now, not here, not ever.

      Boom! as Dutch shot out the door with the Remington before kicking the thin slab of wood. It swung open for him, barely offering any resistance. The way it moved—so easily—made Richter wonder if Dutch had to even shoot the doorknob in the first place.

      Then Dutch was gone, disappearing into the bedroom.

      Richter turned to his own door and gave it a swift kick, about right where the doorknob was but just a few inches to the left of it. As he had suspected, the door was just as poorly made as Dutch’s, and it nearly folded in on itself as it swung open for him.

      He flicked on the Maglite and stepped inside, holding the Glock in his right hand, ready to shoot.

      He didn’t shoot anything.

      Instead, he wished he hadn’t ever heard of the Wilshire Apartments.

      Mother of God…

      Richter had lived on four continents before he was twenty. He could speak three languages fluently and knew his way around a half dozen more well enough to get in trouble. He’d seen a lot of things in his life, but he’d never seen this.

      He’d never seen this.

      It was a slaughterhouse. There was so much blood that it filled the stagnant air, dripping out of every pore of the room, from the stained carpets to the peeling wallpaper to the cracking ceiling. Bodies were scattered across one side of the wall to the other. The beam of his flashlight razed across the twisted and decapitated corpses of men and women. Old, young. Black, white, and every other color in-between.

      There was no telling how many there were, or how long they’d been here. It was impossible to walk any farther than where he was standing without stepping on a hand or foot or head. The closest one—a woman in her 50s, with braids in her gray hair—lay just a few feet from the toes of Richter’s shoes. She lay on her back, her head tilted slightly to one side, exposing the gaping gash in her throat. Her blood, along with the others, was now part of the carpet instead of being two distinct things.

      One entity. One horror.

      Richter dry heaved and groped for the doorframe to keep himself upright. Every part of him was numb, every inch of his exposed skin tingling with the crowding stench of blood and death that filled the room.

      Boom!

      It’d come from the other bedroom.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Dutch, firing his shotgun.

      Richter reversed course, retreating out of the room. His shoes squeaked as the blood that coated the soles (Jesus, when did that happen?) created wet friction.

      He looked left as another boom! echoed.

      That was five shots. The police Remington 870 semiautomatic had a capacity of six shells. Franklin had already fired one earlier, leaving five for Dutch. As far as Richter knew, Dutch had never reloaded the weapon.

      Richter ran toward the master bedroom. He got halfway when a figure stumbled outside, retreating through the open doorway the same way Richter himself had done just a few seconds ago.

      It was Dutch.

      He was still holding the shotgun as he backed out. But there was something very wrong with the way he was moving. It was stilted, out of control, and… shaky.

      Dutch stopped, and his head turned. As it did so, blood sprayed from the other side of his face. Richter flashed back to Franklin’s wound. There were gaping holes in Dutch’s face that didn’t belong there, as if someone—or something—had punched their fingers into them. Streams of blood arced through the air, splattering the carpet and wall and parts of the open bedroom door.

      Richter had stopped without realizing it, and now he took a step back as blood sprayed in his direction, nearly splashing him too. If he didn’t have the flashlight, Richter would have been spared all the gory details. But he did, and he saw everything, and knew he would remember it for the rest of his life.

      Dutch fell to his knees, the shotgun finally falling next to him. The ex-Marine reached up with both hands, cupping the side of his face that was bleeding, his eyes growing wide, wide, and wider still. In the brilliant light of his flashlight beam, Richter was able to see the terror in his friend’s eyes.

      Richter took another step back, then a third one, as Dutch slumped forward. He landed on his remaining good cheek, which only served to put pressure on the bad one, and more blood spurted free.

      For a second—just a split second—he thought about going for the Remington next to Dutch’s still body. But then he remembered that the weapon was likely empty, unless Dutch had reloaded it before he left.

      Something moved out of the corner of Richter’s right eye.

      He staggered back some more, turning as he did so, to face the master bedroom. The Glock swung up at the same time as the flashlight, the beam of light racing across the floor and wall, moving up and to the side.

      Something emerged out of the twisting darkness. It was moving on all fours, like some kind of crab. Instead of turning toward Richter, it went straight for Dutch.

      Richter continued backpedaling, unable to comprehend what he was seeing.

      What was he seeing?

      He didn’t know. It didn’t make any bit of sense. It was a man—but it wasn’t really a man. Something between man and animal, skittering like some kind of spider… thing toward Dutch. Richter’s flashlight danced across a smooth, hairless round skull as the figure leaned over Dutch’s face and… began… chewing it.

      Richter dry heaved again, and like last time, nothing came out.

      The half-human, half-animal thing focused all its attention on Dutch, as if Richter didn’t exist. The slurping noises of a tongue licking flesh, teeth scraping against bone, and the horrific sound of swallowing…

      Richter shot it on the top of its exposed head.

      Shattered bone and ripped flesh flicked across the room, splattering the wall and floor. The spider-thing seemed to rock back at the bullet’s impact, but it didn’t go down. He’d almost gotten it in the brain, but it’d been moving too erratically, and his shot went slightly too high. That should have still put it down. Only it hadn’t. Instead, it lifted its head and glared at him, as if finally noticing Richter’s presence for the first time.

      The Maglite revealed a face that was human and at the same time, not. It had no traces of hair at all, and its skin was pruned in spots. Coagulated black liquid clung to the top of its skull, where Richter’s bullet had gone in and exited the back of its neck, leaving behind a jagged opening like some poorly dug pit.

      Sharp features stared at Richter, more feline than human. A pair of blue eyes peered through the darkness at Richter. There was nothing that resembled a sclera. Richter could only see blue from one corner of the eye to the other. The color itself was dull, as if trapped within folds of shadows and unable to be fully realized. If he hadn’t shined the flashlight right on it, Richter might not have figured out the color. There was intelligence behind those eyes, along with something else. Something… more.

      Inhuman.

      Evil.

      One of its ears was missing, the stump dripping black blood. A recent injury, maybe caused by one of Dutch’s shotgun rounds. Its cheeks were sunken, its sharp nose more like an eagle’s beak than a man’s. When it opened its mouth to sneer at him, Richter’s flashlight revealed sharp and broken shards that used to be teeth. Each remaining tooth was stained yellow and uneven, reminding Richter of the kind of teeth that could only come from years of abusing meth.

      It wasn’t wearing clothes or shoes or any of the things that society deemed necessary. Not that there was anything to hide anyway. Richter couldn’t see sex organs or anything that would tell him if this was a man or woman. Or if it used to be male or female. This… thing in front of him, crouched so low to the floor it might as well be some kind of human-sized toad, was beyond gender.

      Without clothes, it was easy for Richter to see that it was rail-thin and appeared painfully malnourished. He could make out the ribcage underneath its sagging flesh, which hung off its limbs like layers of gossamer instead of skin. Its chest, like its cheeks, was sunken, as if it hadn’t eaten in not days but weeks and, possibly, months. Bright red blood (Dutch’s. That’s Dutch’s blood.) dripped from its misshapen mouth and down its sharp, bony chin to its neck, where it disappeared among a forest of throbbing veins and smooth flesh.

      “What the fuck are you?” Richter whispered.

      It answered by springing up, black sludge flitting from the hole Richter had put in the top of its head and the back of its neck. It should have been dead, but it wasn’t. He’d shot it in the back of the skull, for God’s sake. So why wasn’t it dead?

      Why wasn’t it dead?

      It was fast too. One heartbeat it was on the floor and the next it was halfway to him. Richter backpedaled as fast as he could even as he pulled the trigger on the Glock over and over. Bullets struck the creature in the chest and limbs and face and pierced right through, slamming harmlessly into the wall across the living room.

      And it kept coming.

      It was almost in front of Richter when he swung the flashlight. The light landed on the creature’s bone-thin face a split second before the rest of the Maglite did. The round end of the flashlight dug into flesh. More blood splashed, and the force of the blow made the thing fall sideways and down.

      Where it sprang right back up.

      Jesus Christ.

      Richter fled into the hallway. He could hear it behind him, skittering across the carpet on all fours. He didn’t look back to make sure. He didn’t have to. He could feel its vile breath against the back of his neck.

      Richter all but threw himself out into the hallway, slamming into the far wall. He quickly spun around, the Glock swinging up⁠—

      It was a foot away from crushing him with its entire body when he fired again, emptying the rest of the magazine into it. The force of bullets didn’t kill it, but it stopped its forward momentum, and the creature staggered back as rounds chopped into its other cheek and chin and temple. More struck it in the chest, but like before, these went right through it and disappeared into the apartment.

      And it kept coming.

      Richter would have kept shooting if he had bullets left, but he didn’t. Instead, he struck it across the face again with the flashlight. Then, when it stumbled back, he hit it with the empty Glock.

      Then the flashlight.

      Then the gun.

      Then the flashlight again!

      He had backed it almost into the apartment, but not quite. Richter kicked it in the chest and watched his shoe almost sink into its flesh, followed by what might have been bones breaking against the sole.

      But the blow did its job, and the creature fell back through the open doorway.

      Richter didn’t wait. He turned and ran toward the stairwell, reloading as he went. His clothes and face were covered in the creature’s blood. Or something that looked and felt like blood but… different. His mind flashed back to what he’d seen in the room where Pete was taken. The same tar-like liquid, like blood but not. That, he knew now, had come from the same creature.

      He didn’t look back until he was at the stairwell door.

      The creature had returned to the hallway outside of Apartment 1010, but it hadn’t pursued him. From a distance, it almost looked like a man. Richter hadn’t realized just how elongated and distorted its features were—from its bare feet to its shattered skull—until now, as it stood there, still, and stared back at him.

      Then it sneered and returned into the apartment.

      Richter jumped into the stairwell and raced down the steps, his heartbeat hammering away at a thousand miles an hour.
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      “The obayifo is not to be trifled with, my son. When you see one, you must run. Always run. Don’t fight it. Don’t be brave. Many men have tried, and many men have failed.”

      “But how will I know when I see one?”

      “You will. Don’t worry, you will. Its smell will give it away.”

      “What kind of smell, Momma?”

      “Food spoiled for years. Garbage left out in the sun too long. The stench comes from its soul. Its rotten soul. And its eyes. Its dark eyes.”

      “How dark, Momma?”

      “Darker than the darkest seas. So dark that to look into them is to gaze into the abyss. And sometimes, sometimes, the sea is blue like the ocean.”

      “Have you seen one, Momma?”

      “No, thank God. But I know people that have. They tell stories…”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “The kind that make your hair stand up. The kind that give you nightmares.”

      “Momma…”

      “Yes, my son?”

      “I’m scared, Momma.”

      “Don’t be. I’m here. You’re my child. The most important person on this planet of ours. I will always protect you.”

      “But what if you’re not here anymore, Momma?”

      “That doesn’t matter. I’ll always be here.”

      “But what if you’re not here, Momma?”

      She had smiled at him even as she stroked his head. He didn’t have much in the way of hair at the time—only a few strands here and there—but she enjoyed running her fingers through them anyway. “I’ll always be here for you. No matter what. No matter when. No matter where.”

      “Promise?” he’d asked, in that childlike voice that could only come out of the child he once was.

      “Yes,” she had said, smiling brightly again. So brightly that he barely heard the sounds of gunfire in the distance. So much gunfire, all the time. Even in the refugee camps, you couldn’t escape it.

      “Promise, promise?”

      “Yes, my darling. Promise, promise.”

      He’d smiled, then, comforted by her soothing voice, her undying promise. She would always be there for him when he needed her. When the obayifo came for him, his mother would rise to protect him, for he was the most important thing to her, and would always be.

      “Whatever happens,” she would say as he drifted off to sleep each night, “always remember that I will be at your side. Maybe you won’t always see me, but you’ll know I’m there. You will feel it. You will feel it…”
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        * * *

      

      Mother? Where are you?

      His mother wasn’t here. She’d passed five years ago after a long struggle. She’d gone peacefully, in her bed, with Cent sitting by her side, his sorrow bending him over her like a human pretzel. In her last weeks, it was he who’d protected her, their roles having changed. Not that he could have done anything for her. No one could, not even the doctors and their fancy equipment in their expensive hospitals.

      In the end, she’d left him alone, her promise broken.

      He didn’t realize just how alone he was until now, as he watched the female cop, Torres, waking up the other civilians they’d taken captive. She went from one person to another, shaking them awake.

      Richter had returned to the apartment, tar-like wetness dripping from his face and the front of his clothes. His eyes were widened, pupils dilated, and Cent had never seen him in that state before, but he’d seen it on others. Richter was anxious and in a state of semi-shock. Not completely, because Richter was always in control. Sometimes not fully, but always at least partially.

      And he’d returned without Dutch.

      He woke Cent up first, while the others snored around them. Even Esme and the cop, Torres. It didn’t escape Cent that he’d fallen asleep and forgotten to stand (or sit) guard. His gun was in his lap, there for the taking if anyone was awake. Fortunately, no one was. And yet, it was a failure on his part, and he expected Richter to rip him a new one.

      But he didn’t. Richter had other things on his mind. More important things.

      “Dutch is dead,” Richter said. He wasn’t quite whispering but kept his voice low, meant for Cent’s ears only.

      “How?” Cent asked, matching his pitch.

      “There’s something on the tenth floor. I don’t know what it is. It killed Dutch. It’s killed a lot of other people before we even got here. Dozens. I didn’t exactly have time to count, but it’s a lot.”

      “You okay?”

      “No,” Richter said as he stood up. “I don’t think any of us is going to be all right for a while, Cent.”

      After that, Richter woke up the cop. Cent wasn’t surprised he hadn’t moved on to Esme or Franklin before Torres. The latter wasn’t in any shape to help. And Esme… Cent had seen the way she stared off at nothing. Vets like Dutch called it the thousand-yard stare. She was shell-shocked by what had happened in the lobby with the other cop.

      Now, Torres was waking the others. Mickey, the lanky black kid, woke up groaning, waving his hands in the air until he realized he wasn’t wearing handcuffs anymore. “Whoa. What’s going on?”

      “Wake up,” Torres said.

      “I’m awake, I’m awake.”

      She smacked him on the cheek, probably a little harder than she really had to. “Wake up.”

      “Hey, I’m awake! Come on! That was completely unnecessary!”

      “That was very necessary.”

      The homeless man, David, sat up and looked around before he could be woken by Torres. “Is it time?”

      “Time for what?” Torres said.

      “It’s time,” he said, more to himself than her, or anyone else in the room.

      The mother and daughter were the last two to wake; the girl rubbed her eyes while her mother struggled to clear the cobwebs. The girl’s bright pink raincoat was a beacon in an otherwise semi-dark room. Cent could always tell where she was—and, at the same time, her mother—just by looking for the pinkest thing. It was hard to miss.

      “Mommy, are we home?” the girl asked.

      “No, sweetheart, not yet,” the mother said.

      The girl frowned. “I thought we were back at home already.”

      “Not yet, baby. Not yet.”

      And not for a while, Cent thought, listening to the hurricane swatting at the building’s exterior. The wind was louder, the rain stronger, and there was no ebbing in sight. At least, not anytime tonight.

      Richter came out of the bathroom. He’d gotten most of the black stains on his face off, but there were still some specks here and there. He hadn’t bothered to clean the same substance off his clothes. Most of… whatever it was clung to the front of his shirt, but there were splatters on his pants legs and sleeves too. He tossed a rag back into the bathroom behind him.

      Esme, to Cent’s surprise, didn’t really seem all that concerned with Torres out of handcuffs and armed with a gun. It might have even been her own gun they’d taken from her, but Cent couldn’t be sure. The tall Brazilian stood over Franklin, looking around as if trying to gauge what was happening. Or she appeared to be, though Cent could, again, see the distant stare in her eyes. Esme was gone. That brief sleep hadn’t done very much to help her clear her head of her guilt. If anything, it might have even gotten worse.

      Cent focused on David. Or that was what Richter called him, though the man didn’t always respond to it, so Cent wasn’t sure if that was actually his name. Not that it mattered. A name was a name, was a name, as Richter liked to say.

      Right now, David was staring at Franklin. The unmoving body of Franklin. The Latino was still alive, even though it was hard to tell unless you really looked. Cent had checked on him and could pick up the rise and fall of his chest. He was breathing, if just barely. He remained unconscious, the big bandage over his cheek already soaked through with blood. They’d have to change that soon or risk infection. Though to look at him, Cent didn’t think the possibility of infection was the biggest worry Franklin had right now. The man was… more dead than alive. Cent had seen it before in the camps. They were just biding their time before Franklin, as Cent’s church sponsors used to say, gave up the ghost.

      “This real?” Mickey was saying to Torres as he stood up and glanced around.

      “Yes,” Torres said.

      “He gave you that? The gun? Just like that?”

      “Yeah. Just like that.”

      “Man, something big must be dropping real soon. Something real bad.”

      “You’re a master of understatement, Mickey.”

      “I know, right?”

      Richter walked over to Torres, scratching at some black specks along the side of his neck. “You good?”

      “Not until you tell me what we’re dealing with,” Torres said.

      Richter glanced around at everyone in the room with him. “There’s something in the building with us. I don’t know what it is, but it killed Dutch. It killed a whole lot of other people before we even arrived. I’m guessing it also killed Marcus and took Pete, and did that to Franklin. I shot off half of its skull but it didn’t die. Then I emptied my whole mag into it and the fucking thing still didn’t die. That’s what we’re dealing with.”

      Cent, along with everyone else, stared at Richter. No one said a word. Cent imagined they were trying to decide whether to believe him or not, or sign him up for a straitjacket at the nearest mental ward.

      For his part, all Cent could think was, It’s here, Momma. The obayifo. It’s finally here after all this time.

      Mickey was the first one to break the silence. “Fuck my life. You serious, aren’t you?”

      “As a heart attack, kid.” Richter fixed his eyes on David. “You know, don’t you? What’s in this building with us. You knew all along.”

      David didn’t say anything, but he didn’t deny it either.

      “Spill it,” Richter said. There was an edge to his voice, telling David that this was not open for negotiation.

      “It’s been here for at least a year,” David said. “The woman—the one you guys killed—she was the only thing keeping it in check. With her gone…” He shook his head. “It’s free now. It’s free to roam the building. It’s free to do whatever it wants.”

      “Why was she keeping it in check?” Richter asked.

      “Is this real life?” Mickey asked.

      “Shut up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      To David, Richter said, “Out with it. Everything you know.”

      “I don’t know,” David said. “No one knows. People see her, from time to time, when they’re using the building for shelter. She always makes it clear they need to stay in the lobby and away from the upper floors.”

      “You weren’t in the lobby when we ran across you.”

      “I didn’t have any choice. You guys showed up, with guns, and then the whole thing with the police.”

      “You saw that?” Torres asked.

      “It was hard not to,” David said. “You guys made a lot of noise. I went up higher to get away. People with guns… should always be avoided.” He turned back to Richter. “I had to keep going up higher when your people started to do the same. Eventually, I ended up where I ended up.”

      “This creature,” Richter said. “Does it have a name?”

      “I don’t know. No one knows. No one wants to know.”

      Torres looked over at Richter. “You’re saying he’s been telling the truth this entire time? That this… thing, whatever it is, is real?”

      Richter nodded. “Yeah. It’s real.” He wiped at a piece of sludge still clinging to his chin. “It’s fucking real, all right.”

      “Mommy, he cussed,” Macy said.

      Angela shushed her.

      “And you said you emptied an entire magazine into it, and it still didn’t go down?” Torres asked Richter.

      “Yeah,” Richter said. “I also took out a big chunk of its skull and it kept coming. Bullets didn’t do a damn thing to stop it, but they can slow it down. Some. Not a lot, but some.” He took out his Maglite. “This did way more damage. Slowed it down a hell of a lot more than bullets did. But…”

      “It still kept coming,” Torres said.

      “Yeah. Still kept coming.”

      “Okay, this has got to be a dream,” Mickey said. He sat back down. “Someone wake me up when it’s morning.”

      The others ignored him. Especially Richter and Torres, who continued to lock eyes. Cent could tell they were trying to gauge one another. For Richter, it was about deciding if he could trust her. For Torres, it wasn’t quite as clear-cut: she was likely trying to decide if he had gone insane.

      Finally, Richter said, “Come with me.” Then he turned and walked toward the master bedroom.

      Torres followed, but Cent didn’t miss the way she held the Glock in her hand. She was getting ready… just in case.

      Richter closed the door behind them.

      “What the hell, man, what about us?” Mickey asked. “We don’t get to join in on the powwow? That’s rude.”

      “I thought you thought this was all a dream,” Cent said.

      “Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “I guess it’s not a dream. Unfortunately for me.” He smirked at Cent. “This ain’t gonna go well for us, chum.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You look at yourself in the mirror lately?”

      “And?”

      “We black, son. Black dudes never survive horror movies.”

      “This isn’t a movie.”

      “You tell that thing they’re talking about that,” Mickey said, looking toward the closed master bedroom door.

      “You know what it is, don’t you?” That was David, looking across at Cent. It was the first time the two of them had really locked eyes.

      Cent didn’t say anything.

      “What’s he saying?” Esme asked.

      “He knows,” David said.

      “Cent?”

      “My mother calls it the obayifo,” Cent said. “Everyone who is from the old country talks about it in whispers. The obayifo. A creature with an insatiable appetite for human blood. It comes at night, mostly, but it’s been known to stalk in the daytime under the cover of shadows.”

      “Oh my God, this is crazy,” Angela said. She let out a heavy sigh and seemed to shrink into herself, taking her daughter with her.

      “She’s right; this is crazy,” Mickey said. “You’re talking mumbo jumbo, man.”

      “Am I?” Cent said.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Richter doesn’t think so.”

      Cent didn’t worry about using Richter’s real name. Richter himself had been using all of their real names since he returned without Dutch. It was very clear now that secret identities didn’t matter anymore.

      He nodded at David. “Neither does he.”

      “It’s real,” David said.

      “You’ve seen it?” Esme asked.

      David shook his head. “No. But…”

      “But what?”

      “I’ve felt it.”

      “Felt it?” Mickey said. “What are you, a psychic now?”

      “It doesn’t take a psychic to feel its presence.” He looked around the room as if he could see something invisible among them. “You can’t feel it? It’s in here with us. It’s outside in the hallway. It’s everywhere. Up and down the building.”

      “I’ve felt it,” Cent said. “I’ve smelled it too.”

      Mickey chuckled. “He who smelt it, dealt it.”

      “This is no laughing matter,” Esme said. She was dead serious as she glared at him.

      “Just keepin’ it light,” Mickey said sheepishly.

      Richter and Torres came back outside.

      “We’re moving apartments,” Richter said. “Everyone stay alert.”

      “What then?” Esme asked.

      “Then we find a way to kill this fucking thing.”

      “You said you shot it in the head and it didn’t die. How do you kill something that doesn’t die from that?”

      “I don’t know, but it bleeds.” Richter swiped at a small spot of black sludge clinging to the bottom of his right ear. “And if it bleeds, it can die.”
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      “What the hell is that?”

      “That’s a hole.”

      “No shit. I can see that’s a hole. But how did it get there?”

      “That,” Richter said, pointing at the fridge resting on the floor. “It knew where the weak spot in the ceiling was and just what it needed to break through.”

      “It used a fridge.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Not quite. More like the devil.”

      There was blood everywhere. On the bed, on the floor, and on the wall. Bright red blood that seemed to gleam when Richter ran his flashlight over it. But there was something else too, that didn’t look right. More splatters, but they were a darker shade of black than red. Almost like… goo. She’d seen the same stuff on Richter’s face when he first reappeared in the apartment, and some still clung to his clothes now.

      “Tell me again what happened up there,” Torres said.

      “It killed Dutch. Ripped his fucking face off. That was after he unloaded every shell he had left in the Remington into it. Then it was my turn. I used up every bullet I had on the damn thing.  I even shot it in the top of the skull while it was… feeding on Dutch. It just kept coming. If anything, it looked…”

      “What?”

      “Annoyed. Irritated. Pissed off. You get the idea.”

      Torres stared at Richter, the thoughts, This is a trick. He’s fucking with me. This is all a trick. He’s got to be fucking with me, racing through her mind. Those same thoughts, not necessarily in that order, had been a constant presence ever since he uncuffed her and handed her back the Glock.

      Now, looking at him, Torres wasn’t so sure. The state of the bedroom, including the dark hole above them, was convincing. She remembered the Latino, Franklin, backing out of the room while firing his gun. He’d been bleeding everywhere from a gash in his cheek. It was that wound—or something to do with it—that had caused him to fall into something that almost seemed like a coma. He hadn’t woken up since.

      What happened to Franklin didn’t make any sense. Then again, none of this made any sense. Including why Richter had returned without the big man, Dutch, while covered in what looked like sticky tar. If he was to be believed, he’d confronted something on one of the upper floors that was more dangerous than her.

      This is a trick. It’s got to be a trick. What else could it be?

      But if it was a trick, the question was, Why?

      She’d been asking herself that a lot and couldn’t come up with anything that even resembled a satisfactory answer. There was no reason for Richter to be doing what he was doing. He had all the advantages. He had the guns and her in handcuffs. He could have done anything he wanted with her without having to resort to this. Whatever this was.

      Craziness. That was all she could come up with.

      This is crazy. All of this is nuts.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Richter said.

      “No, you don’t.”

      “You think I’m fucking with you; you just can’t figure out why.”

      She smirked. “Okay. So maybe you do know what I’m thinking.”

      “I’m not. Fucking with you, I mean.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      She used the flashlight Richter had handed her to get a better look at the fridge. The black and red stains on its surface, and the rest, against the wall and carpet, matched perfectly with what she’d expected: Franklin unloading a magazine into a target. He hadn’t missed. Not completely. Or maybe not even at all.

      But there was no body. Pete, the redhead, was gone, and so was the person—or thing—that had taken him. It’d left behind this: a chaotic scene that came across almost surreal underneath her flashlight beam.

      “I get that it got down through the hole,” Torres said, “but how did it get back up?”

      “I guess it jumped.”

      “You guess?”

      Richter shrugged. “I have no idea. This thing… it’s nothing I’ve ever dealt with before. I don’t know what else it can do. Or can’t do.”

      “This supernatural thing.”

      “Yes.”

      “Jesus. Can you hear yourself?”

      “Yes, I can. And trust me, it sounds just as ridiculous to me. But I saw it for myself. I wouldn’t believe it either if I hadn’t.” He sighed. “I’ll make you a deal: we stick together, then leave separately in the morning. You get help for your partner and take the civilians with you. That is, if the water recedes, which isn’t a given. But there’s always the rooftop. I’ll give you a radio to call for a chopper to lift everyone out.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Almost everyone. We’re not going, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “If what I saw up there doesn’t come down here for us, then there’s no harm, no foul. We wait it out. You keep the gun and we still part ways at the first opportunity.”

      “You think it’s coming down here?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not.”

      “You don’t know a lot.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Torres stared at him, trying to decide if he was crazy or if she was for standing there with a gun in her hand and not using it on him. She was a cop and he was a criminal. She didn’t know what he and his crew had stolen this morning, and it didn’t matter. They’d pulled guns on her and Wheeler and taken them captive. If just for that, she had every right—and every legal authority—to take this man down.

      And yet, there was something about the way he was looking at her.

      Jesus Christ, I can’t believe I’m about to say this…

      “All right,” Torres said.

      “All right, what?”

      “Truce, for now. Until this is over. Then we go our separate ways.”

      Richter held out his hand toward her. There were some black stains on it, along the fingers, that he hadn’t been able to completely wipe away.

      She shook it reluctantly. “What about the others?”

      “They’ll be fine.”

      “And Esme?”

      “Her too.”

      “Are you sure about that? I’ve been watching her all night…”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “She doesn’t look fine to me.”

      “She’ll get through it. She doesn’t have a choice.”

      “Wheeler’s situation is more my fault than hers.”

      “Yeah, well, you weren’t the one who pulled the trigger,” Richter said.

      No, but sometimes it feels like I did.
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        * * *

      

      Richter and David scouted the hallway, eventually deciding on an apartment near the middle that didn’t have the same kind of weak ceiling as Apartment 2004. Torres wasn’t entirely sure why Richter had taken David with him; she would have chosen Esme or Cent.

      They were all using their real names now, not the silly made-up ones they’d been using up to now. This reveal, along with the gun Richter had returned to her, convinced Torres that this wasn’t a trick. But truthfully, it was mostly the gun, and the full magazine it housed.

      As Richter and David occupied themselves with the search and Cent stood guard, Esme was left to stay behind. She spent most of her time staring off at nothing. The woman had clearly withdrawn from the group. Not just her crew, but everyone else too. Every now and then, Torres caught the other woman looking toward the bedroom with Wheeler.

      “Yeah, well, you weren’t the one who pulled the trigger,” Richter had said.

      That was true, and despite all the self-recriminations Torres felt then, still did now, and would probably suffer for her entire life, she would never have to blame herself for pulling the trigger that almost took Wheeler’s life. That was something Esme would have to live with.

      Richter had assured her that Esme would be fine, but Torres didn’t think so. She thought Richter knew it too but just didn’t want to deal with it. At least not outwardly. His actions, though, spoke volumes: trusting David to watch his back, while tasking the security of Apartment 2004 to Cent. He hadn’t given Esme very much to do.

      Torres understood the trauma that came with shooting someone. She’d never had to do it herself, but she’d witnessed the results in those who had. Contrary to what Hollywood liked to tell people, most law-enforcement officers went through their entire careers without ever having to fire a shot from their service weapon. Torres was one of them. At least, until today. But she hadn’t hit Richter when she’d tried. The same couldn’t be said for Esme.

      Richter eventually decided on Apartment 2008. Franklin was moved first, then Wheeler. They were both put into the same bedroom for easier management and wrapped in dirty bedsheets David had secured from yet another empty apartment. Both men lay on the carpet side by side, wrapped up in sheets like mummies. Neither one had woken up when they were moved, and if not for the fact they were still breathing, it would have been easy to mistake them for dead men. It was easy to understand why Wheeler remained unconscious, but it was harder to figure out with Franklin. He’d been badly hurt by whatever had taken Pete and killed Dutch, and maybe another one of Richter’s crew named Marcus, but that didn’t really explain why he gave off the vibe of a coma patient rather than an injured one.

      When she was done making sure Wheeler was tightly wrapped (and still alive, though she didn’t want to think about that part), Torres attempted to make contact with HPD through the radio Richter had given her. She came up empty, as expected. The radios Richter’s crew was using were short-distance, portable two-ways. It had zero chance of penetrating the wind and rain of Matthew.

      “Any luck?” Angela asked.

      “No,” Torres said from the window, where she was hoping to get a better signal. Opening the window hadn’t helped and only got her wetter than she was a minute ago. She closed it back up now.

      “Maybe if we go higher up…”

      “That won’t help.”

      “You sure? What if we try…?”

      Torres shook her head. “It’s the weather. Radio waves don’t do well in thunderstorms.”

      She leaned closer to the radio and peered up at the flashes of lightning in the distance. The sound of rain slamming violently into the glass panes on the other side gave her flashes of what had happened to Pete down in the lobby. She had to fight the urge to back away.

      “We need to let it die down first,” Torres said.

      “Nice,” a voice said.

      Torres glanced back at Mickey, the speaker.

      “‘Die down,’” the teen said. “Nice choice of words there, five-oh.”

      “Don’t start.”

      “Start what?”

      “Just don’t.”

      He shrugged. “Just kidding around.”

      “You should stop that too.”

      “You’re no fun,” Mickey said, but that was more to himself than her.

      Angela looked dejected by Torres’s answer and went back to her daughter. Macy had quickly settled down on a spot along the floor and was huddled inside her pink raincoat. It really was easy to find her even in the semidarkness of the living room.

      Cent stood next to the open door, the unmarked duffel bag next to him.

      What’s in the bag?

      It was a question that had been going through her mind for a while now. Richter hadn’t said anything when she asked the first time, and he wasn’t interested in changing that now. She thought about asking Cent, or maybe Esme, but didn’t want Richter to know she was very, very curious about what they’d stolen.

      So she kept her curiosity to herself. Besides, it was light enough that both Cent—with his injury—and Esme could carry it around without much trouble. There was probably money in there, or jewelry. Neither option was a danger to her or the others right now. Besides, there was something else that was much more dangerous, and it was somewhere in the building with them. That was the priority now, not the bag’s contents.

      And yet, she wanted desperately to know what was inside it…

      Richter came out of the bathroom. It was the second time he’d done that, the first back inside the other apartment. He’d gone into the room with a bottle of water he’d refilled from the rain outside and cleaned himself up. There was no longer anything on his face or drooping from his ears or chin. He’d scraped enough off the front of his overalls that it didn’t look obvious he’d just gone one round with the thing that had killed one, possibly two or three, of his crew.

      “Any luck?” he asked her.

      She shook her head. “The weather’s not exactly conducive to radio waves. But you probably already know that.”

      He smirked but didn’t confirm or deny.

      “What’s next?” she asked.

      “We sit tight and wait it out.”

      “What if your bogeyman doesn’t show up? Ever?”

      “Then I’ll say hallelujah and buy everyone a round of beer.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” someone said.

      Both Torres and Richter looked across the room at David. The homeless man was standing next to the closed door. Cent was on the other side, watching him closely, maybe, like Torres and Richter, trying to figure out what he was up to.

      “What did you say?” Richter asked.

      “It’ll come,” David said.

      “Who?” Torres said.

      “It,” David said. “It will come.”

      Everyone had turned to look at David now, including Angela and her daughter, Mickey, and Esme. The tone of his voice demanded their attention.

      “Why would it do that?” Torres asked.

      “Because they killed her,” David said.

      “The old woman,” Cent said.

      “Yes…”

      “It wasn’t on purpose. Franklin didn’t have a choice. She would have killed me.”

      “That doesn’t matter. Not to it.”

      “What is she?” Torres asked. “To this… thing?”

      “I don’t know,” David said. He shook his head. “But she’s important to it. She’s the only one that’s been keeping it in check all this time. And now that she’s gone…” He stared across the room at Richter. “You saw it. You know what it can do.”

      Richter looked back but didn’t say anything.

      “It’ll come,” David continued. “And if we’re still here when it does, it’ll kill us. So we have to go.”

      “Go where?” Cent asked.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Richter said. There was a finality in his voice. “Not in this weather.”

      “You can’t stop me.”

      “The hell I can’t.”

      “You can’t,” David said, and he turned, pushed the deadbolts aside, one after another, before pulling the door open.

      “Close that fucking door right now and lock it back up!” Richter shouted.

      But David didn’t, and he stepped outside into the darkened hallway. “We have to leave. It’ll kill us if we stay here. And you can’t stop it. No one can stop it.”

      Cent moved to stop David, but the homeless man lunged outside into the darkened hallway, and they heard footsteps as he took off, running left toward the stairwell door.

      “Goddammit,” Richter said.

      Cent was at the open door when he glanced back at Richter, waiting for instructions.

      “Let him go,” Richter said.

      “Hell with that,” Torres said and ran across the living room.

      “Where are you going?” Mickey asked as she ran past him.

      “Don’t move!”

      “I ain’t movin’ for nothin’.”

      “Torres!” That was Richter.

      Cent watched her approach but didn’t try to stop her. She stepped out of the open door and turned left⁠—

      David, lying on the floor, already halfway down the hallway. For some reason he was upside down.

      For a second or two—or maybe an eternity—Torres stood there and stared, not quite sure what she was seeing.

      David wasn’t really lying down. He was being dragged across the carpet. And he only looked upside down to her because he was being pulled by the feet, as if he were cattle being unceremoniously dragged to slaughter.

      Torres took out the flashlight Richter had given her. The beam flashed across David’s horrified upside-down face before moving up toward whatever it was that was pulling him toward the other end of the hallway. She had a good look at its backside too, without David’s struggling form to obstruct her view.

      Smooth black skin and a thin film of flesh hung off clavicles that looked more like clothes hangers than bone. David’s abductor was tall, its thin body almost elongated, as if she was looking at it from a warped perspective. It wasn’t wearing a shred of clothing, allowing her flashlight’s beam to illuminate twin butt cheeks and a sharp rib sticking out from its side, on the precipice of punching its way through skin. A domed head, devoid of any hair, gleamed against the light. Jangly legs moved with stuttering awkwardness as it dragged a fighting David down the hallway.

      Fighting, but losing. The thing might have appeared thin and frail and emaciated, even from behind, but it was strong enough that David had lost the battle. He was now just trying to hold on and keep his head from being snapped off his neck by the brute force of his captor.

      “Help me!” David screamed. “Oh God, help me!”

      The metal stairwell door and elevator flickered against Torres’s flashlight as the two figures neared it.

      Torres ran after them, the Glock in her other hand. “Freeze! Police!”

      But it didn’t freeze, and seconds later the stairwell door opened and slammed shut. She reached it seconds later. Torres grabbed the doorknob and jerked the heavy door open, then immediately took two quick steps back.

      The gun and flashlight swung up, the barrel of the weapon pointing everywhere the light hit. The thoughts, It’s a trap! It’s waiting on the other side!

      But there was no ambush-in-waiting on the other side.

      Much of the natural light from earlier was gone, replaced by smothering semidarkness. The lack of light caught her by surprise. Thank God for the Maglite. She couldn’t hear David anymore, which momentarily surprised her.

      Torres stepped forward before the door could close back up.

      Bang! as the door slammed, impossibly loud, behind her. She might have jumped if every one of her senses wasn’t already flayed at this point and all she could focus on was what was in front of her.

      She found out why David had stopped screaming a few feet later. Fresh blood and patches of hair clung to the steps in front of her, leading upward. Either David was unconscious or dead. The human head, after all, wasn’t designed to be slammed repeatedly against the sharp edge of a concrete block.

      Torres expected to hear the stairwell door opening and then closing again behind her, and for Richter to charge in on her heels. That didn’t happen. Not that she stopped to question it, because she was already hopping up the steps in pursuit, somehow managing to have the wherewithal to go around David’s bloody trail.

      She was out of breath by the time she reached the third-floor landing.

      Jesus Christ, it was fast. How was it moving so fast while dragging David? It wasn’t like David was helping. He was an unwilling passenger, and even unconscious (or dead), he would still be a heavy burden.

      And yet when she turned around the landing, Torres glimpsed the dark shape at least two stories higher. It was already on the fifth floor and climbing.

      She stopped and took aim with the Glock. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”

      It didn’t stop.

      So she shot, using the beam of light to guide her aim.

      The gunshot was like cannon fire inside the small confines of the stairwell. The round ricocheting off the metal railing and striking a wall a split second later barely registered against the thunderous echo.

      The flashlight followed the creature as it continued upward, as if she hadn’t done anything to try to stop it. For all she knew, it didn’t even know she was in pursuit. And if it did know, did it even give a damn?

      She fired two more times, hoping to land a lucky shot with one or both and praying she didn’t unwittingly hit David in the process. Her only reward was the ringing of rounds ricocheting off the metal railing. She wasn’t sure if both did or just one.

      And the dark figure continued up. It was even higher now. She glimpsed a small part of David’s face in the beam of the flashlight. She couldn’t tell if he was dead or alive. Which option was preferable for David at the moment, knowing what she knew about what Richter had found up there in the creature’s… lair?

      It was on the sixth floor now, and getting farther away.

      She jumped up the steps to continue the pursuit. “Stop! I said stop!”

      It didn’t stop.

      She had made it onto the fifth, where she nearly slipped on all the blood that one of Richter’s men (Marcus) had left behind when he went missing. She managed to go around it just in time, but in doing so, she lost sight of David’s abductor.

      The Maglite’s beam razed the steps and railings and walls and came up empty. She couldn’t see it, but she could hear it moving, hear the thump-thump of something slashing, like a soft mallet hitting a hard, unyielding wall.

      David.

      There were still pieces of hair and blood on the steps. Less hair now, and more blood, with every floor…

      “Torres!” a voice shouted from below.

      She stopped to suck in fresh air but only got stale air instead. She hadn’t noticed before, but the atmosphere smelled different than the last time she was in here. It wasn’t just a bad stench; there was a tainted quality to it that made her slightly nauseous.

      The creature. The same one that had taken David. It’d done that to the air with its mere presence.

      What the hell was that thing?

      She replayed her best view of it, back in the hallway. The smooth black skin, spindly limbs, and unnatural strength. Not to mention speed. It’d been strong and fast. Strong enough to drag David as if he weighed next to nothing, and fast enough to climb the stairs without any effort.

      “Torres!” Richter again, calling up to her from the second floor, where he hadn’t moved.

      She walked to the railing and looked back down toward him. She blinked as the beam of his flashlight razed her face, forcing her to take a step back and blink away the slight pain.

      “It took David,” she shouted down.

      “I know,” Richter shouted back. “Get back down here.”

      “It took David!”

      “Goddammit, I know! There’s nothing you can do for him. He’s already dead. Like Pete and Dutch and Marcus.”

      “You don’t know that. He could still be alive.”

      “If he still is, he won’t be for very long. I’ve seen the bodies, Torres. Upstairs. On the tenth floor. I’ve seen the bodies…” He paused briefly before continuing, “We can’t do anything for him now, so get your ass back down here.”

      Torres glanced up the stairwell. She couldn’t see the dark figure anymore, even with the flashlight.

      “Torres, get down here! We need to regroup!”

      She let out a frustrated grunt before hurrying down the stairs to where Richter stood waiting. She was out of breath and covered in sweat by the time she reached the second again. Richter gave her a sympathetic look as he stood around patches of fresh blood and hair. David’s.

      “It was fast,” Torres said. “And strong.”

      Richter nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’ve seen it in person, remember?”

      “It’s the same one?”

      “Let me guess. Dark black skin? Hairless? Dull blue eyes?”

      “Yes, and yes, but I don’t know about the last part.” She gritted her teeth. “It never looked back at me, as if…”

      “What?”

      “As if it didn’t even care that I was chasing it. Or that I had a gun.”

      “Yeah, it tends to do that.”

      “There’s something else…”

      “What is it?”

      “Its head.”

      “What about it?’

      “You said you shot it. The one on the tenth floor. Except this one had all of its head.”

      Richter stared at her in silence for a moment.

      “What?” Torres said.

      “You sure?”

      She nodded. “Pretty damn sure. And I didn’t see anything that looked like bullet wounds on it.”

      Richter went quiet again. She could see the gears turning behind his eyes.

      “What?” she said, annoyed that she had to keep prompting him.

      “Maybe that’s why it didn’t go down.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It heals.”

      “Heals? What does that mean?”

      “Some animals are capable of self-healing. Reptiles can regrow limbs. Hell, humans replenish skin cells every day.”

      “You’re saying this thing can heal itself? Regrow an entire skull?”

      “It wouldn’t need to regrow an entire skull. I only shot off the top part of it.”

      “What about the bullet wounds?”

      “If it can regrow bone, healing skin would be child’s play.”

      Now it was Torres’s turn to go silent. The thought that he was fucking with her, that this was all in service of a cruel joke, flashed across her mind again. Except she’d seen the thing take David. There was nothing in this world that would explain that.

      “I don’t know,” Richter said, shaking his head.

      She could tell he’d been thinking about it for a while now. A man like Richter needed explanations for everything; he went in search of it if he couldn’t find one that was good enough, and didn’t stop until he did.

      “I don’t know,” he said again. “I’ve never encountered something like this in my life. Something like it shouldn’t be possible. And if it’s impossible, and it is, then anything is possible.”

      “That makes no sense. You know that, right?”

      “Do I?”

      “Everything has an explanation.”

      “That’s what I keep telling myself. And yet, here we are.”

      He turned and headed back into the hallway without another word.

      Torres didn’t follow him right away. She loitered, then glanced up, hoping to catch another glimpse of the creature or David somewhere up there on the higher floors. She didn’t see or hear anything, but she could still feel it.

      Its presence lingered in the air, clawing at her skin, trying to get through…

      She shivered and hurried into the hallway after Richter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          

      

    

    







            Cent

          

        

      

    

    
      “The bag,” Richter said. “Guard the bag with your life. If we lose it, it’s going to make everything we’ve gone through—all the losses—be for nothing.”

      Cent nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “With your life, Cent.”

      “Yes, sir. With my life.”

      Richter patted him on his left, uninjured shoulder. “If we get out of this, you won’t have to work another day in your life.”

      Cent looked down at the bag in his hand. He’d been holding onto it like his life depended on it, even before Richter pulled him aside to tell him exactly that, as they moved between apartments. It was a plain bag, the kind that almost no one would take the effort to steal if they had other options. There was absolutely nothing special about it. Not the bag itself, anyway. It was what was inside. Cent had seen the contents but didn’t understand why it was so valuable. He still didn’t, even now.

      But Richter hadn’t told him the bag was everything because he wanted to make conversation. Richter was the man who accepted the job and put the team together. He knew everything there was to know about the client. He also knew, more than any of them, just what the bag’s contents were worth.

      “It’s not going anywhere, sir,” Cent said.

      “Don’t let me down.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Good man.”

      “Sir…”

      “What is it?”

      Cent looked across the room at Esme. She sat alone in a corner with her head half-hidden behind bent knees. When he was sitting near her, he’d heard her muttering to herself. She was speaking Portuguese, which he didn’t know, so hadn’t understood what she kept repeating to herself.

      “I’m worried about her,” Cent said.

      Richter glanced over at Esme before looking back at Cent. From his expression, Cent had a feeling he wasn’t telling Richter anything the other man didn’t already know. Richter hadn’t gotten to where he was by lacking obvious observation skills, and it was hard to miss Esme’s current state.

      “Let’s keep an eye on her,” Richter said. “We need to stick together. I don’t want to lose any more people.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Everyone who could still move on their own power was gathered inside the living room, while those who couldn’t—Franklin and Wheeler—were stashed away in the master bedroom. They kept the door open to keep an eye on the two injured men, and from time to time they took turns checking on them.

      As for supplies, they had four Glocks and exactly one spare magazine among them. It wasn’t much, especially if what Richter had said—and Cent had no reasons to disbelieve him—about emptying an entire mag into the creature was true. Then Torres had told the story about how she chased after it in the stairwell.

      “It’s fast,” she had said. “I’ve never seen anything move that fast. I mean, it was dragging David by the feet. I shot at it and it didn’t care. It didn’t even look back. Just kept moving up, like it wouldn’t have mattered even if I had hit it.”

      When she told the story, Cent thought about what his mother had said.

      “The obayifo is indifferent to us. It doesn’t care about our suffering or our efforts or any of the things that make us humans. It lives to feed, and that desire is insatiable.”

      She hadn’t said anything about the obayifo being fast or strong, or unkillable. Of course, Cent didn’t repeat his mother’s words to the others. He wasn’t sure they’d even believed what he’d already told them about the obayifo earlier. The black kid, Mickey, wasn’t the least bit convinced. Cent wouldn’t be surprised if the teen thought he was crazy.

      And maybe he was, to believe such things. But now it wasn’t just him who had seen the unseeable. Richter had, and so had Torres. Who else was next?

      “We are here by the good graces of God,” his mother used to say. “He watches over us, and He will protect us in our greatest time of need.”

      Like now, Mother? Where is God now, Mother? Because I think we need Him. I think we need Him badly.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” someone said, bringing Cent back to the present.

      The speaker was Mickey. He sat almost exactly halfway between the front door and the bedrooms, as if he wanted the perfect spot just in case he had to escape toward either direction.

      “What did you say?” Angela, sitting with her daughter on the other side of the room from Mickey, asked. Macy was asleep in her mother’s lap and snoring softly. Cent envied her. Unlike the rest of them, she hadn’t had any difficulty going right back to sleep.

      “We shouldn’t be here,” Mickey repeated. “We need to get outta here, before it’s too late.”

      “And go where?” Cent asked.

      “Anywhere but here, man. Anywhere but here.”

      “You’re free to go. No one’s going to stop you.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s the problem, isn’t it?”

      Mickey didn’t have to say what the problem was. It was obvious to everyone who could still hear. The storm. It continued to batter the Wilshire Apartments’ exterior, showing no signs of receding. If anything, it’d gotten louder, and stronger, and more violent. How long could it last? Days, maybe. Weeks?

      “That’s one of many problems,” Torres said. She sat on one of the windowsills, looking out at the darkness beyond. The radio Richter had given her sat in front of her. She’d used it at least a half dozen times since she got a hold of it, and the results had all been the same. Static. Nothing but static.

      “Is it still bad out there?” Angela asked.

      “Worse,” Torres said.

      “How could it possibly be worse?”

      “Oh, trust me, it’s worse. And it’s going to get even worse.” She shook her head. “It hasn’t stopped raining even once, and I don’t think it’s going to anytime soon.” She looked over at them. “There’s nowhere to go, even if we wanted to leave this place. The lobby’s flooded, just like the streets outside. Sidewalk’s gone. Can’t see it anymore.”

      “Figures,” Mickey said. He groaned and leaned his forehead against his knees.

      “But it can’t stay this way forever, can it?” Angela asked.

      “No, it can’t,” Torres said. “We just have to wait it out.”

      “And the radio doesn’t work…”

      “I’ll keep trying, but…” She let the rest go unsaid.

      A bright flash in the distance, visible beyond the window next to Torres. A few seconds later, the crack of thunder, as loud as anything Cent had ever heard in his life.

      Macy woke up to the noise, rubbing at her eyes. “Mommy?”

      “Go back to sleep, sweetheart; it was just thunder,” Angela said.

      “I hate thunder.”

      “Me, too,” Richter said as he came out of the master bedroom.

      “How are they?” Torres asked.

      “Same.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “That good.” He walked over and crouched in front of Macy. “It’s too loud, right? Thunder? Makes me jump all the time.”

      Macy nodded, smiling sheepishly back at him. “You, too?”

      “Me, too.”

      “Cool.”

      “Since we both hate thunder, I promise to stay awake while you sleep and keep an eye on you. How about that?”

      The girl nodded enthusiastically and lay back down in her mom’s lap. Cent wasn’t sure how, but the girl went almost immediately back to sleep.

      Angela mouthed Thank you to Richter, who nodded and stood up.

      Richter looked over at Cent. “Go get some rest. I’ll take guard duty for a few hours. Torres will replace me after that.”

      Cent nodded and got up, then walked to the master bedroom. They’d already decided to only use that one room and leave the other one empty after what had happened to Pete. Putting both Franklin and Wheeler in the same room made it more convenient for all of them.

      It didn’t escape Cent that Richter had mentioned Torres taking over for him later, but hadn’t said anything about Esme. Not that the Brazilian seemed to notice, as she remained sitting in the same spot, her face partially buried between her bent knees.

      “I shoulda ducked out to Dallas like everyone else,” Mickey was saying as Cent walked past him.

      “So why didn’t you?” Torres asked.

      “I had a plan. I guess it didn’t turn out right.”

      “I told you, it’s time to get a real job.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “It beats being trapped in here with us.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. You think there are other people out there in the city like us?”

      “‘Like us’? What is ‘like us’?”

      “You know, trapped in here.”

      “Trapped in buildings?” Richter said. “Probably. As for the other thing? Probably not.”

      “So we’re just the lucky bunch, huh?”

      “Exactly.”

      Lucky, Cent thought as he entered the master bedroom. It reminded him of what his mother had said, after they’d escaped from the old country and arrived in America. They’d been the lucky ones because so many hadn’t made it. So many had died while on the waiting list.

      They had been lucky. That was then, though, and Cent always knew his luck would run out one of these days…
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      Beep beep. Beep beep.

      Beep beep. Beep beep.

      The beeping was low and coming from the watch on his wrist. A Casio EAW-F-91W-1 digital watch his mother had bought for him when he was young. It was one of his prized possessions, not that it was much to look at. The original resin strap had worn out years ago and Cent had replaced it twice. The beep beep was the watch’s alarm, letting him know it was midnight, when he’d set it to go off.

      Cent sat up and rubbed at his eyes. He’d gone to sleep as soon as he laid his head down on the carpet. He hadn’t realized how tired he was, and waking up to the beeping watch was a surprise. And here he thought Macy would be the only one getting any sleep tonight. Maybe it was the pitter-patter of the rain against the window. It was oddly mesmerizing, like a constant white noise.

      He looked toward the door. It was closed. He wasn’t sure who had closed it because it hadn’t been him. By now, Torres would have already replaced Richter as the front door’s guard. Soon it would be his turn again. He wondered if the others were also asleep, lulled by the falling rain and howling winds as he had been.

      A different noise, working its way through the beep beep of the Casio and the storm. It was different. Some kind of… what? He couldn’t put his finger on it.

      Something… else.

      It came from behind him, from the other side of the large room, where Franklin and Wheeler slept. He couldn’t hear either one breathing through the drumbeat of rain against the building and wondered if one of them, or maybe both, might have passed away sometime during the night. It was a morbid thought but not out of the question. If he had to guess, he’d put money on Franklin. Despite being the one who wasn’t shot, there was just something wrong about Franklin’s injury.

      Cent turned around without bothering to get up.

      The room had a lone window at the end and, like many of the other rooms in the building, was missing any type of covering. That gave Cent a good view of Hurricane Matthew outside as the storm lashed at the glass panes. There was no artificial light in the room but plenty of moonlight to see with.

      Franklin. He was alive. Very, very much alive.

      And he was kneeling next to Wheeler, his head bent over the other man’s neck. Every few seconds, Franklin would lift his head slightly, and whenever that happened, Cent heard something ripping.

      …ripping…

      “Franklin?”

      Franklin continued what he was doing as if Cent hadn’t said anything at all. If Wheeler knew what he was doing, he didn’t seem to be objecting or putting up any kind of resistance. Were they… kissing?

      “Franklin.”

      Cent finally stood up, his joints popping. He stretched, trying to get the blood flowing through his limbs again, as Franklin continued busying himself with Wheeler’s body. Why was he so close to the other man’s face?

      “What are you doing, Franklin?”

      A stream of something arced through the air.

      Red.

      Bright red.

      Blood.

      That was blood.

      It landed on the carpet and disappeared into the jungle of fabric.

      And Franklin continued what he was doing. Bending over Wheeler’s face, then raising his own head, then lowering it again. That sound—that ripping sound—could be heard every time he raised his head slightly.

      …ripping sound…

      Cent took a step toward the two men. “Franklin, what are you doing? What’s wrong with Wheeler?”

      No response.

      Rip…

      “Franklin.”

      Silence, except for the rip.

      Another stream of blood arced through the air. This one was thinner, lighter, but just as red.

      Cent was halfway to Franklin and could see a little bit more of what the other man was doing. He was sure now that it was Franklin, even from the back. The shape of the man was very different from the bigger and heavier Wheeler.

      “Franklin?”

      Finally, Franklin stopped what he was doing and turned his head slowly—oh so slowly—in Cent’s direction.

      Cent’s veins froze over.

      Franklin—or something that looked very much like Franklin, but didn’t appear to be Franklin anymore—squinted at Cent through the swatch of moonlight. Where Franklin’s eyes used to be brown, the pair peering back at Cent now were black. Completely black, and as deep and dark as crude oil. His cheeks had shrunken so much that Cent could see the cheekbones underneath poking out. His nose was pointier than it used to be, and the same was true for his chin.

      …his chin…

      Almost half of Franklin’s face was covered in blood. It dripped from the corners of his lips and slithered from the crater in his cheek where he’d been injured. The bandage that had covered the wound up was still there, though no longer covering the gash. Instead, it hung from a thin strip of fabric, somehow still hanging on even as Franklin chewed on something in his mouth.

      Flesh. That was flesh.

      Franklin was chewing on flesh.

      Cent’s eyes darted to Wheeler. The cop lay still, his head turned slightly to one side, allowing Franklin even better access to his neck. Blood pooled underneath Wheeler’s head and soaked into the carpet underneath him. Cent couldn’t see what Wheeler’s face looked like, and he didn’t want to.

      “Franklin, what the hell did you do?”

      Franklin sneered. Or something that could almost be mistaken for a sneer. There was nothing about him that looked human anymore.

      The obayifo, Cent thought, images of what he’d almost imagined the creature would look like over the years flashing across his mind’s eye. It wasn’t exactly identical to what he could see now, with Franklin, but there was a resemblance.

      Cent started to turn in order to flee when Franklin lunged at him. Franklin was fast. So fast that Cent was caught off guard, and it was all he could do to stagger backward and reach for the Glock in his front waistband at the same time.

      But he’d moved too suddenly, and Cent tripped on his own feet. He fell, his butt hitting the floor first, then his back, even as Franklin jumped on top of him.

      Cent’s eyes widened at the sight of Franklin hovering over him. It wasn’t that Cent knew the man very well. In fact, he didn’t know anyone well except for Richter and Dutch, who he’d worked with on other jobs. But Franklin, Marcus, and Esme were different. They had been recruited specifically for this job.

      So when Cent stared up at what remained of Franklin’s eyes, all he saw was an animal growling down at him, its mouth opened wide, revealing teeth that were sharper than they should have been, and coated in thick liquids—a combination of blood and saliva. Pieces of skin (Wheeler’s) poked out between the jagged teeth as a wave of rot poured forth from every inch of Franklin’s body and wrapped around Cent’s, trying to drown him in its taint.

      He wanted to vomit. He almost did. But he was too busy turning the gun and pulling the trigger.

      The first round disappeared into Franklin’s shirt and out the back, and embedded into the ceiling above them.

      Franklin’s body jerked slightly against the bullet’s impact, but he didn’t fall down or climb off Cent. Instead, the man (Not a man. The obayifo! He’s the obayifo!) reached for Cent’s head with both hands. Cent glimpsed bony fingers covered in a thick layer of blood (Wheeler’s!).

      He pulled the trigger again and again and again.

      The rounds went through Franklin and kept going, punching through his body as if he were little more than plastic and not a creation of God made of flesh and bone. Cent remembered Richter’s words, about how he’d emptied an entire magazine into Dutch’s killer and it had just kept coming, even as Franklin’s fingers—they were ice cold—groped Cent’s face in search of his eyes.

      Cent screamed and kept shooting, even as jagged cuticles, like needle points, scraped against both his eyeballs. It was all he could do to snap his eyes closed in self-defense, even as he continued to pull the trigger.

      Over and over, and over…

      Then it was gone.

      Suddenly, and without warning.

      The pain, and Franklin’s weight, was gone.

      Cent opened his eyes. Franklin wasn’t on top of him anymore. He was stumbling, like a drunk trying to get his footing, a few feet away. Instead of casting those dark black eyes on Cent, they were looking elsewhere. Toward the door.

      A figure moved past Cent.

      Richter.

      He had the Maglite in his hand instead of the Glock, and he rushed at Franklin with almost wild abandon. Black liquid dripped from Franklin’s front and back where Cent had shot him, but those bullets hadn’t done a bit of good. Richter’s Maglite, on the other hand, had successfully gotten Franklin off Cent.

      Franklin made a noise that almost sounded like a growl just before Richter struck him in the head with the flashlight. The sound of something cracking, giving in underneath the heavy flashlight. Wetness splashed across the room and splattered the window, temporarily blocking out a portion of the storm outside.

      Lightning flashed as Richter swung again.

      Unlike when Cent had shot him at point-blank range, Franklin felt Richter’s blows and reared back after each one. Richter hit him again, and again, and again. Then, as Franklin refused to go down, Richter aimed for the top of Franklin’s skull, as if he were swinging a sledgehammer.

      Franklin’s legs buckled, and he fell to his knees. That gave Richter an even better target, and he hit Franklin again, putting everything behind his attack. Every blow landed on Franklin’s face.

      His cheeks, his nose, his forehead, his skull…

      Mother of God, Cent thought as he watched Richter at work. There was no hesitation, no mercy. Richter didn’t stop until Franklin stopped, and Franklin wasn’t stopping.

      At least, not easily.

      By the time Richter ran out of breath and energy and stumbled back, gasping for breath, Franklin was lying on the carpeted floor. He no longer had a face, much less half of his head. Jagged remains of his skull poked out from patches of hair, and something Cent could only guess was brains and blood oozed down from the cracks to the rest of his face, though it was difficult to know where his blood began and Wheeler’s ended.

      Warm hands grabbed him from behind and Cent spun around, startled.

      “It’s okay, it’s just me.” Torres, behind him.

      She helped him back up to his feet. Torres had her gun out, but she hadn’t fired it. She was staring across the room, at a heaving Richter and Franklin.

      …Franklin…

      He wasn’t dead. Cent knew that because he was starting to get back up again.

      “Fuck me,” a voice said from somewhere behind Cent. It sounded like Mickey.

      “Goddammit,” Richter said, taking a few steps back from the moving Franklin. He switched up his grip on the Maglite. The flashlight was covered in black goo and patches of hair. It was dented but still in one piece. Mostly.

      “Why isn’t he dead?” Torres asked. “Jesus Christ. He doesn’t even have a face anymore!”

      “Fuck if I know,” Richter said.

      “Wheeler?”

      Richter shook his head.

      Torres stepped past Cent, her eyes going to Wheeler’s unmoving body. “Oh my God…” Then she focused everything on Franklin.

      “Don’t, it won’t—” Richter started to say.

      Cent was sure he was going to tell her not to shoot Franklin, that it would just be a waste of bullets. Except he never got to finish before Torres did just that.

      Her first shot struck Franklin in what was left of his face. His head snapped back even as more blood and bone and brain sprayed the wall behind him, a piece of skull traveling far enough that it put a dent in the glass window.

      Franklin stayed on his feet. Mostly. His legs were wobbly, as if they were made of jelly.

      Torres shot him again, this time putting both rounds into Franklin’s chest. Franklin twisted from the impacts but, again, stayed on his feet.

      If anything, he straightened up even more in defiance.

      “His legs,” Richter said. “Go for the legs.”

      Torres did, but instead of the legs themselves, she shot the kneecaps. Both of them. She was a good shot and hit both targets.

      This time Franklin did collapse back to the floor.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Richter said. “Save your bullets.”

      “What are you going to do?” Torres asked.

      “What I have to.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It’s gonna get messy.”

      Before Torres or Cent could ask him what was going to get messy, Richter smashed Franklin’s head—or what remained of it—with the Maglite.

      More chunks of Franklin’s skull gave way.

      And Franklin still tried to get up anyway.

      Richter hit Franklin again, and again, and again.

      Blood and brain and flesh and everything else that made up Franklin’s face and head and orifices splashed the room, and some even managed to smear the ceiling above. An eyeball ricocheted off the window, just as thunder flashed in the distance, temporarily lighting up the room and the city outside.

      Someone vomited, then Macy began crying.
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      Franklin was a last-minute replacement. The man Richter had originally wanted had a better offer in Singapore. That left Richter with a few choices, one of whom was Franklin. The man came with references, half of which were sketchy. Not that Richter had any choice. His plan required the crew to be assembled at a certain time in order to fully prepare for the job. Richter had made the mistake of doing a job too quickly once, not giving himself—and, maybe more importantly, the members of his crew—proper preparation time. He didn’t ever want to make that mistake again.

      So he chose Franklin out of three viable candidates. It hadn’t been the worst decision he’d ever made. Franklin did his job well enough. Truth be told, Richter still had no regrets now, even as he watched the remains of Franklin’s body moving around, trying to pick itself up from the floor.

      It was doing this with no head. Oh, there was some head left, but not enough to really qualify as one. Perhaps 20% of what was supposed to be there was still there. All of it was concentrated just over the lips and down. The rest was gone. Well, not really gone. It littered the carpet around the twitching body, along with the walls and window and ceiling. Even the ceiling. Richter wasn’t sure how that had happened. Maybe one of the times when he cocked the Maglite back to deliver another blow.

      Bone, blood, and brain matter. And only God knew what else the human skull relinquished after being smashed to pieces, repeatedly, by a heavy-duty flashlight made to withstand just about everything short of a bomb.

      Franklin was dead, but he wasn’t dead.

      So what was he then?

      Someone vomited behind him, and Richter glanced back and watched Angela patting Mickey on the back as the young black man continued to throw up everything he’d eaten today. Or, maybe, for the last week.

      He looked over at Torres, who stood staring at what remained of Franklin’s body, which appeared more emaciated than it should have been. Franklin was a big and tall man, with plenty of muscle. To look at him now—or this thing that used to be him—you’d think he was lucky to have a meal a week, never mind a day. His clothes had become loose on his scrawny frame, more like linens draped over one of those skeleton figures in science classes.

      This wasn’t Franklin.

      And yet, it was Franklin.

      Sort of.

      “What in God’s name is this?” Torres said.

      Richter had seen rigor mortis set in on dead bodies before, and this wasn’t it. There was little doubt that the nearly-headless figure moving around on the floor, trying to push itself up with its hands, was very much still alive. Or whatever “alive” meant tonight, because Richter was starting to have doubts about the proper definition of that word.

      After a lot of struggling, “Franklin” finally managed to “sit” on its legs. Clumps of fluid—thick black goo and minced flesh, among other things—dripped from the bowl that used to be his head.

      Torres lifted her gun to shoot it, but Richter quickly grabbed her weapon. “No.” Then, off her confused look, “We need to conserve ammo, remember? And we already know lead doesn’t do shit to it.”

      That got through to Torres, and she lowered her weapon.

      Richter took a step toward Franklin and kicked at the body. “Franklin” stumbled back, then slipped on the vomit-like pools of its own head and would have gone down back-first if it didn’t bump into the far wall first.

      It attempted to regain its balance, but failed, and fell sideways to the floor.

      … where it proceeded to try to get back up again.

      Outside the room, Richter heard Macy crying. Angela was going to have her hands full with the kid and a vomiting Mickey, from the sounds of it.

      Cent was standing in front of the door. The kid stared past him at the stumpy thing that used to be Franklin. He hadn’t said a word since Richter and Torres came inside the room to see what was happening.

      Torres, perhaps realizing that Franklin wasn’t much of a threat anymore in his current state, moved over to where Wheeler lay. She wasn’t careful enough and stepped into a pool of blood. Wheeler’s. The cop leaned over her partner and checked his vitals. Richter wanted to tell her that was unnecessary but bit his tongue. She had to be sure for herself.

      Richter eyed Franklin’s body as it struggled to get back up, using the wall behind it for support. Its “head” was turned in Richter’s direction, as if it still could “see” him, even if it no longer had eyes.

      It knows where I am. Somehow, it knows exactly where I am.

      “It won’t die,” Cent said.

      Richter glanced back at the kid.

      “It won’t die, sir,” Cent repeated.

      “Yeah, I can see that. So what do we do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Okay, thanks for that, Cent, good chat.

      He turned back to “Franklin.”

      It was halfway up, its knees wobbly underneath what remained of is upper half.

      Richter glanced around the room before finding the answer to the Franklin problem.

      “Cent,” he said. “Open the closet door.”

      Cent didn’t move.

      Richter looked back at him. “The closet door. Open it.”

      Cent snapped out of it and moved quickly toward the door on the right side of the bedroom. He opened it to reveal a dark room. Not as big as it should have been for a closet in a master bedroom, but Richter supposed that’s what you got from low-income housing.

      “Close it when I tell you to,” Richter said.

      Cent nodded.

      Franklin’s “head” followed Richter as he walked back toward it.

      “It can still see you,” Cent said.

      Fuck me. It really can still “see” me.

      Franklin’s body stiffened, as if getting ready to attack, when Richter feinted right before quickly going left. Franklin fell for it and charged—or, more accurately, stumbled—right, hands reaching for a throat that wasn’t there.

      Richter got behind the headless figure and grabbed the back of its shirt. He winced at the stench coming out of the bowl of human flesh that used to be Franklin’s head and guided it toward the closet.

      “Get ready!” Richter shouted.

      Cent stepped back, holding the door wide open. He looked like he was about to throw up.

      Franklin struggled against him as Richter guided it toward the closet. It tried to reach back for him, arms flailing wildly, but Richter easily avoided them. Unless Franklin could twist its shoulder sockets all the way around, then it wasn’t going to touch him.

      When they were two feet from the closet, Richter let go of Franklin and threw a strong kick into the small of his back. Franklin stumbled forward and disappeared into the darkness of the closet. Cent slammed the door shut without having to be told and pushed his entire body against it. Just in time too, because the doorknob began to jiggle as Franklin tried to get out.

      “Hold that pose,” Richter said, and rushed outside.

      He’d seen a dirty folding metal chair in the kitchen earlier and ran to retrieve it now. He had to step around two pools of vomit—nearly stepping into one of them—to do so. Mickey was sitting on the floor with Angela, who was patting him on the back like he was one of her sick children. Macy had stopped crying and was now on the other side of Mickey, tapping him on the back too. Richter thought that was interesting.

      Richter returned to the bedroom with the chair. It was filthy and coated in… things. Cent was still leaning against the door, but Torres had joined him. They didn’t appear to be straining very much.

      “It’s weak,” Torres said. “I can barely feel it pushing against the door.”

      “I noticed,” Richter said. “The other one was stronger.” Then, “Cent, get out of the way.”

      The kid stepped back, leaving only Torres to push against the door as Richter unfolded the chair and slid the top of its backrest until it was tight against the doorknob. It was a crude barricade, but in Richter’s experience, sometimes crude worked just as well as the fancy methods.

      He took a step back to test that theory, nodding to Torres as he did so. She did the same thing, one hand on her Glock, while both eyes were fixed on the door.

      They stood and waited and watched as the doorknob continued to jiggle, but the door itself remained shut. The chair was doing its job. Either “Franklin” didn’t have the strength to push it open, or…

      No, there was no or. That was exactly it.

      “The other one,” Torres said. “You said it was stronger?”

      “Much stronger,” Richter said. “The eyes are also different.”

      “How?”

      “You didn’t see it? When you were chasing it earlier in the stairwell?”

      She shook her head. “It never turned to look back at me. Like it didn’t care that I was chasing it, or even shooting at it.”

      “Two obayifo, but different,” Cent said.

      Torres looked over at him. “That’s what you think these things are?”

      “What else would they be?”

      Torres didn’t have an answer for that.

      Richter could tell that Cent believed what he was saying. Torres, on the other hand, didn’t, despite what she’d seen, first in the stairwell and now here. Richter didn’t really blame her. He’d seen the same things, and even he still couldn’t quite make himself accept Cent’s supernatural explanations.

      Satisfied that Franklin wasn’t going to get out of the closet, Richter walked over to one of the walls and sat down. There was so much blood and other… things on the floor that it took him a good while to find a clean spot. His clothes were covered in thick black liquid. It didn’t look or feel or even smell like blood, but Richter was sure that was what it was. He did his best to ignore fragments of Franklin’s skull and brain clinging to his pants legs where they’d splattered. It was surprisingly easy, but maybe that was because he’d spent so much time in the filth now that it no longer registered as a nuisance.

      Torres went back to Wheeler’s body and covered his head up with Franklin’s discarded blanket. Richter couldn’t see her face, but he imagined her reliving her work life with Wheeler. He hadn’t asked her how long they’d been partners, but when you voluntarily put your life in someone’s hands, it didn’t take very long before a bond happened.

      Cent remained standing, eyes fixed on the closet. Like Richter, the front of the kid’s clothes were splattered with dark liquid. But unlike Richter, he didn’t have to play host to remnants of Franklin’s skull and brains.

      “David,” Torres finally said as she stood back up.

      Richter looked over at her. “What about him?”

      “He knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “He knew this would happen. To Franklin.”

      She looked over at the closet. The doorknob continued to move, but the door didn’t budge. Whatever Franklin had become, he wasn’t any stronger. If anything, he seemed much weaker.

      “He told us to kill Franklin,” Torres said. “His exact words were, ‘Before it’s too late.’ He knew this would happen, Richter.”

      Richter didn’t say anything.

      “He knew,” Torres said again. This time it sounded more like she was talking to herself than to him or Cent.

      “Maybe,” Richter said. “Or maybe he was just repeating what he’d heard. He was talking mostly in gibberish anyway.”

      “Or maybe we weren’t listening hard enough.”

      Richter shrugged. “Maybe this, maybe that.” He sighed. “Maybes make me tired.”

      “The other one…”

      “What about it?”

      “You said it was stronger.”

      “Stronger. And faster.”

      “I saw both of those things for myself when it took David. You said it also had blue eyes. Dull blue eyes.”

      “Yes.”

      “Franklin had black eyes. We all saw that, right?”

      Cent nodded. “Yes.”

      “Yes,” Richter said, too. “But they look… similar. Except you could say Franklin was in the early stage of what the other one was.”

      “He was transforming,” Torres said.

      “Something like that.”

      “Like he was infected by whatever that thing was that you faced upstairs and I chased in the stairwell.”

      “I guess that’s as good an explanation as any.”

      “But what is it? Some kind of disease? Virus?”

      Richter shook his head. “Fuck if I know.” He looked over at Cent. “Or maybe it’s none of those things. Maybe it’s what he said. An obayifo.”

      Cent turned to look at him.

      “You believe it, don’t you?” Richter asked him.

      “Yes,” Cent said.

      “100%.”

      He nodded. “100%.”

      “Well, shit, there you go.”

      “You’re saying it’s supernatural,” Torres said, looking at Cent.

      “I am,” Cent said.

      Richter could tell from her expression that Torres wasn’t any closer to buying that explanation than she had been a few minutes earlier.

      “You believe that?” she asked Richter.

      “Right now?” Richter said. “I don’t care. I just want to get out of this fucking building alive.”

      “You must have an explanation.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I don’t believe you. You’re not the kind of man who doesn’t think about these things. I don’t mean the supernatural stuff. I mean everything else. You’ve probably gone over everything that’s happened a hundred times in your head. So, what did you come up with?”

      Richter grinned back at her. “If you put a gun to my head and ordered me to say something, I’d say they’re the same, but not the same. Maybe two types of the same species. I stared at the other one up close, and I saw intelligence in its eyes. Franklin… I just saw basic instincts in his eyes. Sentience, but nothing I would consider intelligence.” Richter smirked. “Look, I’m not saying Franklin—the Franklin before—was Albert Einstein, but he wasn’t an empty shell, either. That thing… That thing in the closet? It’s an empty shell.”

      Torres had looked back at Wheeler’s body. Or the blanket covering him.

      “What is it?” Richter asked.

      She didn’t look up from her partner when she answered: “It bit him. Franklin. It bit Wheeler.”

      It took fucking chunks out of him, is what it did, Richter thought but of course didn’t say. That was a bit too crass right now with Torres still suffering from her loss.

      He said instead, “What are you saying?”

      She turned around. “What if he turns too? The way Franklin did? What if it infected Wheeler too?”

      “Franklin was still alive when that thing attacked him. Wheeler was…”

      “He was still alive too. Barely, but still alive.”

      “But he’s not anymore.”

      “Does that make a difference?”

      Richter shook his head. “I have no fucking idea.”

      “We need to make sure,” Cent said.

      Richter glanced over at the kid. “Make sure how?”

      “The head.”

      “The head?” Torres said. “What do you mean, the head?”

      “He’s right,” Richter said. He met Torres’s questioning stare. “Franklin is dangerous with his head. Without it, he’s just an annoyance.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      “Fuck you. I’m not letting you cut off my partner’s head.”

      “Your partner’s dead, Torres.”

      “I don’t care. You’re not chopping off his head.”

      “So what’s your idea? If this thing is infectious, there’s no way Wheeler could have avoided it after what Franklin did to him. The last time we didn’t do anything about Franklin, he killed Wheeler. Who will Wheeler kill when he turns?”

      “We don’t know he’ll turn.”

      “No, we don’t. Are you willing to take that chance?”

      Torres didn’t respond. Instead, she looked back at Wheeler’s covered body and stayed quiet.

      Richter took that as agreement and stood up. “Cent. Go find me something sharp.”
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        * * *

      

      Torres left the room without putting up any more resistance to the idea of cutting off her partner’s head. Richter was sure she wouldn’t have relented so easily—not that she’d done it easily—if she hadn’t seen what had become of Franklin. Richter’s former comrade continued to jiggle the closet door like a petulant child that couldn’t get things its way but was unable to summon the strength to make it happen on its own.

      Cent came back into the room without anything sharp for Richter to use. He did, though, return with the duffel bag.

      “I can’t cut his head off with a bag, Cent,” Richter said.

      “I know,” Cent said. “But it’s the closest thing I can find. The kitchens are bare. They took everything that wasn’t nailed down except that chair.”

      Cent put the bag down and unzipped it. He stood up and stepped back.

      “Are you serious?” Richter asked.

      “There’s nothing else, sir.”

      Richter crouched next to the bag. He already knew what was inside: the reasons they were here, in Houston, during a hurricane in the first place.

      “Close the door,” Richter said.

      Cent did, while Richter pulled the bag’s flaps open wider. There were two boxes—repurposed shoeboxes—stacked on top of one another. Richter opened the lid on one of them and took out the leather carrying case stowed inside, with the remaining space stuffed with bundles of old newspaper to keep the item from moving around too much during transport. The cloth opened easily by pulling on a piece of leather string, revealing a crucifix cross.

      When Richter was told about the job, he’d questioned it for a couple of reasons. One: he was being offered way too much money for something that could be replicated easily by any jeweler worth his salt. The other reason? The job was too easy. He’d gotten all the details, right down to where the objects would be held, and it all came up… easy. Way, way too easy. And Richter hated easy. In his view, anything easy wasn’t worth doing.

      But he changed his mind, and all doubts disappeared, when he checked on the potential client’s background. This wasn’t just something worth, at most, a few thousand dollars, but a precious family heirloom. It had been passed down for generations, from father to son, to grandson. It hadn’t gone missing so much as it was taken in a messy marital spat.

      That was all Richter needed to know in order to take the job. And when he learned about the hurricane forecast, everything fell into place.

      The perfect job. It didn’t come along very often.

      Now, as he stared down at the thing he’d been hired to steal, he should have known there was a reason perfect jobs didn’t come along very often: because they were rarely as perfect as they seemed.

      The cross was nearly ten inches long on the vertical side and three inches extending out of the middle on the horizontal. It was thick and heavy in his hand, the weight distributed evenly from top to bottom. The sides of the cross reflected back a dull silver surface against Richter’s Maglite beam. Sterling silver on the outside, bronze on the interior. The only thing missing was a figure of Jesus himself suspended at the center.

      The reason Cent had brought it was the bottom of the cross. A half-star that ended in a sharp point. It was dangerous enough that Marcus, who had been the one to remove the cross from its original carrying case, had somehow managed to cut himself on it.

      Richter stood up, leaving the second carrying case—with a matching cross—inside the bag. “It’ll probably work.” He poked at the star at the end. “Sharp enough.”

      “That’s not why I brought it, sir,” Cent said.

      Richter looked up at him. “No?”

      “No.”

      “Then why did you?”

      “Crosses are symbols of God. I thought it would be appropriate to use it to cleanse Wheeler. So he doesn’t turn. I didn’t know it was sharp down there.”

      Richter almost laughed. He didn’t believe in God. Hell, he didn’t believe in a whole lot of things. He’d seen too much, experienced too many foul things in this life, to think there was a higher power out there dictating things. Because, frankly, if there were, then he had a very sick sense of humor.

      “You really believe that, huh?” Richter asked.

      Cent nodded. “Don’t you, sir?”

      “No.”

      “There are things in this world we can’t explain, sir. My mother knew that. So did my grandfather.”

      “If you say so, Cent.” Richter gripped the cross like a sword underneath the T-section and turned back to Wheeler, still covered in the blanket. “You should leave. You don’t want to see this.”

      “I’ll stay.”

      Richter glanced back at him, surprised. “You sure?”

      Cent nodded. If Richter had any doubts, he didn’t anymore, after seeing the somber look on the young man’s face.

      Richter turned back around. “All right. Then come over here and hold the flashlight for me. Let’s try to make as little mess as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      He tried to make as little mess as possible, but it was a fool’s errand. When he was done, both he and Cent were covered in Wheeler’s blood. Richter’s hands were soaked from fingertips to elbows. There was surprisingly very little blood on the cross itself, which Richter had used to chop, then saw, then chop some more, through Wheeler’s neck.

      Through it all, Cent stood there with the flashlight and didn’t flinch. Richter had to admit, the kid was impressive. Richter himself had had to fight back a few bouts of dry heaving as he worked his way through the neck. It was tiring work despite the fact that Franklin had previously eaten away plenty of flesh and muscle at the same spot.

      When he was done, Esme came inside to help him clean the room and the parts of him that he couldn’t get to on his own. It was a mess. Both him and the room. They weren’t going to get any less messy unless they could drown the room in water. Thankfully Richter had clothes on underneath his overalls, and he stripped the outer layer off. That cleaned him up greatly, and he used water from outside to take care of the rest. When he was done, he no longer looked like he was working at a butcher shop and was only a little bit wet from the rain.

      Esme being in the same room with him, and in such close proximity, gave him a better look at her. There was little doubt about it now: on less than a day, the Brazilian he’d hired for the job was almost completely gone, replaced by a disheveled South American with pale eyes and a never-smiling face. He could practically see the gears turning inside her head, reliving the moment she’d shot Wheeler. And now he was dead. That hadn’t done anything to help her get over her guilt. If anything, it might have made it worse.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Stop asking me that,” she said.

      “But are you okay?”

      “No. I’m not. And I won’t be.”

      “Esme…”

      “I’m done,” she said, taking a couple of steps back.

      “We should talk.”

      “No, we shouldn’t.” She stared him in the eyes. “Not anymore.”

      Before he could say anything else, she looked down at Wheeler’s severed head. Thank God, he thought, at least the face was turned in the other direction and she couldn’t see his eyes.

      “I’ll finish it up,” she said.

      “No. I’ll do it.”

      She looked back at him. “I can do it.”

      “I don’t care. Go back into the living room with the others.”

      She fumed and looked almost ready to punch him. Instead, her entire body seemed to droop, all the energy dissipating in a rush, and she walked past him and out of the room without another word.

      Shit. Definitely have to pay really close attention to her.

      But that was for later. Right now, he still needed to finish the job.

      Richter wrapped Wheeler’s head in the blanket they’d used on Franklin. When he was done, he laid the smaller bundle next to the bigger one with Wheeler’s body.

      The door opened behind him. He didn’t have to look back to know who it was.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” Richter said.

      Silence.

      Richter finally glanced back. Torres was standing at the open door, looking at the bundled corpse of her partner.

      “Torres,” Richter said. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      She turned back to him, then held up her radio. “I got through.”

      “Got through where?”

      “The police emergency channel,” Torres said. “I finally got through. Help’s on the way.”
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      How did she tell Nancy that her husband was dead? How did she explain the way he was eventually found, with his head detached from his body by a crude “blade” and wrapped in a bundle next to the rest of him, in a dank apartment building that hadn’t seen a resident in decades? How did she explain any of this, to anyone, about any of the things that had transpired inside the walls of the Wilshire Apartments within the space of less than twenty-four hours?

      She had no idea. No idea whatsoever.

      Wheeler’s and Franklin’s deaths had shaken everyone up. Angela looked even paler than usual, and Macy wasn’t as easygoing anymore. She hadn’t seen all the gory details (Thank God) but she’d heard the gunshots and screams and, maybe, smelled the blood in the air. Mickey was still trying to regain his composure after throwing up—not once, but twice. As for Esme, she had come out of the bedroom after helping Richter clean up and sat back down on the other side of the living room from the rest of them as if nothing had happened. Esme was gone. She was long gone.

      After she told him about her success, Richter followed her back into the living room while Cent was packing away a silver cross, putting it back into the duffel bag that they’d been carrying around all day. So that was what was inside the bag. They were using shoeboxes to carry the contents. At least two that she could glimpse, maybe more, depending on how many they’d stuffed into each box.

      Crucifix crosses. All of this for crosses? Yes, they looked silver to her, but there was nothing distinctive about the one she’d seen in Cent’s hands before he put it away. There was some value there, but was it worth the time of a crew of professionals like Richter’s?

      That’s it? All of this, for that?

      She didn’t buy it. There had to be more. Didn’t there?

      Richter had cleaned the blood off his hands and face and everywhere else the black oozing goop that Franklin released as he was decapitated got on him. He’d used rainwater to great effect, but it helped that he’d also taken off his worker’s overalls. He was wearing a black long-sleeve shirt and slacks underneath. Cent, as well as Esme, had done the same. More casual civilian clothes. Torres guessed their former captors no longer had any need for their “workers” charade.

      “You said help’s on the way?” Richter was asking her.

      “I finally got through to someone out there. An HPD patrol.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      Richter’s question sounded like a simple one, but it was far from it. What he was really asking her was, What did you tell them about us? About the craziness happening in here? But mostly, about me and my crew.

      “I sent out a Ten-Thirty-Three. Officer needs help,” Torres said. “That’s all.”

      He was behind her, so she couldn’t tell if he was relieved, or if he even believed her. The irony was that it was the truth: she hadn’t told the people she’d made contact with anything beyond asking for assistance. Torres still didn’t know how to explain any of the things that had happened, and she was very aware of the tenuous nature of her alliance with Richter and his people.

      “What was the response?” he asked.

      “There’s a boat in the area. Harris County Sheriff’s Office. They’re going block to block, door to door, looking for stranded civilians.”

      “How far are they now?’

      “Two blocks from our location. They’re on their way here as we speak.”

      “You said they’re on a boat. So that means they can get to us. All we have to do is reach the lobby and swim over to meet them.”

      “Or we can just use the windows.”

      “The windows?”

      “Not everyone knows how to swim,” she said, glancing across the room at Mickey, sitting slightly slumped over while Angela continued to pat his back like a caring mom.

      “You want him to jump out a two-story window into the water?” Richter asked.

      “The street’s already flooded. It’s just a one-story jump. Maybe not even that.”

      “Jump into the boat.”

      “You got a better idea? I mean, besides having to swim for it?”

      “No.”

      “Okay then.” She glanced around at the others. “We need to get everyone ready. Until they show up, I’ll try to maintain contact.”

      “‘Try’?”

      She shook her head. “The storm’s not letting up. Electromagnetic disturbance is still cutting into the signal. Every time I find them, I lose them right away. That’s why I tried to keep everything short and not over-explain.”

      She’d stared at him when she said not over-explain.

      Richter nodded, understanding. “All right. Sooner we can get out of here, the better. I don’t feel like waiting for the blue-eyed one.” He looked over at the master bedroom. “Franklin was easy, but the other one…”

      “Franklin was easy?” Torres said. “Are you serious?”

      “Easier. By a long shot.”

      “How long?”

      “Fucking miles,” Richter said.

      Jesus, Torres thought, remembering just how hard it’d been to kill Franklin. And they hadn’t even managed that. They’d only stopped him and, for all intents and purposes, locked him up. Franklin, or what he’d become, was still alive now. Or as “alive” as you could be without a head.

      …without a head…

      God, how was she going to explain this? Forget about Nancy. How was she going to write all of this up? And how long would it take before they fired her from the force and put her in a straitjacket?

      As Richter went to work to get everyone ready, Torres headed back to one of the windows where she’d previously made contact with the HCSD boat crew. She pried the window open slightly to get a better signal. Rainwater had already soaked most of the carpet in front of the window in a five-foot radius from her earlier attempts.

      Wind swarmed the room, along with a chill that should have been cold but instead helped to purify the air from the smell of blood and… whatever it was that Franklin had spilled as he was “managed.” Torres still didn’t know what that was. It looked like blood, but it was too dark and too thick. Whatever had transformed Franklin had also done something to him at a much deeper, biological level.

      But those were things she couldn’t explain. Not now, and probably never. She was a uniform patrol officer, after all, not a scientist. When the real scientists showed up on the scene, they’d be able to explain it to her. She just hoped whatever they found backed up her sure-to-be “crazy” report about the incident.

      Torres stood to one side of the ajar window, staying out of the sheets of side-slinging rain as she keyed the radio. “This is Officer Torres to HCSD’s Boat Crew Number Ten. Come in, Boat Crew Number Ten.”

      She waited for a response.

      Nothing.

      She tried again: “Boat Crew Number Ten. Please come in if you can hear me.”

      More silence from the radio, but she could hear the others behind her. Not actually “hear” them, because they weren’t saying anything. They had, just seconds before, but had gone silent because—she knew without glancing back—they’d noticed she couldn’t reach anyone on the radio and were now waiting anxiously.

      “Boat Crew Number Ten, please respond. This is Officer Torres, currently stuck in the Wilshire Apartments. If anyone can hear this, please come in. This is Officer Torres with the HPD, looking for assistance from any available units. Please respond.”

      She waited again.

      “Nothing?” Richter finally asked.

      “Nothing yet.”

      “You got them last time.”

      “Yes. It wasn’t easy, but I got through.”

      She leaned closer toward the window and peered out at the lightless exterior. Except for the occasional flashes of thunder, there was almost no light at all out there. Even the moonlight had dimmed, as if the storm itself was trying to blot out its illuminations.

      “What does this mean?” Angela was asking.

      “It could be anything or nothing,” Torres said. “My guess is they’re still on their way. But maybe they’ve run into some trouble. Or found someone else along the way to rescue first. It could be anything.”

      “How big is this boat?” Richter asked.

      “Big enough for everyone,” she said, and thought, Big enough for everyone still alive, anyway, but she kept that part to herself.

      Richter walked over to where she stood and leaned against the wall across from her. He, too, knew better than to stand in front of the window and get drenched. The storm had enough ferocity to cover them within seconds of exposure, even with just the slim opening in the window.

      He peered out. “I can’t see anything out there. No lights. And definitely no boats.”

      “You’ll see them when you see them,” Torres said.

      He chuckled. “What’s that mean?”

      “They’ll have spotlights. And they’ll be the ones moving on top of the water instead of below it.”

      He moved slightly to get a better angle at the outside world, not that Torres thought it did anything to help. Then, “Maybe if we open the window some more.”

      “We’re gonna all get wet,” Torres said.

      “This room needs a good cleansing anyway.”

      Torres looked over at the others, but especially Angela and Macy. “Everyone, I need you guys closer to the front door. It’s going to get wet and a lot colder in a few seconds.”

      Everyone did as they were told, moving from their spot and toward the front door where Cent stood guard. The only one who didn’t move was Esme.

      “You too,” Torres said to her.

      Esme stared back at her, and for a moment Torres didn’t think she’d follow orders. After about ten seconds or so, the Brazilian finally stood up and walked slowly to join the others on the other end of the room.

      What was that about?

      Next to her, Richter had begun pushing the window up higher. Almost instantly, a current of cold wind swamped the room and kept coming in. Rainwater joined it, pouring into the square opening and covering the carpet.

      Across the living room, Macy clung to her mother, the two of them shaking from the cold.

      Mickey did the same, shouting, “This is what I get for complaining about the Houston heat!”

      Cent didn’t seem all that affected, and neither did Esme. Then again, Torres wasn’t sure if anything could affect Esme tonight.

      “You’re on,” Richter said.

      Torres turned around, took a breath, then stuck her head out into the storm.

      Houston was flooded. It’d looked flooded from inside the apartment, but it was even more obvious once her head was all the way out. Water had risen nearly halfway up to the rooftops on the buildings across the street from them. She couldn’t see signs anymore and could barely make out cars that had been left on the road. The complete absence of light kept her from seeing very far up or down the block. An army of National Guardsmen could have been half a block away from them, looking for survivors, and she wouldn’t have been able to see them.

      Torres keyed her radio. She had to shout into the two-way to hear her own voice over the roar of Hurricane Matthew. Her bones were already shaking, and it had only been a few seconds since she had been exposed to the storm.

      “Boat Crew Number Ten! Please respond if you can hear me! This is Officer Torres, currently stuck in the Wilshire Apartments! If anyone can hear this, please respond! This is Officer Torres with the HPD, needing assistance from any available units! Please respond!” Then, more desperate-sounding than she had intended, “Please, for the love of God, respond!”

      But no one did.

      She waited five seconds.

      Then ten…

      Matthew slammed into her the entire time, showering her with water from head to toe. The only upside she could see was that the storm also washed away the stink of Mickey’s vomit and the metallic taste of blood that had taken over the room.

      Goddammit, she thought as she was pulled back into the apartment.

      Richter slammed the window back down without waiting for her go-ahead. “Nothing?” he asked.

      She put some distance between her and the cold around the window before shaking her head and squeezing water out of her hair. Her raincoat was wet, and the clothes underneath were slightly damp, but it could have been much worse if she hadn’t had the outerwear. Even so, it felt as if the temperature in the room had dropped about ten degrees Fahrenheit.

      “Can’t see shit out there either,” Torres said. “And I would have if they were out there.”

      “Their spotlights.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh man, and things were so looking up too,” Mickey said from across the room.

      “At least they know we’re here now,” Angela said. “That’s something.”

      “Sure it is. It’d be more something if they were actually here too.”

      “One step at a time,” Richter said.

      “I like taking multiple steps. Helps me to get where I wanna be faster.”

      “You’re not helping,” Torres said.

      “I beg to differ,” Mickey said. “But I see your point,” he added, before raising his hands in mock surrender.

      Richter turned to her. “Let’s proceed like they will show up.” Then, in a lower voice, “It’ll keep them busy. Idle hands and thoughts and all that.”

      She nodded. “What about Wheeler and Franklin?”

      Richter glanced toward the master bedroom. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve… been thinking about it.”

      “You mean, how you’re going to explain it.”

      “Sort of.”

      “Sort of or pretty much that?”

      She gave him a smirk. “Pretty much that.”

      “What’ve you come up with so far?”

      “Nothing. I’m stumped.”

      “Stumped, or not sure anyone will believe you?”

      “God, you’re annoying.”

      He chuckled. “I know. It’s one of my better traits.”

      “If that’s one of your better traits, I’d hate to see the bad ones.”

      “You already did. Back in the lobby.”

      “Right. I almost forgot about that.”

      “Really,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “No,” she said, and smirked at him.

      Richter grinned. “Too bad. I was hoping you’d forgotten all about that.”

      “Think again.”

      “Hope springs eternal, as they say.”

      They both looked over as Esme opened the same window nearby. Torres had been so preoccupied talking with Richter that she hadn’t noticed the Brazilian until now. The cold and rain immediately flooded into the room again as Esme leaned out, turned her head slightly, and closed her eyes as rainwater splashed down on her. Her clothes became wet from head to toe almost immediately, not that she seemed to notice.

      Torres exchanged a look with Richter. From his expression, he was caught off guard just as she was by what Esme was doing.

      “How’s it taste?” Richter asked her.

      Esme didn’t pull her head back inside. She shouted over the roar of the storm, “Like salvation!” and continued drinking in the rainwater. There was a giddiness to her and in the sing-song way she’d replied.

      Torres mouthed to Richter, “Like salvation?”

      He tried to shrug it off, but she could tell he was slightly disturbed too. More than Torres, Esme was one of his people, after all. The Brazilian was his responsibility, and to a man like Richter, who thought about all the odds, Esme’s strange behavior would have been disturbing to him.

      Richter looked down at his watch instead. “We’re past midnight. Will the rescue boats still be out there right now?”

      “I can’t say for sure,” Torres said. “It’s not standard operating procedure. But then, this entire week isn’t standard.”

      “They can’t just leave us in here,” Mickey said.

      “They won’t,” Angela said. Torres wondered if that was for Mickey, herself, or her daughter, who was listening intently next to her. Angela looked across at Torres. “Right? They wouldn’t leave us here.”

      “No, they wouldn’t,” Torres said. “If there’s any way for them to get to us, they’ll do it. Cops don’t leave cops hanging when there’s a call for help.”

      “Well that’s nice,” Richter said. Torres thought it sounded more than just a little sarcastic.

      “So when they get here,” Mickey said, “how are they going to get to us? I thought the lobby was flooded.”

      “It is,” Richter said. “I checked.”

      “So how then?”

      “All we have to do is wait for the boats to show up and jump down to them,” Torres said. “It’s not a big drop, and they’ll catch us.”

      “Seriously? Jump out the window?” Mickey said.

      “You got a better idea?”

      “Nah, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Man, I can’t swim.”

      “You’re joking,” Richter said.

      “Nah, man, I can’t swim,” Mickey said again.

      “Why can’t you swim?”

      “Huh?”

      “Why can’t you swim?”

      “Man, I dunno. I just never learned, okay?”

      “I can swim,” Macy said, raising her hand.

      “She’s actually a really good swimmer,” Angela said, smiling proudly at her daughter.

      The girl beamed back.

      “Yeah, well, good for her, but I can’t swim,” Mickey said.

      Richter exchanged a look with Torres.

      She shrugged. “It’s not unusual. Most inner-city kids can’t swim.”

      “What about you?”

      “I can do one hundred meters in about three minutes.”

      “That’s fast.”

      “No, not really.”

      “Faster than me.”

      “What about you, man?” Mickey was asking Cent.

      Torres looked over at Cent. He hadn’t spoken very much. The young man rarely spoke at all, and when he did, Torres always got the feeling he’d thought about it for a very long time before opening his mouth. It was something she wished Mickey would do once or twice. Or all the time.

      “You know how to swim?” Mickey was asking Cent.

      “Yes, of course,” Cent said.

      “‘Yes, of course.’ Oooh, excuse me, Mr. Fancy Pants.”

      “‘Fancy Pants’?”

      “Yeah. Fancy Pants.”

      “What’s so Fancy Pants about knowing how to swim?” Angela asked. “Everyone should know how to swim.”

      Mickey shrugged and retreated. Apparently he had no comeback for either one of them.

      So that’s all it takes to shut him up?

      “We can swim for it.” That was Esme, behind them. She had pulled her head back in from the storm and now sat on the windowsill, rainwater dripping relentlessly down her face and chin, then pouring in rivulets down her clothes and to the carpet around her.

      “What did you say?” Richter asked.

      “We can swim for it,” Esme said.

      The Brazilian was looking back at him and smiling. It was the first time Torres had seen her smile in… Had she ever smiled? Even before Wheeler got shot? And why did seeing her smile in the here and now make Torres… uncomfortable?

      “It’s not that strong,” Esme said. “The current. I’ve swam in stronger currents back home.”

      “Maybe you can, but not everyone can,” Richter said.

      “I sure as heck can’t,” Mickey said.

      “Yes, so you’ve told us,” Torres said.

      “But I can,” Esme said. Her smile widened, and there was something in her eyes that sent a slight chill up and down Torres’s spine.

      “No one’s going anywhere until a rescue boat shows up,” Richter said.

      “But I can make it.”

      “I don’t care. And close the window.”

      The smile faded from her lips. “You’re not my daddy, Richter. I can do whatever I want. And I’m telling you, I can make it.”

      “Make it where, Esme?”

      “Anywhere but here.”

      The smile returned to Esme’s lips. And just like the last time, this one also gave Torres the creeps. She couldn’t quite explain it, but there was something… not right about it.

      “I’ll send help as soon as I can,” Esme continued.

      “Esme, close the window and get back in here,” Richter said. His voice was on edge. Maybe, like Torres, he could see it in Esme’s eyes too. In that wicked smile of hers.

      “Wish me luck,” Esme said, as if Richter hadn’t said a word.

      “Don’t—”

      Esme seemed to topple out of the opening and vanished.

      They heard a surprisingly soft splashing sound as she landed in the water beyond the window. It might have been louder if not for the cacophony of rain rapping relentlessly against the outside world.

      Richter ran over. Torres joined him.

      They looked out the window and down at the flooded streets, but there were no signs of Esme. And there wouldn’t be, because the current would have carried her down a block in a matter of just a few seconds. It was that strong. Too strong for a woman like Esme to fight, much less make it to where she needed to be before sending help back to them.

      “Oh my God,” Angela whispered behind them. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

      “Maybe she’ll make it,” Mickey said. He sounded hopeful.

      Maybe, Torres thought as she watched the water raging down the street at a dizzying speed, a sea of garbage and plastic and anything else that wasn’t nailed down bobbing up and down as it disappeared into the blackness beyond.
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      Esme was dead. He could try to be optimistic about it, but Cent could see just how powerful the currents were outside the building. Nothing could swim in that, except maybe fish. But a human being?

      No. Esme was dead. Cent wished he could say he was surprised by what she’d done, but he wasn’t. He didn’t know her well enough to understand her decision, but he’d seen the way she looked after shooting Wheeler in the lobby. Cent wasn’t there at the time, and from what he heard, it wasn’t all her fault. But that hadn’t mattered, because it was her finger that had pulled the trigger.

      He pushed the window closed and looked back at the others. They were gathered near the center, with Richter and Torres holding court. Esme hadn’t just leapt to her death; she’d also taken one of the Glocks with her. They were now down to three, including the one in Cent’s waistband.

      “She coulda at least left the gun,” Mickey was saying.

      “Shut up, Mickey,” Torres said.

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      “Again, you say too much.”

      “Whatever,” the teenager said before leaning his face into his bent knees. He was doing that a lot.

      After Esme had made her leap of faith, Torres had continued to try to reach her fellow police officers on the radio. She’d come up empty each time. Either they were no longer out there, or the storm had made communications impossible. Whatever the answer, the results were the same: they were left to sit there and hope for the best.

      “The rooftop should give me a better radio signal,” Torres was saying. “I might be able to reach them from up there. Or if not them, someone else that can relay the message to them. Find out for sure when help is coming.”

      “‘Might’?” Richter said.

      “It’s better than sitting here and waiting. Look out the window, Richter. Matthew isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Cent couldn’t just see it, but he could feel it too: Hurricane Matthew was gaining steam with every passing hour. It was bigger and stronger than it had been this morning, and if it continued on that trajectory, the water level was going to keep rising. The latter part was fine; they could always move up to a higher floor. But eventually, they’d run out of food and water—at least, the drinkable kind. But if they could get rescued now…

      “Why shouldn’t we just stay here?” Angela asked. “You already said they know where we are. So they should be on their way now.”

      “If I can’t reach them, then they can’t reach me either,” Torres said. “For all they know, we could be dead already. They might not be willing to risk officers coming here if they don’t think we’ll still be here waiting for rescue.”

      “Would they really do that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not like this is something that happens every day. Houston Metro had to make up protocols just for Hurricane Matthew. So it stands to reason Harris County would have to do the same.”

      “Man, if they don’t show up, that would suck,” Mickey said.

      “That would, indeed, suck,” Richter said. He turned to Torres. “So let’s do it.”

      She nodded back.

      “Count me out,” Mickey said.

      Torres smirked at him. “Yeah, Mickey, we know. We never counted you in in the first place.”

      “Ouch,” Mickey said, and went back to burying his face against his knees.

      “You’ll need backup, just in case,” Richter said to Torres.

      “I can take Cent,” Torres said.

      “No. He’s in no shape to be running up and down stairs. I’ll go.” Richter looked across the room at Cent. “I need you to stay there. Keep an eye on the others.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cent said.

      “What about us?” Angela asked.

      “Stay here,” Richter said.

      “That’s it? Just stay here?”

      “You can come with us if you want.”

      Angela didn’t say anything.

      “Right,” Richter said. He turned back to Torres. “I need to get something first.”

      “What?” Torres said.

      “Give me a second.”

      Richter walked across the apartment and into the main bedroom. Torres gave Cent a questioning glance from across the room. Cent shrugged.

      Richter returned about a minute later, wearing a raincoat. It was Wheeler’s.

      Torres’s face paled slightly at the sight.

      “Are you okay?” Richter asked her.

      She nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      Cent didn’t believe her, and probably neither did Richter. But they left anyway without another word, closing the door after them. Cent hurried over and pushed the deadbolts into place.

      “Where are they going, Mommy?” Macy was asking her mom.

      “To find help, sweetheart,” Angela said.

      “But how come they’re leaving?”

      “They’re not going too far. They’ll be back soon,” she added, her voice wavering slightly, “Don’t worry, they’ll be back real soon.”

      Let’s hope so. Let’s hope so…
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        * * *

      

      The window they’d been using all night was directly across the living room from the front door, so it allowed Cent to sit on the wet windowsill and keep one eye on the pitch-black outside world and one on the front entrance at the same time. The immediate area around him was wet, but Cent had gotten used to it by now. As long as he still had some dryness on his person, he could stand the slight cold.

      It had gotten quiet after Torres and Richter left. Angela and her daughter had drifted off, and it didn’t take long before Mickey got up and wandered over. The tall, lanky black kid stood on one side of the window and shivered, despite wearing a thick sports jacket.

      “You got another one of that?” Mickey asked.

      “Another one of what?”

      “Gun. You got another one?”

      “No.”

      “So they left us with just one gun?”

      “I guess so.”

      Esme took hers with her, Cent thought but didn’t say. He didn’t like the idea of Mickey armed with a weapon anyway.

      “This gets suckier and suckier,” Mickey said.

      “Everything will be fine. We just need to wait for them to come back.”

      “You believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      Mickey eyed him, as if trying to decide if Cent really believed what he was saying. Cent could have told him that he did. He’d put his life in Richter’s hands more than once, and the man had always come through.

      “You trust him, don’t you?” Mickey said. “That Richter guy.”

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Because I know him. I know what he can do.”

      Mickey snorted. “What’s that? Get you guys stuck in an abandoned apartment during a crazy storm while being stalked by a killer monster?”

      Cent didn’t bother responding to him that time.

      “Just sayin’,” Mickey said.

      “Torres was right.”

      “About what?”

      “You say too much.”

      Mickey smirked. “Where you from, anyway? I mean, originally?”

      “Nigeria.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Nigeria?”

      “Yeah.”

      “West Africa.”

      “That the same as Africa?”

      Cent wasn’t sure if Mickey was just messing with him now.

      He said, “Yes. But in the western part.”

      “Word? The Motherland?”

      “Africa?”

      “Yeah. It’s the Motherland. Our Motherland.”

      “I guess.”

      Mickey held a fist up toward him. Cent stared at it, confused.

      “Come on, now, don’t leave a brotha hangin’,” Mickey said.

      Cent understood finally and gave him a fist bump.

      “Right on,” Mickey said. Then he looked down at the duffel bag next to Cent’s legs. “So what’s in that?”

      “Nothing,” Cent said.

      “Oh come on, there’s something in there.” He leaned in closer and smiled so bright the moonlight gleamed off his white teeth. “You can tell me, brotha. What’s in that? Money? Jewelry? What’d you and Richter and the rest of your crew come all the way here to get?”

      Cent smiled back at him but didn’t answer.

      Mickey leaned back. “So it’s gonna be like that, huh?”

      “I guess so.”

      “No brotherly love?”

      “We’re not brothers.”

      “We’re brothers from different mothers.”

      “No, we’re not.”

      Mickey snorted. “All right, man. All right. I gotcha. I gotcha.”

      He held up another fist, but this time Cent didn’t reciprocate.

      “Cool. It’s cool,” Mickey said and headed back to where he’d been sitting all night.

      Cent looked after him, trying to understand just what exactly he had in common with someone like Mickey and coming up empty.
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        * * *

      

      “We are here by the good graces of God. He watches over us, and He will protect us in our greatest time of need.”

      His mother’s voice echoed in his head as he stepped into the master bedroom and closed the door behind him. The bag, in his left hand, was heavier than it should have been, but Cent passed that off as something other than the actual weight of the crosses within.

      …the crosses within…

      And again, his mother’s voice, moving to the forefront of his mind, telling him to trust in God.

      …trust in God…

      The sight of Wheeler’s bundled body and head reminded him of Esme for some reason. More than the others—including Dutch—Esme’s fate stuck with him. Was she dead? Or had she actually made it? She’d claimed to be a very good swimmer, but could even a good swimmer successfully get through that fast—and getting faster—current outside? If she knew she couldn’t make it, then Esme had essentially committed suicide.

      Cent would never do that. His mother wouldn’t let him either. She’d done everything to get him out of Nigeria. Away from the blood and violence and misery. She’d sacrificed so much. Only now, when he was older, did Cent really understand the full magnitude of her sacrifices. She’d done things he would never know about and could only imagine. Not that he liked imagining them. He preferred to think about her intentions. His mother loved him and wanted him to live. Suicide was not an option. Not then, and not now.

      The thumping noise was coming from the closet door. Franklin. The man (could he really still be called a “man” anymore?) was banging against the slab of wood. He’d been at it for some time now and didn’t seem to ever get tired.

      Cent put the bag down and unzipped it. He took out the cross in the first shoebox and unwrapped it, exposing the bright silver to the moonlight that slipped in through the room’s only window. There was something about the object that captured his imagination, even if he didn’t quite know what. Its providence was unknown to him, but Richter knew. Cent hadn’t asked, because frankly, it didn’t matter. It was here now, in his possession, during a time when he desperately needed God’s guidance.

      Was it a coincidence? Maybe it was. But he didn’t think so.

      The closet. The thumping had stopped.

      Cent looked up at it, waiting for the undying Franklin to start up all over again.

      He waited, and waited…

      … and waited some more.

      Cent stood, facing the closet. He wasn’t sure how long he remained that way, but it felt like two lifetimes.

      Finally, he walked toward the closet. As he approached it, he thought he heard something strange. Shuffling sounds, coming from the other side. As if Franklin was scrambling to get away from the door.

      Why was that? Was he afraid? Why was he afraid all of a sudden?

      Cent had witnessed Richter destroying the man’s head chunk by chunk, and Franklin just kept coming.

      But now…

      Cent looked down. At the cross in his hand.

      “We are here by the good graces of God. He watches over us, and He will protect us in our greatest time of need.”

      Cent used his wounded hand to grab the chair and remove it from underneath the doorknob. A sting of pain, but for some reason not as much as he’d feared. As soon as the chair was gone, Cent jumped back.

      He waited for it to burst open and for Franklin to lunge out at him.

      Except he didn’t.

      Cent waited.

      Five seconds…

      Ten…

      Almost a minute, and the door remained closed. The doorknob didn’t jiggle.

      Cent changed up his grip on the cross, wrapping his fingers tightly around where the horizontal section met the vertical. He kept the sharp end with its star pointed up like a sword. Not that Cent had ever held a sword in his life, but he’d seen it done in the movies.

      The cross was heavy. It was actually heavier than he’d anticipated. But he wasn’t sure if that was because it was heavy or if it was all in his mind. The seriousness of the moment, represented in the heaviness of the object.

      Cent took a big breath and whispered, “God be with me,” before he grabbed the doorknob—it was cold and slick with blood—and turned it.

      He also took one, then two more steps back.

      And stared in at darkness.

      Franklin was in there. He was pressed against the very back wall. Blood had continued to ooze out of the stump where his head used to be and had covered up much of the carpet visible against the moonlight. The rest of the room, where Cent couldn’t see, would be just as bad, judging by the smell.

      Cent waited, changing up his grip on the cross in his left hand once again. He wasn’t left-handed, but it would have to do. Besides, given how slow and uncoordinated Franklin had been earlier when he’d tried to attack Richter, Cent didn’t think having only his non-dominant hand do all the work would make much of a difference.

      He hoped.

      He continued to stare into the closet at Franklin. The headless figure within “stared” back at him. It didn’t lunge, but it didn’t move either. Or maybe it was dead. It was hard to tell. His limbs hung limply at his sides. Blood dripped from the holes where he’d been shot repeatedly.

      “We are here by the good graces of God. He watches over us, and He will protect us in our greatest time of need.”

      Cent took a step forward, and Franklin finally moved. He bumped against the wall, as if trying to get away but finding no avenue of escape.

      Cent stopped moving, and so did Franklin.

      He moved again, and the headless figure once again tried to escape.

      Cent looked down at the cross in his hand. That was the only answer. Franklin didn’t fear guns or bullets, but there was something different about the cross.

      His mother’s words, again, filled his mind as he took another step toward the closet.

      Franklin pushed harder against the wall, attempting to flee.

      Cent took another step⁠—

      Franklin lunged at him. Or more accurately, staggered out of the closet toward Cent, wavering from side to side like a drunken man.

      Cent easily dodged its sudden charge and stabbed at it with the cross as it passed him by. He got it in the small of the back and felt the sharp cross penetrate the shirt and the flesh underneath.

      Franklin fell and lay still.

      And he didn’t move again.

      Cent stood over the headless body, the cross ready to stab a second time. He fully expected Franklin to turn around or try to get back up as he had before.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, Franklin lay still, on his chest, black goop slithering out from the stump that used to be his neck.

      The door clicked open, and Mickey peered hesitantly inside. “Yo, what’s goin’ on? You doing somethin’—” The teenager stopped when he saw Franklin’s body. “What the hell, bro?”

      “I had to see,” Cent said.

      “See what?”

      “If God was on our side.”

      “Come again?”

      Cent looked down at the cross in his hand. It’d worked. His mother’s words, about God being there for him, had come through.

      Thank you, Momma. Thank you for your assurance.

      “Man, you nuts,” Mickey was saying. “I ain’t cleanin’ that up, by the way. That’s all you, bro.”

      Cent ignored him. He was too busy trying to get Richter on the radio.

      “Richter, it’s Cent. Come in.”

      There was no response.

      He tried again: “Richter. Torres. Anyone. Please respond.”

      “What are you doing?” Mickey asked. He still hadn’t come completely into the room, as if he were afraid all the blood and death would claim him.

      Cent kept at it. “Richter. Torres. Can you hear me? I have something important to tell you. Richter. Torres. Come in, please. Anyone.”

      He waited some more, but there was still no reply. He knew that Torres’s radio would already be tuned in to her police emergency channel, but Richter was supposed to have his still set on their frequency. But Richter wasn’t replying; either he couldn’t, or he was out of range. Or, maybe, he was just too high up and all the concrete in the stairwell—not to mention all the floors between them at the moment—made two-way communications impossible.

      “No good?” Mickey asked.

      “No good,” Cent said.

      “Now what?”

      “We wait for them to come back.”

      “What if they don’t come back?”

      “They’ll come back.”

      “But what if they don’t?”

      Cent looked over at the other black man. “Believe, Mickey. You have to believe.” He glanced down at the cross in his hand. “Sometimes, when there’s nothing else, you just have to… believe.”
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      “Well, shit,” Richter said.

      “Goddammit,” Torres said.

      “I guess someone really doesn’t want anyone going out onto the rooftop. Or coming in from the rooftop.”

      “I guess not.”

      From the twentieth floor, there was an extra set of steps that led upward to a final metal door that, once opened, would presumably give them access to the rooftop of the Wilshire Apartments. Except that same door was welded shut. Completely shut. All four of the door’s sides had been welded into its frame, leaving zero inches of space between the stairwell and the rooftop beyond for even a little bit of water to drip through.

      “You think it did this?” Torres asked.

      “It’s smart enough, but I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “This looks like some idiot city official’s idea of keeping people out. As if anyone would climb onto the roof to try to get in when they could just come through any number of windows in the lobby.”

      “That’s a stretch.”

      “Yeah, well, does it matter who did it? It’s here.”

      “I guess not.” Torres sighed. “It might have worked too.”

      “Mighta, coulda, can’t prove-a.”

      They could hear the pounding rain on the other side, the presence of Hurricane Matthew much more powerful the higher they went up the stairwell. Now, at the very top of the building, it was like listening to the gods screaming at the top of their lungs.

      “So what now?” Torres said.

      “We go back down.”

      “And then?”

      “Fuck if I know. Wait for your friends to show up, I guess.”

      “Goddammit.”

      They turned and looked back down the steps. It’d taken nineteen flights of stairs to get here, and they were both exhausted, not to mention drenched in sweat. Suddenly being covered from head to toe in rainwater didn’t sound so bad anymore.

      “There’s another option,” Torres said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Can’t access the rooftop, but the other floors are clear.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I can use the twentieth. It’s high enough; maybe I can get a clearer signal.”

      Richter nodded. “Okay, you go and find out.”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “I’m heading back down.”

      “I thought you were my backup.”

      He didn’t answer her right away. The truth was, it’d been on his mind ever since they passed the tenth floor. The same one where he’d faced the creature. And where he’d lost Dutch. Richter’s chosen occupation didn’t allow for a lot of friendships. Those tended to get in the way and hindered efficiency. But somehow Dutch had become a good friend, and Richter still remembered the way he’d died, with the creature bent over him, as if the ex-Marine was little more than a meal to be enjoyed at its own leisure.

      Now, as he looked back down the steps, it gnawed on him that Dutch was dead, and Richter had walked right past the hallway where his killer resided. He didn’t give a damn what the creature was—supernatural or human, or somewhere in-between—he only knew that it’d taken the life of a good friend.

      “Richter,” Torres said. She was staring at him. “What are you going to do?”

      “Kill it,” Richter said and started walking down.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to kill it.”

      He was on the nineteenth-floor landing and rounding it when Torres caught up to him. “What the hell do you mean you’re going to kill it?”

      “Just what that means.”

      “We came up here to get a better radio signal.”

      “So you go and do that. I’ll go down to the tenth floor and kill the fucker.”

      Torres grabbed his arm and spun him around. “You said before that you couldn’t kill it, remember?”

      “I didn’t use this,” Richter said, holding up his Maglite.

      “What are you going to do with that?”

      “The same thing I did to Franklin.”

      “You said this one was stronger. And faster.”

      “I have a plan to counter that.”

      “Which is?”

      “Slow it down with this”—he held up his Glock—“and finish it off at close range with the flashlight.”

      “You think the flashlight will work on this thing?”

      “Why not? I destroyed its skull with a bullet. I don’t see why a Maglite wouldn’t work too. All I have to do is swing it hard enough. And keep at it until its head is gone. It can’t fight back if it can’t see what it’s fighting.”

      Torres took a step back. “You’re crazy.”

      “Nah. I’m just pissed off. It killed Dutch. And Marcus, and David, and God knows how many others in the last year. It’s responsible for Franklin too.” He smirked. “You know, for a cop, I’d think you would be the one making this argument, not me.”

      “Come again?”

      “You’re supposed to serve and protect, right? So serve and protect. Come downstairs and help me kill it so it can’t hurt anyone else.”

      Torres stared at him but didn’t say anything.

      “Fine,” Richter said, turning to go, “I’ll do it myself.”

      He was on the eighteenth-floor landing and turning when Torres caught up to him again.

      “Asshole,” she muttered.

      He grinned.

      Damn. Didn’t think that would work.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they returned to the tenth, Richter was dripping with sweat from head to toe. When they finally reached their destination, Richter ditched the raincoat he’d taken off Wheeler. Torres did the same, but unlike him, she folded hers up neatly and laid it down on the concrete floor, then picked up Wheeler’s and did the same. Richter had forgotten whose raincoat he’d been wearing this entire time and how it would affect her. It’d completely escaped his notice until now.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “For what?” Torres said as she carefully placed Wheeler’s raincoat over hers.

      “The raincoat.”

      “You needed it for the rooftop.”

      “Still…”

      “Stop talking about it.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Torres straightened up and took out her Glock and Maglite. “How are we going to do this?”

      “Just like I said. Slow it down with the Glock and take it out with the Maglite.”

      “Just like that, huh?”

      “Why make it more complicated than it has to be?”

      “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe because today has been nothing but complicated?”

      “It’ll work.”

      “Are you trying to convince yourself or me?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe a little of both.”

      They squared up against the stairwell door.

      “Ready?” Richter asked.

      “No.”

      “If it helps, think of this as doing your police officer duty.”

      “It doesn’t help.”

      “Hey, I tried.” He paused, then, “You drink?”

      “What?”

      “You drink?”

      “You mean beer?”

      “Sure. Anything.”

      “Now and then. Why?”

      “You like Brunello?”

      “I don’t even know what that is.”

      “Sangiovese grapes. From Italy.”

      “I don’t drink wine.”

      “No?”

      “No. Where I come from, a forty-ounce is about as good as it gets.”

      “Too bad. I have a nice vintage bottle of Brunello di Montalcino. Really good stuff. Been saving it for a special occasion.”

      Torres stared at him.

      He shrugged. “Thought you’d be interested.”

      “Are you asking me out?”

      Richter grinned. “What? This is new to you?”

      Torres might have rolled her eyes. Or given him a half-roll. “Ask me again when we live through this.”

      “Gotcha.” Then, “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      Richter opened the door while Torres, her Glock swinging up, slipped through the widening opening and into the hallway beyond. She had turned off her flashlight to prevent giving away her position immediately, and Richter did the same as he followed close behind her.

      He had to admit, they were moving pretty in sync for two people who had never met until less than twenty-four hours ago. It was almost like they were a well-oiled machine. Or a slightly lubricated one, anyway.

      The hallway was as filthy and sticky and smelly as when he’d first stepped foot into it. The only difference was the atmosphere. It was much darker this time around, which made sense, considering it had been daytime when he was last up here. Now it was pitch-black outside. Even moonlight didn’t seem capable of piercing this particular floor.

      Torres had moved to the left as she entered, leaving him with the right side. Again, it wasn’t anything they had planned out beforehand during the ten stories down but had just come instinctively to her. Richter guessed that was a part of her training. In a lot of ways, she was an ideal companion in a gunfight. Dutch was too, before he got killed.

      He glanced over at Torres, who matched his gaze. Richter pointed at Apartment 1010, located exactly in the middle of the hallway. The door was as open now as last time. Everything was the same, including the stink. It was everywhere, dripping from the cracked ceiling to the peeling wallpaper and to the rotted carpet.

      Torres could smell it too. It was different than the rest of the building. It was stronger in here, more pungent. It invaded their senses and clung to their clothes and skin. Richter thought he would be used to it the second time around, but he wasn’t.

      Richter moved first, the Glock in one hand, the Maglite held low in the other. He had the flashlight down there for an easier—and faster—swing. Torres did the same. Normally she would have had her flashlight against her gun, both hands pointed in the direction of the potential target.

      There was some light coming from within Apartment 1010. Not a lot, but more than the rest of the hallway. It was very clear that 1010 was the only apartment on the entire floor that was occupied at the moment. The stench, too, increased as they neared it.

      Richter’s breathing jumped slightly as he passed Apartment 1006 on his right. Two more to go…

      Behind him, Torres’s breathing had also picked up.

      At least it’s not just me.

      When he finally reached 1010, Richter slid up against the wall next to the wide-open door. Torres quickly ducked and darted across the opening. She was fast, and it would have taken someone staring directly at the door at that exact moment to have glimpsed her.

      When Torres straightened up against the other side of the open door and no one—or no thing—came out to confront them after five, then ten seconds, Richter took it as a good sign that she hadn’t been spotted.

      Torres looked across the opening at him. Richter lifted his hand, the same one holding the Glock, and extended three fingers out from the grip. Torres nodded her understanding. Richter had a brief flash of déjà vu. He’d done this before, with Dutch, and how had that turned out?

      Positive thoughts. Positive thoughts!

      Richter spun and went in first, sweeping the living room with the gun. He knew the layout of the apartment from the last time he was here and the fact that all the apartments used the same blueprint.

      Nothing to see.

      Nothing to shoot.

      And nothing to jump out of the semidarkness at him.

      Richter moved toward the main bedroom, where Dutch had encountered the creature. There was nothing in the second bedroom but bodies, and he had no reason to believe that had changed since he was last up here.

      Click-click as they both flicked on their flashlights. There was no room left for the element of surprise anymore. If anyone was in the apartment, they already knew he and Torres were here. Or if they didn’t, that would soon change, so it was better to see than not.

      The first thing Richter’s flashlight illuminated was the blackout curtains over the two windows. Flashes of lightning outside barely registered, and the patter of rain sounded muted up here. There were puddles of blood everywhere. They were already walking in it since the second they stepped into the place. There was no way around that. It was a butcher shop, one without any regard for health concerns. Some of the blood splatters were Dutch’s, and others probably belonged to David. Some were still wet, while others had dried into the carpet fabrics long ago.

      The thick smell of blood and guts and death was vicious, digging into his nostrils and every open pore on his body. Breathing through his mouth helped, but not completely. Richter was glad he hadn’t eaten anything all day since this morning.

      He headed for the main bedroom, and Torres followed, her shoes squishing against the fresh blood. His sneakers made the same noises. It was inevitable. The entire room was a sea of blood.

      Finally, they reached the door. Torres took up position to his right and reached for the doorknob. She didn’t open it right away. First, she looked toward him for confirmation.

      He nodded and squared up against the door, this time holding the flashlight against his Glock so he could see what he shot.

      Torres turned the doorknob and pushed the door in, and Richter lunged inside, the thoughts, Shoot it to slow it down, and then bash its head in with the Maglite! racing through his mind, over and over, at the speed of light.

      Richter was moving so fast he didn’t see the big pool of dark blood in front of him. Or maybe he did see it at the very last second, but it wasn’t soon enough. He lost his footing and landed on the floor on his back. Fortunately, he managed to hold on to both the Glock and the Maglite.

      “Richter,” Torres said as she hurried forward.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said, picking himself back up.

      “What happened?”

      “I slipped.”

      “You slipped?”

      “Yeah, I slipped. Give me a break.”

      “Watch your step.”

      “Gee, thanks for the advice.”

      Torres might have chuckled as she swept the room with her gun and flashlight. Richter did the same, but from a sitting position.

      Richter was fully prepared for it to be just as bad in here as it had been in the second bedroom, but there was only one body, and it lay on the carpet near the back, close to what looked like a shrine. Or something that someone had put together using pieces of scrap metal, wood, and plastic repurposed from something else. At the very center was an old color photo, frayed around the edges, with fingerprint stains across it. Some of those prints were dark red underneath their flashlights.

      There was no en suite bathroom to check, but there was a closet. Torres hurried over to the latter but didn’t have to open a door because it was already open. She retreated to Richter, who picked himself up from the floor. His pants were covered in a sticky wetness. He didn’t have to guess what had caused that.

      Torres circled the shrine before crouching next to the body. Her flashlight illuminated the face of an old lady wearing dark clothes. A hood covered parts of her face, but not all of it. Torres pulled the hood back to reveal the rest of her.

      “She hasn’t been dead long,” Torres said. “Buckshot wounds concentrated on her side, some along her torso. She was shotgunned to death earlier today.”

      “It’s her.”

      “Who?”

      “The old lady that Franklin killed on the eighth floor.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “The shotgun wound is the dead giveaway. Franklin didn’t have a choice. She’d already stabbed Cent and was going to finish him off.”

      “He could have fired a warning shot.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t. What’s done is done.”

      Torres turned to look at the photo. There were two people in it—a young man in his late teens and an older woman. That older woman was the same one who lay in front of Richter and Torres now. The young man was wearing some kind of school education gown, complete with a cap and tassel dangling off one end. They were both smiling, and blurry figures in similar caps and gowns filled the background.

      Richter moved closer to get a better look at the picture. The woman in the picture was younger than the one Franklin had killed, but it was the same one. The picture was just old, which accounted for its poor condition. But who had brought it here? And why?

      Richter looked down at the woman again. “What was that David said about the old woman?”

      “He said she was the only thing keeping it in check. And now that she’s gone…”

      “There’s no one left to stop it.”

      “Why would she try to stop it in the first place?’

      “Maybe because it was something to her, once upon a time.”

      He stared at the photo again.

      A woman and a boy…

      …a mother and her son…

      “The creature,” Richter said. “It’s the boy. The woman is his mother.”

      “Are you just guessing?”

      “Yes. But I’m right.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No, I’m right.”

      “So what happened to him?”

      “Fuck if I know. Something happened, that’s for sure. Turned him into… whatever the hell he is now.”

      “Like what happened to Franklin. Some kind of infection.”

      “Could be.”

      “And she brought him here. Her son. Why?”

      “Maybe to hide him. Keep him safe.”

      “Safe from who?”

      “From everyone. What would your police department do if they knew he existed? And what he’s been doing here?”

      “Probably send SWAT to deal with it.”

      “Exactly.” Richter thought about it for a moment before continuing, “And maybe she stayed around to help him feed. In some ways, she was protecting people from it.”

      “How could you say that?”

      “Think about it. She could have let it roam, feed freely, but she didn’t. The only reason it’s doing that now…”

      “Is because she’s gone,” Torres finished.

      “Uh huh. It had a leash, but not anymore. However she did it, she was able to control that thing. Now that she’s gone, he’s loose.”

      “So all we have to do is wait for this storm to clear and I can have a SWAT team in this place in no time.”

      “Or we can find it and kill it first.”

      “You really think it’s going to be that easy? You told me there were dozens of bodies in the other room.”

      “There are.”

      “You think something that could do that is going to be so easy to kill?”

      “I never said it was going to be easy.”

      Richter turned to go.

      Torres followed on his heels. “Where do you think it is now?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a big building.”

      “Twenty floors. It’s going to take forever to find it if we have to go floor by floor.”

      Richter stopped and looked back at her. He grinned. “Something just occurred to me…”

      “Is it a good idea?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Maybe, just maybe, it’s scared of us.”

      Torres smirked. “Seriously?”

      “Hey, it’s possible. Maybe it knows what we did to Franklin. Maybe it’s satisfied with what it has and split town.”

      “You really believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      Richter sighed. “No.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I was trying to be optimistic,” Richter said and turned back around. “You always such a party pooper, Torres?”

      “Yes. Always. It’s one of my better traits.”

      “Says who?”

      “Everyone.”

      “Good to know. Remind me never to invite you to a party.”

      “Who says I’d accept your invitation?”

      He chuckled and stepped outside.

      “Richter!” Torres screamed from behind him.

      He wasn’t sure why she was screaming and didn’t have time to figure it out because suddenly there was searing pain everywhere, and the stench of death itself was all around him, folding over his body like a cocoon.
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      One second Richter was in front of her, walking through the open master bedroom door, and the next he was gone.

      No, not gone. He’d been yanked off his feet and up, toward the ceiling.

      “Richter!”

      Torres ran out after him, the beam of her flashlight bouncing, her heartbeat slamming against her chest. As soon as she took the first step outside the bedroom, she slid to the left to get away from the wall, the Glock in her right hand swinging up. The Maglite in her left rose to light what she was looking at.

      Richter, on the ceiling.

      Not quite on the ceiling, but almost there. He was being held up by something. A dark object⁠—

      No, not an object.

      A thing.

      The thing.

      Gunshots as Richter fired.

      Torres wasn’t sure if he hit anything or if his bullets just ended up in the ceiling. Wherever they landed, it did nothing to force the creature holding him to let go. Richter continued to struggle, legs kicking at empty air, as he fired some more.

      Torres backpedaled to get a better look, her flashlight razing the ceiling, the beam jumping from Richter’s chest to his face to⁠—

      The creature.

      It hung from the ceiling with spindly limbs, pruned black flesh and hairless dome head gleaming off her flashlight. There was nothing resembling hair that Torres could see, and its eyes…

      They were blue.

      A dull blue, like twin stars trying to pierce their way through an ocean of black space. Not quite radiant, as if they had difficulty forming a true blue color.

      Torres didn’t know how the creature was holding Richter up there. It was so thin and frail and bony; it shouldn’t have the strength to drag up, much less hold, a man of Richter’s size for so long. And yet, despite Richter’s struggles, he couldn’t get free.

      “Richter!”

      He continued to struggle while his Glock, aimed upward, fired. It didn’t do any good. The creature had its hand on Richter’s head, long fingers in a death grip over the top of his skull. It palmed him, the way a basketball player would palm a basketball, with hardly any effort. Its eyes flashed against her flashlight’s beam, zeroing in on her. Thin razor-like lips sneered, as if daring her to join in Richter’s gunfire.

      …daring her…

      There was intelligence in those eyes. It wasn’t something she’d seen with Franklin. This creature was different. It might have turned Franklin, but it was far, far from what Franklin had become.

      “Torres!” Richter, shouting for all he was worth. For the first time, she heard fear in the way his voice quivered. “Do it!”

      She stared at him.

      “Do it!” he shouted.

      She wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Do it? Do what?

      Then she saw it: Richter’s Glock. It was on the carpeted floor. He’d either thrown it away or it’d been knocked loose. His Maglite lay near the gun. Richter was unarmed and at the mercy of the creature.

      “Do it!”

      She took two quick steps back and unloaded. She aimed for the creature’s head, using the beam of her flashlight to guide her shots.

      Her first round struck its neck, and a geyser of blood splashed Richter’s frantically moving head.

      Her second shot missed completely. It vanished into the ceiling.

      Before she could fire a third time, the creature fell.

      No, not fell.

      It dropped down from the ceiling…

      … and landed on its feet.

      It straightened up slowly, holding Richter by the skull with those long, almost delicate fingers of its right hand. It hid behind Richter’s struggling body, using him as a human shield. Richter was so much wider, so much bigger, that he covered it up almost completely.

      Torres moved to the right, trying to get a clear shot.

      It turned, swinging Richter’s body to keep him between her and it. Richter was still suspended in the air. It held him at least a foot from the floor as if he weighed next to nothing. It was strong. How was it so strong that it could lift a man like Richter, who had to be well over 200 pounds, as if he were a mere child?

      She angled left, and it mimicked her movements.

      Then its head appeared over Richter’s right shoulder, and it… grinned at her. Blood from the hole she’d put in its neck continued to spurt, but in lesser quantities now.

      “Torres!”

      Richter had reached up with both hands and grabbed the creature’s wrist, trying to wrestle it off him. His head was turned slightly upward, against his will, his teeth clenched, obvious pain written all over his face.

      She stared at him, and Richter stared back.

      He mouthed a word.

      A single word:

      “Run.”

      She didn’t. She couldn’t. She kept moving, trying to get a clear shot at the creature, but it was too smart, too fast, and whenever she thought she had a sliver of an opportunity, Richter’s body quickly appeared to take it away.

      Richter had given up trying to get away. He’d surrendered and let his hands drop to his sides. His eyes were laser-focused on her.

      And he mouthed the words, “Do it.”

      She put pressure on the trigger of her Glock, but before she could pull it, the creature let go of Richter’s skull. She thought it was going to let him go, but instead it moved with ferocious speed and grabbed his arms—both of them—as he was falling from its grasp and pulled.

      The sounds of muscle and tendon tearing, then bone snapping and joints cracking, as Richter’s arms came out of their sockets, then out from his torso completely. He screamed as he fell, face-first, to the carpeted floor.

      Torres turned and fled.

      It was the first time in a long time that Torres ran for her life. The last time was when she was just a teenager, and the memories of that day were fuzzy. There was nothing fuzzy about this time.

      She ran as fast and as hard as she could because to do anything else was to die. It had already killed Richter. Or if he wasn’t dead, he was going to be very soon. It had ripped his arms out of his body as if it were playing with a doll. Richter would bleed out and die, either of blood loss or shock. The best thing he could hope for was shock first and then death. That way, he wouldn’t have to feel every second of the pain.

      She could still hear his screams now as she lunged out of the open apartment door and crashed into the opposite hallway wall. She spun around like a top and kept going, gaining speed as she went.

      Torres didn’t look back. She didn’t have to. She could feel the air moving, rippling as it pursued her.

      Apartment doors blurred by on both sides of her, and the Glock felt impossibly light in her hand. It was almost empty. She probably had a handful of bullets left. Maybe not even that. She’d lost track of how many shots she’d fired. Not that it mattered anyway. She’d clipped it in the neck and the damn thing didn’t even look as if it felt it.

      Footsteps from behind her.

      Don’t look back. Don’t look back!

      She recalled the blue eyes. Those dull blue eyes. She would remember them for as long as she lived. There was something about them. Something unnatural. Both eyes were entirely blue, with no scleras that she could make out.

      The distance to the stairwell door seemed to keep getting longer instead of shorter. Shouldn’t she be almost right in front of it by now? So why was she still running? Why did it feel like the hallway kept getting longer? What the hell was going on?

      It was behind her. She could feel its vile presence in the way the stink within the hallway had increased tenfold.

      She didn’t look back.

      She didn’t dare look back.

      Don’t look! Don’t look!

      But she looked back.

      … and there was nothing there.

      Torres froze, the gun in one hand, the Maglite in the other.

      All she saw behind her was a long, empty corridor.

      Her heartbeat pulsed against her chest like a tidal wave. Over and over and over and over.

      Where was it? Where was it?

      Where was it?

      She looked up.

      It was crawling on the ceiling like some kind of spider creature. Its head was turned, blue eyes gazing down at her. Those lips, like razor wires, forming a gradual smug self-satisfied smile at her shock.

      Torres started to pull the trigger⁠—

      A sudden surge of hot air from behind her, just a split second before something grabbed her arm from behind and yanked her backward.

      The creature landed on the floor and straightened up, eyes drilling into hers, its face locked in what she could only imagine was… annoyance?

      The heavy metal stairwell door slammed with a shuddering bang! in front of her.

      The stairwell door?

      She was in the stairwell.

      How had she gotten into the stairwell?

      “Run!” a voice shouted.

      She spun around and came face to face with someone she hadn’t expected to see.

      “Cent?” she whispered. It was all she could get out.

      “Run!” Cent shouted again.

      Torres ran. She expected to hear the door open behind her and for the creature to follow, but there was just the quick and very loud pounding of Cent’s footsteps as he followed her down the steps.

      Torres shot a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure.

      Cent, three steps above her, shouted, “Don’t stop! Keep going!”

      She did, and kept going, every ounce of her being shaking, the image of Richter’s last seconds—at least she hoped it was his last seconds—flashing across her mind’s eye.

      “Richter!” Cent was shouting. “Where’s Richter?”

      “He’s dead!” she shouted back.

      “How?”

      “It killed him!”

      “But how?”

      Her heartbeat was racing faster than her feet were carrying her. Torres didn’t look back. She was too afraid to. She trusted in Cent to watch her back as she fled.

      “Torres! How did Richter die?”

      “Does it matter? He’s dead!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!”

      And that was it. He didn’t ask her a third time.

      So they ran.

      And ran…

      Wait. This wasn’t her. She didn’t run. Torres had spent her entire life standing up against fear. Standing up against everyone who wanted to put her down, who thought she didn’t deserve anything that she got.

      She didn’t run. She never did, and she never would.

      …and she never would…

      She stopped suddenly, and Cent crashed into her from behind. Torres turned, the gun in one hand, the Maglite in the other. She looked up, peering through the semidarkness of the stairwell at the stories above her. They were somewhere on the seventh floor, but it might as well be the hundredth because it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to run anymore.

      “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” Cent, gathering himself behind her.

      “Nothing.”

      “Why did you stop?”

      “I’m not running.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not running.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      It appeared above them. She counted three stories between them. It looked down at her from over the railing and caught her gaze. Its dark black skin made it blend in almost perfectly with the shadowy surroundings, but there was no hiding its eyes.

      Its eyes.

      “Obayifo,” Cent whispered almost breathlessly behind her.

      Torres expected him to keep running now that he’d seen what was chasing them, but instead Cent walked up to stand beside her. For the first time, Torres glanced over at him for longer than just a few harried seconds. He was holding something in his hand. It looked familiar.

      The cross. The same cross Richter had used to cut off Wheeler’s head.

      Cent’s heartbeats were so loud, Torres could hear them over her own. He was scared, and yet, for some reason, calm.

      “Cent,” Torres said. “Get out of here.”

      “No.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I have God on my side.”

      “You have what?”

      “God.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “It knows,” Cent said, staring up at the creature.

      It hadn’t moved. It hadn’t taken one step down to meet them or retreated. It held its ground, dull blue eyes watching them back.

      “It’s not coming down,” Torres said.

      “It’s afraid,” Cent said.

      “Afraid of what?”

      “God’s instrument.”

      Cent held up the cross to show her, and Torres saw the creature flinching. Its body moved for the first time, and it seemed to slip farther back into the shadows that enveloped it, as if trying to… get away.

      He’s right. It’s scared of the cross.

      It continued moving, until she couldn’t see it anymore.

      It’s scared of the cross!

      “Cent,” Torres said.

      “Yes?”

      “You got another one of those?”

      “The cross?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I have one?’

      “It’s back in the apartment.”

      “Let’s go get it then.”

      “You first.”

      Torres didn’t argue. She went down the steps first, with Cent coming down after her.

      “Richter,” Cent said after a while.

      “He’s dead, Cent. I’m sorry.”

      “How?”

      “It killed him,” Torres said and didn’t expand on it. She wasn’t sure if he wanted to know anyway. She wasn’t sure if even she could forget the sight.

      Not in twenty-four hours or twenty-four days or twenty-four weeks. Maybe not even in twenty-four years.

      The horror of it clung to her, the reality of what had happened—what was happening, even now—like a red-hot poker pricking at the edges of her mind.

      Cent didn’t say anything for a while. Then, finally, “He was a good man.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for that.”

      “He was. Despite everything.”

      You mean despite what he did for a living, she thought but of course didn’t say.

      Torres said instead, “Let’s talk about that later if you still want to. For now, get me one of those crosses.”
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      “How did it happen? Go through it. Slowly. I need to know everything. Every little detail.”

      “There’s not a lot to it. I stabbed him.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Torres looked down at the crucifix in her hand. It was identical to the one he held in his. “What did you call it?”

      “God’s instrument. The Hand of God.” He shrugged. “Does it really matter what I call it? It is what it is.”

      “Which is what?”

      “It works.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Franklin hadn’t moved from the spot where he fell. For a brief moment, as Cent led Torres into the room, he had a fleeting thought that Franklin might have gotten up and attempted to get out of the bedroom, that Cent had been wrong about the cross after all.

      But there he was, where Cent had left him. Mickey and Angela had confirmed that Franklin never tried to leave the room, and the chair Cent had put underneath the bedroom doorknob remained in place when Cent returned.

      “How did you stab him, exactly?” Torres asked.

      “Simple.” Cent showed her how he’d thrust the cross. It was nothing special.

      “That’s it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he… just fell?”

      “Yes.” Cent snapped his fingers. “It was like a light just turned off and he stopped.”

      “Stopped?”

      “Just stopped. He fell and never got up.”

      “Did he move?”

      “No.”

      “Not at all?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Hunh.”

      Torres turned the cross over in her hand, feeling along the smooth silver edge and the sharp star at the bottom. She had the look of someone who was sure there was a secret to be found and was intent on discovering it. “How deep did you stab him?”

      “Not very deep. Got the sharp point through his clothes and into the flesh underneath. I knew I’d punctured skin because there was blood on the cross when he fell.”

      “And that’s all it took?”

      “That’s all it took.”

      Torres’s forehead wrinkled. She still looked very doubtful. “Why does it work? Is it the silver?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe it’s the bronze.”

      “It could be.”

      “But you don’t think so.”

      “I’m not saying it’s the silver or the bronze, and I’m not saying it isn’t either of those things.”

      “What do you think it is? The reason Franklin didn’t get back up?”

      “I already told you. You just don’t want to believe it.”

      “God.”

      “Yes.”

      Torres sighed.

      “You don’t believe in Him,” Cent said.

      “I used to.”

      “What happened?”

      “Life. When you’ve seen the things I’ve seen out there, it’s hard to convince yourself there’s someone up there watching out for all of us.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      “I was in a refugee camp when I was a child. Kids my age were given AK-47s and told to shoot people. Yes, Officer Torres, I know what it’s like to have doubts about a higher power.”

      “But you still believe.”

      “I don’t have any choice.”

      “There’s always a choice, Cent.”

      “Look around you. Think about everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. What just happened to you and Richter on the tenth floor. Now tell me: do you still think you know everything about what’s out there?”

      Torres didn’t answer right away.

      “I just know one thing,” she finally said. “I saw the creature. The blue-eyed one. It reacted to the cross when you showed it to me in the stairwell.”

      “I saw that too.”

      “So that’s good enough for me.” Torres turned to look at him. “So that’s what we’re going with, huh? God’s Hand?”

      Cent smiled. “Call it whatever you want. I just know that it works.”

      “It worked on Franklin, but will it work on the other one? They’re different, you know. Similar, but different. This one… it’s stronger. It picked up Richter like he was nothing. And it…” She stopped short.

      “What?” Cent said.

      “It killed him like he was nothing.”

      Cent didn’t say anything. He’d wanted to ask her how Richter had died, but a part of him didn’t want to know, and he’d deferred to that. Dead was dead, and there was nothing he could do to bring his friend back. Not Richter nor Dutch.

      “I don’t blame you, you know,” he said.

      “About?”

      “That you have doubts. I do too. I wouldn’t have believed any of this if I hadn’t been the one who killed Franklin. Despite all the stories my mother and grandfather have told me about the superstitions of our culture, I’ve always had doubts. How could something like the obayifo be real? Its very existence defies everything I know about the world. I may have been born in West Africa, but I was educated in the West.”

      Torres nodded. He thought he might have convinced her. If not entirely, then she was more a believer now than she’d been a few minutes ago.

      “This God’s Hand of yours, it’s stolen,” Torres said, looking down at the cross.

      “It is.”

      “You were paid to steal it.”

      “I was.”

      “Who’s the client?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe if I know who wanted it, I can understand why it can do the things it can do.”

      “Only Richter had that kind of information. The rest of us just did our jobs.”

      “What was your job?”

      “Drive.”

      “You’re the getaway driver.”

      “I was the driver. Richter always had everything planned out so well, there was never a need for me to do any ‘getaway’ driving.”

      Torres hefted the cross in her hand. “I can’t look the other way on this, you know.”

      “This?”

      “The crosses.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m a cop.”

      “The person they belong to won’t miss them. They were at the auction warehouse for a reason. They were supposed to go up for sale next week.”

      “Who do they belong to? I mean, since they don’t belong to Richter’s client.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Because only Richter knows?”

      “Exactly. Though I suppose you can find that information easy enough if you want to look around. I don’t think they’ll miss them, though. Everything in that warehouse was insured.”

      “What did you guys do to the warehouse?”

      “Does it matter? Everyone will be compensated and no one will notice—or care to look for—two pieces of jewelry in a building full of much, much more valuable items.”

      “Richter had it all figured out, didn’t he?”

      “That’s what he does best.” He paused, then, “That’s what he did best.”

      Torres was looking at him oddly.

      “What is it?” Cent said.

      “Do you want to know? What happened to Richter?”

      Cent shook his head. “You said he was dead, so he’s dead. How it happened doesn’t matter.”

      “Are you sure, Cent?”

      “Yes,” Cent said quickly, even if, in the back of his mind, he wasn’t so sure.

      Did he want to know all the details? No. But a part of him wanted to make sure Richter was truly dead, just as he wanted to make sure Dutch was too. They were his friends. His only friends, if he were being honest with himself.

      “By the way,” Torres said. “I’ve been meaning to ask…”

      “What kind of name is Cent?”

      She smiled. “It’s that obvious?”

      He shrugged. “That’s all I was worth, back in the camps. That’s all any of us were worth. A few cents here and there. I gave myself the name because I never, ever want to forget where I came from.”
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      The others were waiting for them outside the room. Mickey, Angela, and a groggy Macy. Cent couldn’t tell if they were scared or anxious. Angela had responded badly to Richter’s lack of return. She hadn’t said anything, but Cent could see it on her face. Like Cent, she probably expected Richter, out of all of them, to be the last man standing.

      “So what’s the verdict?” Mickey asked. “We gonna get outta this or what?”

      “That’s the plan,” Torres said.

      “Were you at least able to get someone on the radio?” Angela asked.

      “No. We didn’t make it to the rooftop.”

      “What happened?”

      “A lot of things.”

      Angela waited for her to explain, but Torres didn’t. Which was for the best. The girl, Macy, was listening intently, and Cent didn’t want her to hear about what had happened to Richter. Cent himself didn’t know, but he had his suspicions. Richter was probably the most capable man Cent had ever met, and his death wouldn’t have come easily.

      “This just keeps getting better and better,” Mickey said.

      “That’s not helping, Mickey,” Torres said. There was an obvious warning edge in her voice. She turned to look at Cent. “I’m going to keep trying the radio. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “Yes,” Cent said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      She forced a smile. It wasn’t very convincing, and he thought she knew it too.

      Torres walked over to the same window they’d been using all night to try to reach someone on the radio. She pushed the window open and tried again.

      Cent checked on the front door. The two deadbolts were still firmly in place, but the door was cheap, and it wouldn’t take much to smash it in. If the creature was as strong as Richter and Torres said, then the door wouldn’t hold.

      “Mister Cent?” Cent looked back at Macy. The girl was sitting Indian-style, hands in her lap. “Where’s Mister Smith?”

      “He’s gone,” Cent said.

      “Where did he go?”

      “Away.”

      “Away where?” She cocked her head slightly to one side.

      “Just away.”

      “How come he didn’t take us with him? He promised he’d take us with him.”

      Cent walked over and crouched in front of her. He smiled. Or smiled as best he could. “He had to go. Emergency. You know what that is?”

      “Yes,” Macy said, nodding.

      “He couldn’t wait for us. But he said—he told me—to make sure you got home with your momma. He made me promise.”

      “He did?”

      “Yes. And you know what I said?”

      “What?”

      “‘I promise, sir.’ And I will. Get you and your momma home.”

      The girl smiled. Hers was more convincing than his, probably because it was completely genuine. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” Cent said, smiling easier this time.

      “Yup.”

      “Good.”

      Cent stood up and wandered back to the front door.

      Torres was still at the window, working on the radio. She hadn’t let up since she started. “Officer Torres to any available boat rescue units out there. Can anyone hear me? I can use some assistance, guys. Anyone out there? Anyone?”

      The only response she got was static. She hadn’t been able to reach anyone, including the Boat Number Ten she’d made contact with earlier. There were a lot of reasons for the silence, from the storm to the radio’s limited range.

      Cent took the crucifix cross out from his back pocket before he sat down next to the door. Torres had hers stuffed in her back pocket too; the jewelry stuck out like a sore thumb on their persons. If Angela or Mickey had any questions about the crosses, neither one had broached the subject.

      There was nothing about the cross that would make Cent believe it was anything special. He’d seen hundreds like it before in jewelry stores all across the country. The church his mother and their sponsors attended had bigger, more elaborate ones. More expensive too. So what made this crucifix so different? Why did it kill Franklin when nothing else would? And would it kill the obayifo too?

      “Mister Cent?”

      Cent looked up and across the room at Macy. The girl was pointing to the door.

      He glanced over and instantly jumped up to his feet. “Officer Torres.”

      Torres glanced over and saw it too. She immediately put the radio down on the windowsill and hurried across the living room, the Glock already in her hand.

      Cent took a few steps away from the door.

      “Oh man, oh man, here we go, here we go.” That was Mickey, sounding breathless in the background.

      Torres appeared next to Cent, and the two of them stood facing the door.

      Not the door itself.

      But the doorknob.

      It was jiggling.

      Torres had also taken out her cross and now gripped it tightly in her left hand. She said quietly to him, “Slow it down with the bullets, then get in close to use the cross.”

      He nodded and wondered what would have happened if he’d gotten in touch with Richter before he faced off against the obayifo. If Richter knew about the cross, would he have had a better chance? Would he have even won their battle? That was a question he would never have an answer to.

      But he did know a few things for certain: Torres had escaped the tenth floor with only two bullets left in her weapon. Cent had split the remaining rounds in his handgun with her. They had exactly five bullets apiece between them. But it was the cross in Cent’s left hand that he clutched onto, that he put his faith in. Bullets wouldn’t kill the obayifo. That had been proven over and over again. By Richter, by him, and by Torres. It wasn’t man’s hands that would deal the fatal blow. It was God’s. And whether she believed him or not, Cent knew Torres had put all her faith—either forced or naturally—into the crucifix she held in her own hand at the moment.

      “God is not the last resort; He is the first and only resort,” his mother used to tell him. He hadn’t really believed her. After all the terrible things he’d seen in his life, it was hard to believe there was someone up there who was watching over them.

      Now, thinking back, maybe she had been right all along.

      Cent and Torres watched the doorknob jiggling, even as Angela, Macy, and Mickey moved toward the back of the apartment until there was nowhere left for them to go.

      And Mickey, being optimistic, chanting under his breath, “Oh man, oh man, this is bad, this is bad…”

      There were no lights in the hallway outside the apartment, so Cent couldn’t see shadows moving in the small slit underneath the door. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel a presence out there. It was in the way the hairs along the back of his neck rose and his cheeks tingled.

      “Remember,” Torres said, without taking her eyes off the door, “shoot it to slow it down, then finish it off with the cross. If all else fails, go for the head. Keep hitting it until there’s nothing left.”

      He didn’t say anything. Cent was never good at speaking, and all the events of today hadn’t changed that. He’d always been a quiet kid; so quiet, in fact, that oftentimes his teachers would worry. It was only much later, when he was no longer constrained by classes, that Cent realized all those teachers who “worried” about him were just scared. He didn’t speak, so they didn’t know what he was thinking. And when you didn’t know what someone was thinking, you tended to make up stories.

      Like what Cent was doing now: he imagined the obayifo outside, standing in the darkness of the hallway, where it was perfectly at home. It was sniffing the door this second, trying to gauge how many were left in the room. Could it also sense the crosses in his and Torres’s hands? Did it know what it was about to face? There was a hesitancy to the way the doorknob jiggled. It wasn’t an outright attack but a testing of the waters.

      And then, just like that, the doorknob ceased to move.

      They waited.

      Five seconds…

      Ten…

      Silence.

      And stillness.

      He exchanged a quick glance with Torres. She looked as confused as he was. And, like him, she hadn’t relaxed even a little bit. Her fingers flexed around the cross in her left hand, while her right did the same with the grip of the Glock.

      Cent did the same, forcing blood to flow through his extremities. The cross was heavy in his hand. Heavier than it should have been, than it had any right to be.

      He looked over his shoulder. Angela and her daughter had their arms around each other’s waists, while Mickey stood a few feet from them. All three had their backs against the far wall, waiting. They were smart enough to stay away from the swaths of moonlight that shined in through the windows.

      Mickey caught his eyes and mouthed the word, Well?

      Cent shook his head and looked back at Torres. He was about to ask her What now? when her radio squawked and a man’s voice came through the speakers. “Officer Torres. Can you hear me? Officer Torres, this is Captain Stevens. I’m with the Harris County Sheriff’s Office High Water Rescue Unit. If you’re still there, please respond.”

      “Cent,” Torres said.

      “I got it,” he said, not taking his eyes off the door.

      Torres unclipped her radio and hurried over to the same window and peered out. She keyed her radio. “Boy am I glad to hear your voice, Stevens. I thought you guys had forgotten all about me.”

      Stevens chuckled through the radio. “Sorry about that, Torres. We’ve been at this all day. Too many people and not enough boats. It’s easy to get lost out there. Everything’s flooded. Water everywhere.”

      “Better late than never. What happened to Boat Ten?”

      “They ran into trouble and couldn’t get to you. But they passed your info off to us. What’s your current situation?”

      “I’m still stuck in the Wilshire Apartments with four civilians, including one minor.”

      “What about your partner? Boat Ten said there was an officer needing assistance.”

      Torres didn’t answer right away. Cent didn’t look away from the door to see what she was doing in the momentary silence. If he had to guess, it would be glancing toward the main bedroom door, where Wheeler’s body lay.

      “Torres?” Stevens said. “You still there?”

      “I’m still here,” Torres said. “The officer’s gone. He didn’t make it.”

      “Damn, sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Then, without missing a beat, “I need to get everyone evacuated out of here ASAP, Stevens. Can you help me?”

      “Are you in danger of flooding?”

      “No. At least not yet.”

      “If you’re not in any danger, I’ll have to put you at the back of the list. We still have plenty of civilians that’s risking drowning out there.”

      “I need to get these people out of here, Stevens. I have a pregnant woman and a sick child on my hands. If I don’t get them to a hospital soon, I’m not sure either one of them’s going to make it.”

      This time Cent did glance back at Torres. A pregnant woman and a sick child? The last time he’d checked, Angela and Macy weren’t either one of those things. From the looks on their faces, both were equally confused.

      “You should have said that before, Torres,” Stevens was saying through the radio. “You said you’re at the Wilshire Apartments? Can you give me an exact address?”

      Torres did.

      “Hang tight,” Steven said. “We’ll get a boat to you as soon as possible. You said you’re with four civilians? So five total?”

      “That’s an affirmative,” Torres said.

      “Okay, looks like I got a boat in the vicinity. ETA maybe twenty minutes if they don’t run into any trouble getting there.”

      “Twenty minutes. Got it.”

      “Hang tight, Torres.”

      “Roger that,” Torres said, and put the radio away.

      “So, who’s pregnant?” Mickey asked.

      “No one,” Torres said.

      “But you said⁠—”

      “It was the only way to get them here.”

      “You didn’t tell them about that thing that killed everyone,” Angela said. It wasn’t a question.

      Torres shook her head. “I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Would you believe me if I’d told you?”

      “Of course I would.”

      “Because you’ve been here the entire time. What if you hadn’t?”

      Angela started to answer but stopped herself. It took her probably a few seconds longer than Cent would have liked for her to fully understand Torres’s point.

      But eventually she did, and Macy’s mother nodded. “You’re right.”

      “So you’re not sick?” Mickey said, looking at Macy.

      The girl shook her head. “It’s not me. It’s you.”

      “Me? Why would she be talking about me?”

      “You barfed.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve barfed, too, before.”

      “Gee, thanks. Now I feel so much better.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Torres was looking across at Cent. “Twenty minutes. We’ll need to hold out for twenty minutes.”

      “He said if they don’t run into trouble on the way here,” Cent said.

      “Yes, he did. But we can’t do anything about what happens out there. We can only affect what happens in here.” She glanced around at the others. “And right now, that means keeping it out there, and us in here, until those rescue boats arrive.”
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      “Okay, looks like I got a boat in the vicinity. ETA maybe twenty minutes if they don’t run into any trouble getting there.”

      Twenty minutes was a good ETA. The “if they don’t run into any trouble” part was concerning. What kind of trouble could they run into out there? Oh, let her count the ways.

      Many. Too many to count.

      Boat Number Ten was supposed to have reached them by now, but it, too, had run “into trouble” on the way. That was the problem with a storm like Hurricane Matthew. Anything and everything could happen. To add to the danger, the crew was traversing a flooded city in the dead of night, with only their lights to guide them. It wasn’t exactly the most optimal way to get rescued.

      But they didn’t have a choice. One way or another, they had to get out of the Wilshire Apartments, because Torres didn’t think the creature would let them just go. The blue eyes that had looked back at her, first on the tenth floor, then in the stairwell, showed a level of frightening intelligence. This wasn’t a dumb, mindless creature. And where there was intelligence, there was the capability for evil. What Torres had seen earlier was just that—evil.

      Cent remained standing near the door, watching it like a hawk. He held the silver-coated crucifix cross in his left hand despite being right-dominant. His right arm was still bandaged, so it wasn’t nearly as strong as it used to be. There was no doubt in Cent’s mind that the cross was the only thing standing between them and the creature. From what she’d seen, Torres couldn’t really disagree with him. It sure as hell wasn’t the half-empty Glock in her holster.

      She spent some time with Macy and her mother while waiting for Stevens to come back on the radio. The girl kept falling asleep, then waking up, only to fall asleep again. Angela didn’t have that luxury. She stayed awake the entire time, with bags growing underneath her eyes. Torres didn’t want to find out what she herself looked like at the moment. It was probably not very pretty.

      “How is she?” she asked Angela.

      The older woman was stroking her daughter’s hair, Macy’s head lying like a piece of lumber in her lap. “She’s okay. It’s us I’m worried about.”

      “They should be here soon. We have to be ready when they get here.”

      “Should I wake her up now?”

      “Not yet. Let her sleep. God knows all of us wish we could.”

      She stood up and looked over at Mickey, sitting by himself across the living room. The teenager had his eyes closed, and his head lolled slightly to one side. Torres didn’t believe that he was asleep though.

      It was quiet inside the apartment despite the violent torrential downpour outside. Somehow, the sound and fury of Hurricane Matthew had faded into the background. It wasn’t going anywhere, but it’d lost much of its ability to scare them.

      She walked over to where Cent stood and put a hand on his thin shoulder. “Ten minutes.”

      The young man nodded but didn’t take his eyes off the door.

      Torres had her crucifix cross housed behind her, in the pouch meant to hold her handcuffs. In order to keep it in place, she’d had to break through the leather fabric. It hadn’t been very difficult. The cross’s end, as Richter had proved, was very sharp.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He nodded again.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Has it come back?”

      “No. Not since the last time.”

      “Why are you so sure?”

      “I… can feel its presence.”

      She stared at him for a moment. Then, “How?”

      “I don’t know. I just can.”

      She had more questions, but it was clear in Cent’s voice that he really didn’t know. He just… did.

      Torres left him alone and went into the bedroom where Wheeler, her partner (Ex-partner? Is he my ex-partner now, since he’s dead?) lay on the floor underneath a filthy blanket that had been left behind by the apartment’s previous tenants. She stood at the door and stared at him. Or the two parts of him. How was she going to explain this? She still didn’t know.

      She walked over and crouched next to Wheeler, staring at the blanket covering his decapitated head. She didn’t want to see what he looked like underneath that. It was hard enough accepting that he was dead and that she’d let Richter chop off his head.

      Torres thought about Nancy, Wheeler’s wife, and once again tried to come up with an explanation. Like the seemingly 500 other times she’d thought about it, she had no answers. None. Not a single⁠—

      A loud, excited knock on the open door behind her.

      She glanced back to find Mickey, eyes wide, a big grin spread across his face. “They’re here.”

      Torres stood up. “Who?”

      “The rescue. I can see their lights.”

      Torres hurried outside and followed Mickey to the window they’d been opening and closing all night.

      Angela was on her feet, her daughter snoring lightly on the floor. “Are they here?”

      “They’re here,” Mickey said.

      “Oh, thank God.”

      The only one who wasn’t very excited was Cent. Not that she could actually confirm one way or another, because he had his back turned to her. As far as she knew, he’d never looked away from the door once. Maybe this was why Richter had relied on someone as young as him, on more than one job. The kid—which he wasn’t, really—was proving himself to be very dependable in a crunch situation.

      Mickey had slid the window open again, and Torres braced herself against the cold and rainwater as she peered out. Mickey was next to her, pointing in the direction where he’d seen the light. It took her a moment, but she eventually found it: a round circle of light bobbing up and down in the flooded street. It was still too far away for Torres to be sure it was coming toward them, but she was certain it was out there. And what else would be out there if not one of the rescue boats?

      “That’s them, right?” Mickey asked. There was hope in his voice, something he’d been cautious against before now. “That’s gotta be them. Who else would be boatin’ around in this friggin’ storm?”

      She smiled. “That’s a pretty fair assessment, Mickey.”

      “I knew it!”

      “It’s them?” Angela asked from behind them. The hope in her voice, like that in Mickey’s, was impossible to miss.

      “Gotta be,” Mickey said. “No way some dude’s gonna be out there boatin’ around in this flood. Gotta be either suicidal or crazy, or both.”

      Torres unclipped her radio and pressed the transmit lever. She kept her eyes on the light, which bounced up and down in the distance as she did so. “Stevens, come in. This is Torres. Stevens, come in if you can hear me.”

      She waited, but Stevens didn’t answer.

      “Stevens, come in. This is Torres. I see a light out there. Is that one of your boats?”

      She waited again.

      And again, there was no reply.

      “What’s that mean?” Mickey asked.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” Torres said. “Radios don’t work well in severe storms like this.” She tried again. “This is Officer Torres with the Houston Police Department, currently stranded in the Wilshire Apartments. If anyone out there is receiving this, please respond. I repeat: this is Officer Torres with the Houston Police Department, currently stranded in the Wilshire Apartments with civilians in need of assistance. If anyone out there is receiving this, please respond.”

      She lowered the radio and waited. A reply from Stevens was ideal—he already knew her situation—but just about anyone would do. The thought that they might be the only ones out here made her stomach turn.

      Angela appeared next to them, arms clutching her chest. “Are we sure it’s them?”

      This time Mickey didn’t answer quite as quickly. He was busy staring at Torres, perhaps suddenly doubting his own certainty.

      “Guys?” Angela said. “Is it them or not?”

      “It’s gotta be them,” Mickey said. Then, with more emphasis (and, Torres thought, an attempt to convince himself more than them), “It’s gotta be them. It’s gotta be.”

      Her radio squawked, and a male voice shouted through the speakers: “Officer Torres! Are you there? Officer Torres, this is Sergeant Granger with the High Water Rescue Unit. Respond if you can hear me!”

      “Why’s he shouting?” Angela asked.

      “The rain,” Mickey said. Then, to Torres, “Right?”

      Torres nodded. Granger was shouting because he had to, in order to hear himself over the roar of the storm in the background. They could hear him just fine, but in Granger’s POV, he was probably barely able to hear himself.

      “I knew it!” Mickey said as he fist-pumped.

      “Oh, thank God,” Angela said before she raced back to her daughter.

      Torres tried not to let her relief show—she wanted to give the civilians a sense of confidence—but Mickey probably saw it anyway. She keyed the radio. “Sergeant Granger, it’s Torres. I can hear you. Can you hear me?”

      “Torres!” Granger was still shouting. “I can barely hear you! It’s a mess out here!”

      “I understand, Sergeant!” Torres said, now also shouting herself. “Can you hear me better now?”

      “Better! Where are you at the Wilshire Apartments exactly?”

      “Second floor! Apartment 2008!”

      “I don’t know where that is, Torres!”

      “Give me a minute!”

      Torres quickly searched the room. Mickey stared back at her expectantly, while Angela was busy rustling Macy awake. Cent still hadn’t moved from the front door, but he did glance back at her once before resuming his guard duty.

      “We need a way to let them know where we are,” Torres said to the others.

      “How do we do that?” Angela asked.

      “Flashlight,” Cent said.

      “Right. Flashlight. Good idea,” Torres said. She took out her Maglite from one of her pockets and handed it to Mickey. “Lean outside and wave it around so they can see it.”

      “Gotcha.” The teenager leaned out the window, bracing himself against a sudden gust of hurricane winds, and began waving the Maglite up and down.

      Torres returned to the radio. “Granger! Can you see that?”

      There was no response for a moment.

      A moment became five seconds.

      Then ten…

      Torres tapped Mickey on the shoulder, and when the teenager glanced over, she said, “Lean out farther. But be careful. Don’t fall. I’m not jumping down into that water after you.”

      Mickey smirked. “Thanks for that vote of confidence, Officer.”

      But he leaned out farther and waved his arm around more wildly. Rainwater flooded down his exposed face and arms and into the apartment. The area around the window was already soaked, and now water started to expand outwardly into the other parts of the living room.

      “Bingo!” Granger shouted through the radio. “I see the flashlight!”

      “Oh, thank God,” Angela said.

      “Can you come to us?” Torres said into the radio.

      “We’re on our way now!” Granger said. “Keep the flashlight out there as long as you can!”

      Mickey was grinning broadly back at her even as he continued to move the Maglite up and down. “I got this,” the kid said.

      She grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. Then she turned around. “Angela, you and Macy will go first. Mickey will follow, then Cent and me.”

      Angela nodded and rushed over with her daughter.

      “Are we going home now, Officer Torres?” Macy asked.

      Torres smiled. “That’s right, sweetheart. You’re going home.” She kneeled in front of Macy and put both hands on the kid’s small shoulders. Macy was shivering from the cold gusts of wind coming in freely now. “But it’s going to be a little rough, okay? It’s still raining cats and dogs out there, so the boat will shake a lot. I want you to hold on to your mom and do whatever the officers on the boat say, okay?”

      The girl nodded fiercely. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good girl. I knew I could count on you.”

      Torres stood up and focused on Angela. “I’ll direct the boat to come right underneath us. That means they’ll be right outside the window. It might be a little tricky getting on it, but just follow the officer’s instructions.”

      Angela nodded, and, Torres thought, for the first time, flashed a sincere smile. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “Yes, I do. Thank you, and I’m sorry for everything.”

      Torres was going to ask her what she was sorry for before she understood: Angela was talking about Wheeler.

      “You’re welcome,” Torres said.

      “It’s definitely them! They’re getting closer!” Mickey was saying. He was now also shouting over the downpour beyond the window. “Never thought I’d be so happy to see Harris County’s Finest show up.”

      Torres hurried back to the window and leaned out next to Mickey. The spotlight had grown in size, revealing the object that was carrying it. Mickey was right; it was a boat. She couldn’t tell the size or color or how many people were onboard, but Stevens wouldn’t have sent something that couldn’t ferry all five of them away from here.

      Torres pulled her head back into the room and looked across the apartment. “Cent. They’re almost here.”

      He glanced back at her. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      She nodded when her radio squawked again, followed by Granger’s by-now familiar shouting voice: “Torres! You still there?”

      “I’m here!” Torres shouted back into the radio.

      “Almost there! We got a bead on your location! There are four civilians with you?”

      “That’s correct!”

      “One pregnant and one sick?”

      “That’s right, Granger!” Then, before the man could ask her any more questions and force her to lie some more, “You know how you’re gonna get us out of here?”

      “I’m open to suggestions!”

      It was exactly what she wanted to hear. Torres told him the plan, finishing off with, “Is that doable?”

      “Shouldn’t be any problem!” Granger said. “We have plenty of space for all five of you! ETA five minutes!”

      “Five minutes,” Mickey said, grinning from ear to ear. “Hot dang!”

      Torres gave him a bemused look. “‘Hot dang’?”

      The kid shrugged. “Thought it was the appropriate thing to say.”

      “You’re weird, Mickey.”

      “Better to be weird and alive, than weird and not alive.”

      She grinned back at him. “Amen to that.”
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        * * *

      

      Granger arrived almost exactly five minutes later. There were three of them on the aluminum boat, with Granger squatting at the front while another deputy, standing behind a console in the middle, maneuvered their craft toward the window. Torres could barely hear the sound of the boat’s outboard motor grinding against the onslaught of rain and thunder. She didn’t know anything about boats, but the one Granger was in was probably twenty feet long and looked more than roomy enough for all of them. A third deputy hung in the back, keeping an eye on the motor and a second spotlight mounted, like the one at the front, on a swivel.

      Mickey pulled back into the apartment as the boat neared them, water sliding off just about every inch of him. Not that the kid seemed to mind. Angela was preparing Macy to go first, making sure her raincoat was tied in place.

      “Torres!” Granger, just outside the window.

      Torres leaned out, water pounding her face. “Glad to see you, Sergeant!”

      The boat was only five feet or so below the windowsill, and coupled with Granger’s height—he was at least six feet tall—she liked the chances of everyone transferring from the apartment to the boat without anyone falling into the water below.

      “Glad to see you too!” Granger shouted back. “Sorry we couldn’t get here sooner! It’s been a hell of a day!”

      “Better late than never! You ready to offload my civilians?”

      “Ready whenever you are!” He turned and shouted at the driver, “Steady it, Jones!” Then, at the third deputy in the back, “Toss the anchor!”

      Granger, like the other two deputies, were wearing bright-orange life jackets over their raincoats. They had brought more with them, and Granger passed them—five in all—over to Torres, who handed them out.

      Torres helped Mickey put his on. “Macy and her mom first. Pass them down to Granger as soon as they’re ready.”

      “Gotcha,” Mickey said.

      “You can’t swim, right?”

      “Nope.”

      “But you know how to dog paddle?”

      “Is that the same as doggy style?”

      “No.”

      “Then no to that one too.”

      “Just don’t fall,” Torres said, slapping him on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, thanks for that advice. It’s very helpful.”

      Torres crouched in front of Macy as her mother tightened her life jacket in place. She smiled at the kid. “You ready to go?”

      Macy, for some reason, saluted her. “Yes, ma’am!”

      Torres grinned and saluted her back. “Can’t miss that field trip, right?”

      “Yup!”

      “Okay, sweetheart,” Angela said. “You’re ready.”

      Torres stood up and nodded at Angela, who returned the gesture. There was real gratitude in the other woman’s eyes.

      She walked over to where Cent stood, eyes laser-focused on the door. “Time to go.”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Cent said without taking his eyes off the door.

      “Don’t be late.”

      She walked back to the others. Angela and Mickey had already helped Macy to stand on the windowsill, ready to pass her down to Granger on the other side. If the seven-year-old was scared by what was happening, it didn’t show on her face. If anything, she looked happy, like someone riding a rollercoaster and loving every second of it. A bright spotlight highlighted the entire window, coming from below, at an angle. Macy looked like a bird about to take off in the circle of light.

      Angela was shouting over the rain at her daughter. “Don’t be scared, sweetheart!”

      “I’m not scared, Mommy!” Macy shouted back. “This is fun!”

      She heard Granger’s voice on the other side but couldn’t see him because he was still below the windowsill. “All right, lower her down slowly, guys! Slowly does it!”

      Macy saw Torres and waved. Torres smiled and waved back. The girl’s glee was contagious.

      They were looking at each other when Macy turned her head slightly and glanced upward, just as a long, thin shadow fell over the girl’s brightly lit face.

      “Honey?” Angela said. “What are you looking at?”

      Torres heard a voice—it might have been Granger, but it was difficult to pinpoint in the chaos of the storm outside—shouting, “What the hell is that?”

      The spotlight moved away from Macy and upward at something that was invisible to Torres from inside the apartment.

      A scream, filled with terror, pierced the thunder and howl of the storm.

      Macy. It was Macy!

      “Jesus Christ!” someone shouted. Again, it might have been Granger or one of the other deputies. It was hard to tell. “What is that? What the fuck is that?”

      When the spotlight returned to where Macy had been standing, on the windowsill, the seven-year-old wasn’t there anymore.

      Then Angela was screaming out Macy’s name even as she scrambled up onto the windowsill in a frenzy. Mickey was grabbing her, trying to keep her in the apartment, but he might as well be fighting a flood.

      Another voice—this time she was sure it was Granger’s—was shouting: “What the fuck is that? Someone tell me what the fuck that is!”

      Angela disappeared out the window and, not even a second later, there was a loud splashing sound.

      Torres ran over even as Mickey stumbled back, his face frozen in shock. She leaned out and looked down, and saw Granger and the others scrambling around the boat, trying to locate something in the water.

      Angela. They were looking for Angela!

      The third deputy, behind the second spotlight, was oscillating the light, frantically searching the flood waters. If not for the fact their craft was anchored, they, too, might have been washed down the street. Even so, they were moving erratically, fighting the currents.

      “There she is! There she is!” the deputy shouted.

      He was pointing at a bright-orange vest bobbing up and down the street. Torres couldn’t see Angela, but who else could it have been?

      But if that was Angela, then what had happened to Macy?

      Torres twisted her body almost completely around in order to scan up the side of the building. She glimpsed a dark figure moving, scaling up the side of the Wilshire Apartments. It moved like some kind of spider creature, sheets of rain flitting off its spindly limbs. But she knew, even if she couldn’t see all of it, what it was.

      “It took her.” Mickey, behind her.

      Torres pulled her head back into the apartment and turned to look at Mickey, even as she heard the boat outside power up its motor. They were preparing to go after Angela.

      “You saw it?” Torres asked him.

      The teenager didn’t answer. She couldn’t tell if he’d even heard her.

      Torres rushed over to him, grabbed him by the shoulders, and shook him. “You saw it? You saw it take her?”

      He didn’t answer. He was staring at something else. Something that wasn’t in the room with them.

      In the background, Cent stood watching quietly.

      “Mickey,” she said, shaking the teenager. “Mickey!”

      His eyes finally saw her again. “It took her.”

      “You saw it? You saw it take Macy?”

      He nodded. It seemed to take a lot out of him. “It took her,” he said. It was a chant now. “It took her. It took her. It took her…”
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      The mother of the little girl was screaming out the girl’s name. “Macy! Macy!”

      Then the cops joined in, but not about the girl. “What the fuck is that? Someone tell me what the fuck that is!” They went on like that for a while.

      Then it was Torres’s turn, except she was shouting at the cops in order to be heard over the roar of the pounding storm. “Try to find her if you can! Try to find her!”

      “In this weather? Are you crazy?” one of the cops shouted back.

      “Try to find her!” Torres insisted.

      Through it all, Cent never took his eyes off the front door. He probably should, since all the action seemed to be happening behind him, but he was afraid the obayifo was trying to draw their attention before it crashed through the door. Besides, there were too many people back there already; they didn’t need him too.

      He heard the cops’ boat engine starting up, then fading.

      That was followed by Torres’s voice: “Cent.”

      He finally turned around. She was drenched in water, leaving puddles behind her as she walked back to him. Her face was pale and white despite her brown complexion, and there was steely determination in her eyes. Mickey was gone.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “It took her. Macy.”

      “How?”

      “It came down the side of the building. Like fucking Spider-Man or something.”

      “It can do that?”

      “Apparently.” She stopped in front of him and took a breath. Water continued to run down her clothes and face, having already matted her hair to her forehead. She had stripped off the bright-orange life jacket she’d been wearing earlier. “The boat is gone. Mickey went with them.”

      “Angela?”

      “She fell into the water. The rescue boat is going to search for her.”

      “You think they’ll find her?”

      “She was wearing her life jacket, so she won’t drown as easily as—” Torres stopped herself short.

      “Esme.”

      Torres nodded.

      “So why are you still here?” he asked.

      Torres reached behind her back and retrieved the other crucifix cross he’d given her. “I’m going after Macy.”

      “You think she’s alive.”

      “Yes,” Torres said without hesitation.

      Cent didn’t believe her completely. There was a chance the girl could still be alive, just as there was a chance she might not be. But Torres was going to find out one way or another, with or without him.

      “The boat’s gone,” Torres said, “but they’ll come back for you. If you wait⁠—”

      “No.”

      “You can leave this place. You’ve already done enough.”

      “So have you.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t leave the girl. She could still be alive up there.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No, but I have to believe that she is. Either way, I need to find out. If I leave now, without knowing for sure…”

      “I understand.”

      “But there’s nothing that says you have to stay too.”

      “I know.”

      “But you’re not leaving, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Cent, it’ll just be the two of us against that thing. This—what did you call it?”

      “Obayifo.”

      “Yeah. That. You really think we have a chance? Your friends didn’t. Richter, Dutch… None of them did.”

      “They didn’t know about this,” he said, holding up his cross.

      “This thing isn’t Franklin, Cent.”

      “It made Franklin. And if it made Franklin, and this worked on Franklin, it stands to reason it’ll work on it too.”

      He wasn’t sure if that was amusement or pity on Torres’s face when she responded. “You actually believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “God.”

      “I already told you, I don’t believe in God.”

      “That’s okay.” He smiled. “My mother always says, it’s okay if you don’t believe in God, for He believes in you.”

      “Your mom sounds like one hell of a woman.”

      “She was something, yes.”

      She squinted at him. “You’ve been thinking about it for a while now, haven’t you? Even before what happened with Macy.”

      “Yes.”

      “For how long?”

      “Ever since you returned without Richter.”

      “You’re a strange one, Cent.”

      “These are strange times, Officer Torres.”

      Torres took a deep breath. “All right, then. Let’s find Macy before the boat comes back.”

      “And the obayifo?”

      “We kill it, so it can’t hurt anyone else ever again.”
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      “Can you drive?”

      “Yes, sir, I can drive.”

      “Can you drive well?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You answered that pretty quickly. Wanna think about it some more?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Confident, huh?”

      “No, sir,” Cent had said. “But it’s not like it’s hard to do, right? Step on the gas and the car goes. Step on the brake and it stops.”

      Richter had laughed at that. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

      The first time they’d met was over five years ago, when Cent was barely eighteen. By then he’d been driving for over four years, taking his mother back and forth between the myriad number of hospitals and specialists and their old apartment house. He’d learned on his own by trial and error. His mom told him he had a natural gift for driving, but Cent just thought it was very easy and you didn’t need “gifts” to do it.

      Richter was the one who had given him his first chance to help his mother beyond just driving her to her appointments. Cent had been recommended through a mutual friend in Chicago, where Cent was living at the time and where Richter’s latest job had brought him. After that, Richter had flown him around the country for other jobs. Cent didn’t like leaving his mother, but working allowed him to pay for domestic helpers and move them to a better apartment, one that was closer to the hospitals. It all worked out, until his mother passed. After that, Cent continued to work for Richter; it wasn’t about the money anymore but more that he liked Richter, along with Dutch and the others they usually worked with. And maybe, in a way, he thought of Richter as the older brother he never had. Dutch, too, though the ex-Marine wasn’t always easy to get along with.

      Now Richter was dead. So was Dutch. But it was Richter that stuck in Cent’s mind as he stood there staring at the front door of the apartment, waiting for the creature to come in. He’d wanted it to come in. He’d hoped it would come in.

      But it hadn’t. So now Cent was going to go to it.

      Maybe Torres knew his real purpose and maybe she didn’t. It didn’t matter anyway. In the end, they had the same goal: kill the obayifo, because that was the only way it was going to give up the girl.

      They were sweating again by the time they reached the fifth floor, not that it was easy to tell with Torres. She was already drenched in rainwater and leaving puddles behind with every step they took up the stairwell. It was clearer with Cent, who had mostly avoided the storm back in the apartment. His clothes clung to his skin as sweat dripped down his chin. In a surprise turn of events, the humid conditions inside the enclosed space had helped his right arm to go numb. He could still feel pain, but it wasn’t nearly as pronounced as before. His injured arm felt good enough that he was using it to hold the Maglite while his left clutched the crucifix cross.

      Torres hadn’t said much as they moved up the steps. He supposed she was lost in her own thoughts. They kept their flashlights turned off because they didn’t need the extra light. Their night eyes—or at least Cent’s—had adjusted well enough to their surroundings that he could see everything he needed to. Reminders of the day’s bloody events marked their path up to their eventual target.

      Blood. More blood.

      … And yet more blood.

      When they finally reached the tenth floor, Torres moved first toward the stairwell door. She went around two raincoats that had been neatly folded and laid in a corner. One was hers and the other was Wheeler’s, which Richter had been wearing the last time Cent saw him.

      Torres gripped her cross in her right hand, her left holding the Maglite, as she squared up against the door. They exchanged a quick glance, sweat dripping from Torres’s forehead. He nodded at her, and she returned it. Cent couldn’t tell if Torres was scared or not. He only knew that he wasn’t. He’d come here to do a job, which was to avenge his friends’ deaths. Torres had a more noble goal: save Macy.

      Torres opened the heavy metal door and all but lunged through, the flashlight in her hand brightening up as soon as she took the first step into the hallway beyond. Cent followed, his own flashlight flicking on. At this point, it didn’t matter anymore if the creature knew they were coming. They were going to have to face it sooner or later, and it was better to be able to see as much as possible when that happened.

      Their flashlights scoured the filthy walls and carpet and cracked ceiling. The sound of Hurricane Matthew faded into the background, becoming a non-entity. At least, Cent couldn’t distinguish its fury slamming against the building from his own accelerated heartbeat.

      There was nothing waiting for them in the hallway, and all the apartment doors were closed except one: it was almost exactly in the middle.

      Torres straightened up, took a breath, and exchanged a look with Cent. They didn’t waste time with words and began walking up the hallway, toward the apartment with its door wide open. A simmering darkness followed them, the stink in the corridor like a physical manifestation that attempted to claw at Cent’s skin. The air was thick with the obayifo’s stench, dripping from the walls and ceiling.

      Cent wasn’t afraid. He didn’t know about Torres, but he wasn’t. Anxious, yes, because it wasn’t every day you put up your faith in God against something like an obayifo. But Cent believed, just as his mother had believed when she took them out of their home in the middle of the night, even as the rebels stormed the city. She’d believed, against all odds, that she could save her son. And she had.

      Thank you, Momma. Thank you for all your lessons. I will never forget them, even if I should die tonight.

      They were two doors down from Apartment 1010 when Torres stopped and glanced over at him. She didn’t say anything, but he could read her thoughts: she wanted to know if he was okay, or if he wanted to turn back.

      He shook his head and smiled, and got a surprise single-eyebrow raise from her.

      Click!

      A noise. A single noise. It’d come from behind them.

      It was a door opening.

      …a door opening…

      Cent spun around just as it came out of Apartment 1006 behind them. It slithered among the shadows as if it belonged there and always would. The flash of dull blue eyes as it streaked across the small space, moving so fast Cent could barely follow its movements.

      He raised the cross, hoping to catch it across the chest as it lunged at him. Except this creature was faster than Franklin and it skipped to the left, then seemed to bounce into the air. Cent tracked it, the crucifix rising, hoping to get it in some part of its body when it landed and end this once and for all.

      It was on the ceiling, scampering overhead the way it had earlier when it’d chased Torres down the hallway.

      “Cent!”

      He whirled around as it landed and struck Torres, and Cent watched her fly through the air as if she’d been broadsided by a truck. Torres landed on her back farther up the hallway, well past the open door of Apartment 1010. The cross that had been in her hand skipped away from her outstretched fingers while her flashlight rolled away.

      It turned, blue eyes zeroing in on him even as it straightened up, long limbs unfurling like a spider’s. Its arms were impossibly thin and long, bony fingers nearly reached down to its knobby knees. Pruned black flesh and hairless domed head gleamed against Cent’s flashlight, revealing itself in all its grotesque glory. It stood tall, well over six feet, more praying mantis than man. Sharp cheekbones jutted out from underneath taut flesh, and slivers of what were once lips sneered at him.

      Without hesitation, Cent ran head-first at the creature, the cross in one hand while the flashlight lit a shiny path toward his target. It stood still, watching him come. Nothing that could even remotely be mistaken for fear appeared across its gaunt face, blue eyes piercing through the darkness whenever Cent’s Maglite moved away.

      He slashed at it with the cross, but it easily sidestepped his attack. Cent wished he could have blamed it on his weak left hand, but the truth was the obayifo was just so much faster.

      Cent slashed again.

      And again, it moved with such speed he could barely keep up.

      Before he could try a third time, something cold wrapped around his neck and tightened, and Cent suddenly couldn’t breathe. Bony fingers had him by the throat.

      It slammed him into the wall, and Cent swore he heard bones breaking. A strange combination of heat and cold radiated from its body and swarmed the air around Cent. How was this possible? How was something so thin and frail-looking so strong?

      A flicker of motion out of the corner of his eye.

      Torres!

      She had sneaked up behind it and had her retrieved cross raised high to strike. The obayifo released Cent’s throat and stepped back as Torres stabbed downward. He wasn’t sure where she was aiming. Maybe for its back or head. The creature’s movements were a blur, and as it had done with him, it dodged Torres’s attack with barely any effort.

      Torres wouldn’t be denied, and pursued it, swinging her crucifix as if it were a sword. She grunted each time she did, putting everything she had into every swing. She had either lost or given up on trying to find her flashlight. Not that she really needed it. The obayifo might have been covered in dark black skin, but it was still very much visible in the semidarkness of the hallway. If nothing else, there was no losing its eyes. Its blue eyes.

      When it had let him go, Cent fell to one knee on the floor. He was out of breath, the pain from his throat making it difficult to breathe again. He was still down there, trying to regain his composure, when Torres screamed.

      He glanced up as she stumbled backward, her right hand—the same one that was holding the cross—dangling limply at her side.

      The obayifo pursued her, worm-like lips twisting in the shadows.

      Cent lunged, striking out with his own cross. It tried to avoid him, to twist away, and was almost successful. Almost. Cent managed to get it across the right cheek. Black liquid sprayed the hallway, some of it splashing across Cent’s forehead. The wetness was thick, the texture more tar than blood.

      It staggered, blue eyes glaring accusingly at him.

      “Die,” Cent spat, and charged at it again.

      Its hand flashed, and a baseball bat—or something as strong and hard, or stronger and much harder—crashed into Cent’s chest. He was flung down the hallway, the same way Torres had been earlier, except in the other direction.

      Cent slammed into the carpet on his back, his entire torso burning with a raging fire. He would have screamed from the pain if he could afford to do anything other than gasp for breath. His chest heaved, every inch of him throbbing. He didn’t remember ever being in so much agony in his life.

      Get up! Get up!

      He scrambled up just in time to see Torres wading into the creature with her cross. She’d switched it over to her left hand because her right hung uselessly at her side. It had broken her arm, but that hadn’t stopped Torres’s aggressiveness. She was determined to get it, and if bullets didn’t do a damn thing against the obayifo, then the cross was different.

      Cent knew that because he’d hurt it. He could see the look in its eyes as he cut its cheek. And now, as Torres slashed at it, catching it in the chest and arms as it attempted to deflect her blows, he saw the way it was moving.

      It was hurt!

      And it was retreating!

      It jumped, attaching itself to the ceiling, as Torres attempted to deliver the killing blow. She missed, half of her cross’s length embedding into the wall instead. Cent was afraid the creature would retaliate as Torres struggled to remove the cross from the wall, but instead it dropped back down, turned, and fled through the open door of Apartment 1010.

      Torres got the entire cross out and made as if to follow, but she stopped after a few steps and fell down to her knees, her breath filling the hallway, almost as loud and haggard and pained as his own.

      Cent limped over to her as she glanced over her shoulder back at him. Her chest heaved, black liquid dripping from her cheek and chin. She’d gotten her share of the obayifo, just as he had.

      He wiped at the wetness clinging to his cheek and forehead and flicked it away. “You okay?”

      She struggled up to her feet. “No. I feel like shit.”

      “Makes sense. You look like shit.”

      “Look who’s talking.”

      They exchanged a brief grin.

      “My arm’s dislocated,” Torres said as she cradled it carefully. “I need to pop it back in.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Sure I can.”

      “You—” he started but didn’t finish, because Torres slammed her right shoulder into the wall and screamed with pain.

      “That’s better,” she said through clenched teeth, before starting to move her right arm around. It did look better.

      “Damn, Torres.”

      She gave him an almost sheepish look before turning to look back down the hallway at Apartment 1010. “We hurt it, Cent. You were right. The crosses work. But it didn’t go down the way you said Franklin did.”

      “I guess it takes more to kill the obayifo.”

      “You still think that’s what it is?”

      “What else could it be?”

      “I don’t know. And right now, I don’t really care.” She took a deep breath, then let it go, as if she were expelling all the frustrations of the universe out of her body in one swoop. “Can you still go?”

      “Yes,” Cent said even though every inch of him remained on fire. Much of the pain originated from his chest where the creature had struck him. He wondered if a bone or two was broken, but he would check later. If there was a later.

      “It’s strong,” Torres said. “How is it so strong?”

      “How is it so fast? How is it that bullets don’t hurt it but this”—he held up his cross— “does?”

      She made a face. “Forget it. I’m sick and tired of trying to make sense of any of this.”

      Cent walked the short distance to where he’d dropped his flashlight and picked it up. Then he looked back at Torres. “You ready?”

      She walked over to join him. “Not in a million years, but what the hell. Let’s kill this fucking thing and go home.”
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      “Forget it. I’m sick and tired of trying to make sense of any of this.”

      She’d said those words to Cent and she’d meant it. There was no point in making sense of any of this. Never in her wildest dreams—or, maybe more apropos, her nightmares—could she ever imagine herself going through something like this.

      It wasn’t human. She knew that now. Whatever it had been before, it had shed its human skin. Humans went down when you shot them. Or if they didn’t go down, you found out they were wearing body armor. Even then, body armor could only do so much. Broken bones and ribs were par for the course after getting slammed with a half dozen rounds at high velocity. And this thing had taken more than that.

      Apartment 1010.

      It was in there right now, waiting for them. It’d attempted an ambush, springing out of the other apartment knowing they were going to make a beeline straight for 1010. That was clever of it, and she reminded herself, over and over again, that it wasn’t stupid. Maybe it wasn’t Einstein, but it understood the concept of ambushing. And just that basic ability to develop tactics made it more dangerous than most animals.

      It was waiting for her and Cent. Because it knew, just as they knew, that there was nowhere to go now. They couldn’t turn and head back down the building. They’d come here for a reason: to find Macy. Not that Torres really thought Cent had come along with her for that. His reasons were simple to understand. Cent was after good old-fashioned revenge for his lost comrades. That was fine with her. As long as she wasn’t alone.

      She was limping slightly and wasn’t quite sure when that had started. Maybe it’d happened when the creature tossed her up the hallway like she was a twig. It’d done the same to Cent, who was also limping, though trying to hide it, like her. But as the saying went, real recognizes real. Or in this case, limp recognizes limp. Or something like that.

      Her right arm was swollen and throbbing with pain, but at least she’d been able to knock the socket back into place. That… hadn’t been ideal, but then, what was ideal about tonight? Or this entire day, for that matter?

      Cent walked alongside her, crucifix clutched in one hand. His limp had become more noticeable as they neared the open door. Maybe hers, too, but Torres didn’t take time to find out. She was too focused on the door.

      That wide-open door.

      “Turn back,” a voice said somewhere deep inside her head. “Turn back now. Don’t be an idiot. It’s waiting for you. It’s going to kill you, just like it killed Dutch and Richter and all the others. You really want to be on that list?”

      No, she didn’t. She didn’t want to be anywhere near that list.

      And yet, she didn’t stop.

      Because she couldn’t.

      Macy—

      “Mommy?”

      The voice had come from inside Apartment 1010. It was small, mousy. A child’s voice.

      Macy!

      “Mommy? Is that you?”

      Torres’s body froze in place, all except for her head, which swiveled to find Cent staring back at her. She read the young man’s face and knew exactly what he was thinking, because she was thinking the exact same thing:

      They didn’t have a choice. It was now or never. Do or die.

      …do or die…

      Preferably not die, she thought, even as she took the final five steps toward the open door and lunged inside. As far as she knew, Cent was right behind her. Or almost right behind her. She couldn’t tell for sure because she couldn’t turn her head. Her eyes were lasered on what was in front of her as she entered the apartment.

      The girl stood in the middle of the vast living room, small form silhouetted against a small sliver of moonlight struggling to enter the blacked-out windows. If it weren’t for her bright pink raincoat, it might have been impossible to glimpse her in the darkness, even if Torres’s night eyes had mostly adjusted to her surroundings.

      Macy was shivering, small rivulets of water still dripping down her raincoat and pooling around her boots. Her eyes—wide and full of life—zeroed in on Torres as she entered.

      Cent had entered on her heels and now stood to her right. He speared the darkness with his flashlight, lighting up the filthy wallpaper and carpets and cracked ceiling and blood. Richter’s blood. A large pool of it, where he’d fallen and the creature had ripped his arms out as if they were nothing more than chopsticks.

      It was strong. She had to keep reminding herself of that. Unnaturally strong.

      Unnatural. That was the operative word. This thing was unnatural.

      “Cent,” she said.

      “Go,” the young man said.

      She moved quickly toward Macy. The girl’s eyes widened some more as she neared, but she continued to stand very still, as if afraid to even blink. How had she gotten there? Did it place her there to greet them? What kind of sick game was the bastard playing?

      “Officer Torres?” the girl said. It occurred to Torres that Macy probably couldn’t really see her in the semidarkness of the room and only now recognized her as she was almost standing in front of her.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” Torres said. She smiled at the girl. Or forced the best smile she could manage. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m going to take you back to your mommy.”

      Macy nodded. Just barely. She remained frozen in place, her small body a coiled spring underneath her raincoat. Wet hair clung to her forehead and around her round, cherubic face.

      Torres glanced over at Cent, standing a few feet away. He’d followed her as she got closer to Macy but still kept a safe distance so they didn’t end up in each other’s crossfire.

      “Get her out of here,” Cent said.

      “You sure?” she asked.

      “Go. I’ll watch your back.”

      She couldn’t see his face because his head was turned away from her. His eyes continued to scan the room, looking for the creature he called the obayifo. As far as Torres was concerned, he could call it Fred and it wouldn’t matter. It still had to die, and she didn’t care if she or Cent was the one to put it out of its misery.

      “Go,” Cent said again.

      “Not without you.”

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      I don’t believe you.

      “Go!” Cent snapped.

      It was the first time she’d heard him give anything that resembled a command. He was staring back at her now, the face of a man determined to end this. She thought she could see a little bit of Richter in him. He might have begun the day as a driver for Richter’s crew, but Cent had surpassed that role by leaps and bounds since.

      She didn’t argue with him because he was right. She’d come here for Macy, and here she was. Cent, on the other hand, had come up here to kill the creature.

      Torres grabbed Macy’s arm with her left after switching the cross over to her right. It hurt to grip the heavy silver object, but she grimaced through it anyway. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go.”

      Macy glanced in Cent’s direction as Torres pulled her toward the door. The girl didn’t fight her, and she was too afraid to say anything. The terror on her face was something Torres didn’t think she’d ever forget. She was an adult who had seen more than a seven-year-old, and even the creature’s presence made her rethink everything she thought she knew about life. How much more of a shock to the system was it for the poor girl?

      Torres gave Cent a quick look just before she slipped through the open door. He remained standing, cross in one hand and the flashlight in the other. For a man who’d been stabbed in the shoulder earlier in the day and then tossed around like a rag doll just moments ago, he was remarkably poised.

      You’d be proud of him, Richter.

      She hadn’t gone more than a few feet down the hallway, Macy in tow, when she heard the echo of a gunshot.

      Cent, engaging the obayifo.

      How had he switched to his gun so quickly? He must have dropped either the flashlight or the cross. She hoped it was the flashlight, because he was going to need that cross.

      She kept moving, dragging Macy along with her. The girl did her best to keep up, but she had shorter legs, and Torres had to slow down.

      Another gunshot. Then another…

      She kept moving, remembering that Cent had come here for revenge, while she had come for the girl. They were both getting what they wanted. Now all Cent had to do was stay alive long enough to take the creature with him.

      Two more shots.

      How many bullets did Cent have left? They’d split their available rounds between them, which hadn’t left either one of them very many. The Glock in her holster felt very light at the moment.

      She stopped.

      She wasn’t sure why, but she stopped.

      Torres looked down at the girl, who was gazing up at her. Expectant and still fearful. Torres crouched in front of her and smiled, squeezing her little shoulders with both hands.

      “Run,” Torres said. “Run until you get back down to the second floor. Do you remember the apartment we stayed at?”

      Macy nodded. Her lips quivered as if she wanted to say something, except nothing came out because the kid was terrified to even speak.

      “Go,” Torres said.

      Macy staggered off, but stopped and looked back at her.

      “Go!” Torres shouted.

      That did it. The girl turned and ran toward the stairwell door, her bright raincoat like a beacon in the semidarkness of the hallway.

      Torres turned, drew the Glock, and ran back toward Apartment 1010.

      She hoped she wasn’t too late. The lack of gunfire from inside the apartment was not a very good sign. Cent would have kept shooting if he still had bullets left or he was able. Then again, he might have stopped shooting if he’d already accomplished the mission: kill the obayifo.

      She wished she could believe that.

      She wished…

      Torres put the cross away and drew the Glock, along with the flashlight, just before she stepped through the door.

      Cent was on the floor on his back as the creature hovered over him, spindly limbs trapping the young man against the carpet. Cent had the cross clutched in his left hand, but his entire arm was pinned. There were no signs of his gun. If it wasn’t for the fact she was looking at an abomination that shouldn’t exist but, somehow, did, she’d think they were lovers caught playing a rough game of foreplay.

      She fired as soon as she stepped through the door. Her bullet drilled the creature’s right cheek and exited out the left, splattering black liquid across a section of the far wall.

      It lifted its head, mouth opening to reveal twisted yellow teeth against the beam of her flashlight. It howled, sending shivers through her body and down to her very soul. Everything about it defied nature.

      Torres ran toward it, firing again and again.

      Her second and third round struck it in the chest as it raised itself up from Cent to confront her. Despite its strength, its ability to throw her and Cent around, its chest was incredibly soft. She wasn’t even sure if her bullets had struck it where she’d aimed until she saw the splashes of black blood exiting its back with each impact.

      Nothing about the obayifo made sense. Not a single goddamn thing. For something so strong, the creature was impossibly thin and frail, and its flesh easy to puncture.

      She stopped thinking and continued walking toward it at a steady pace, drilling it with round after round even as it bounced up from Cent and attempted to dodge her bullets. It was fast, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      She struck it.

      Again and again.

      And each time the bullet punched right through its pruned black flesh.

      Ping! as one of her rounds bounced off its temple. It flinched slightly and went down on one knee, black goo—or whatever it was that it was filled with—leaking from the holes she’d put in its cheeks.

      She would have kept firing if she could, but she couldn’t. The Glock’s slide had retracted, which meant the gun was empty. Torres tossed it aside and reached for the cross behind her even as it leapt at her like a praying mantis.

      It got halfway before something broadsided the creature and sent it sprawling to the floor.

      Cent!

      He had used his body as a battering ram, intercepting the creature even as it was almost to Torres. Now they were on the carpet, Cent scrambling, trying to hold the obayifo down.

      “Do it!” he shouted. “Do it!”

      She ran over as fast as she could, but somehow it wasn’t fast enough. The crucifix had gotten extremely heavy since the last time she held it for some reason, and the extra weight slowed her down. Or at least that’s what she told herself as explanation for why she didn’t get there fast enough.

      As if in slow motion, the obayifo grabbed Cent by the throat with one hand and flung him off it. The young man flew past Torres and disappeared beyond her peripheral vision. She heard something smashing into one of the windows somewhere on the other side of the apartment and glass shattering, then falling.

      The obayifo somehow flipped itself up onto one knee, like a sprinter getting ready to launch. Black goo gushed out of the holes in its cheeks, along with the fresh one she’d put in its temple. More dripped from the impact points she’d carved in its chest with her bullets.

      It glowered at her, thin lips like garden snakes slithering into something that could almost pass for contempt. She thought it would charge forward to meet her halfway, but instead it whirled around and attempted to flee.

      Attempted because she threw the cross. She knew she wouldn’t make it, wouldn’t reach it in time. It was fast. Too fast. So she flung the crucifix, prayed for God to guide her aim, and watched the sharp end of the cross somehow sink into the creature’s sunken back, between the two scapulas that stuck out from underneath its thin flesh.

      It didn’t so much fall as it flopped to the floor, a few feet from the main bedroom door. Grotesquely long limbs reached out and tried to push it back up to its feet. Before it could, Torres threw herself on top of it, landing face-first against what might have been, once upon a time, its buttocks, except there were just two large, shriveled-up raisins now.

      She could hear something that almost sounded like wheezing coming out of its mouth. It was hurt.

      It was hurt.

      Torres felt a rush of joy flood her senses as she pulled herself up along the length of the creature’s spasming legs and reached up, grabbed, and pulled the cross out of its back.

      It jerked its torso upward in response and howled in pain.

      She rose to her knees, straddling it as if it were a horse, and, clutching to the cross with both hands, plunged it down into the monster’s back.

      It screamed.

      Pain. Fear. Everything human, but not quite.

      She drove the cross down with everything she had a second time.

      Then again, and again, and again.

      Eventually, it stopped making sounds. It stopped moving completely.

      Just to make sure, Torres punched the sharp end of the cross, now covered in thick black sludge that was more tar than blood, into the back of its skull. The bone broke easily, barely offering any resistance, and the cross’s point went right through it and embedded into the carpeted floor on the other side.

      Only then did Torres allow herself to breathe.

      Tainted air flooded her lungs as she rolled off the unmoving creature and sucked in one breath after another. Her body was throbbing, every part of her burning with aches and pains and every other misery the universe had to offer.

      “Torres.”

      She sat up and looked over as Cent picked himself up. He’d collided against one of the windows and was bleeding. Blood—bright red—smeared across his cheeks and chin and forehead.

      But he was alive. And so was she.

      They were both alive!

      The young man scooted backward until he could lean against the wall. He was probably sitting on glass shards, but that didn’t seem to matter at the moment. The broken window allowed the storm, rain, and wind to sweep into the apartment. And it had, since Cent slammed into it, but for some reason Torres just hadn’t felt the weather until now that it was over.

      …it was over…

      A large section of moonlight splashed into the room and over the unmoving creature, like some kind of stage light revealing, perhaps for the first time as far as she could remember, the monster in all its unholy glory.

      Cent turned his head into the rain, letting Mother Nature wash away the blood on his face.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He shook his head and laughed.

      She grinned. “What’s so funny?”

      He started to answer but couldn’t get anything out. Instead, he just kept laughing, harder and harder, as more rain ran down his body.

      Torres didn’t know what he was laughing at, but it was contagious, and she started laughing with him. Pretty soon they couldn’t hear the wind and rain and storm outside anymore. Nothing, except their own crazy laughter.

      “Officer Torres?”

      Torres stopped laughing and glanced across the living room at the front door.

      Macy stood there, bright raincoat seeming to glow. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m okay, sweetheart. I’m okay…”

      Macy ran over and, to Torres’s shock, jumped into her arms. It was all Torres could do to lift her own hands at the very last second, or else the girl would have slammed right into her and bowled the both of them over. She held on to the kid, Macy sobbing against her shoulder.

      “Don’t leave me,” Macy said, tears streaming down the girl’s face.

      “I won’t,” Torres said. “I won’t.”

      Macy pulled back slightly, tears running down her cheeks. “Promise?”

      Torres smiled. “Promise.”

      “Promise, promise?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. I promise, promise.”

      The girl beamed, then fell back into her arms, clutching onto her so tightly Torres wasn’t sure who was comforting who.
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      “No one will believe this.”

      “There’s evidence.”

      “Is there?”

      “On the tenth floor. Apartment 1010. That’s evidence, Cent. Everything I put into the report can be corroborated when the forensics team arrives.”

      “Evidence of what?”

      “What do you mean?’

      “I call it the obayifo. A creature from African folklore that shouldn’t exist. You call it… whatever you plan to call it in your report. What will they call it?”

      “Who is they?”

      “They is the people that will judge you.”

      “Me? What about you?”

      “I’ll disappear when the sun comes up. After my mother died, I was only doing this because Richter and Dutch were my friends. They’re gone now. There’s nothing left for me in this life.”

      “So you’re going straight?”

      “I don’t know what that is. I’m just… going.”

      The cynical part of her knew that Cent was right. No one would believe them, even with the evidence on the tenth floor. And was it really evidence? It was a deformed hairless man with pruned black skin. He had multiple bullet holes in him and someone had stabbed him repeatedly with a sharp object. He’d left behind an apartment full of bodies, many of whom would never be identified because there wasn’t enough of them left to identify. It was a gruesome scene, but it wasn’t anything that hadn’t been seen before, and explained.

      That was the kicker: the explanation.

      She had it. She could tell them everything they needed to know in vivid details. Everything from Richter and his crew to the civilians to what had happened to Wheeler and Franklin and…

      …what had happened to Wheeler and Franklin…

      She shook her head. “They’ll never believe me.”

      “No, they won’t.”

      The young man stood across the open window from her. The same one Esme had thrown herself out of, before Angela did the same in an attempt to save her daughter. The rescue boat with Granger was on its way back now. To no one’s surprise, they hadn’t been able to locate Macy’s mother. The hope now was to recover her body when there was light to work with.

      Macy herself slept with her head resting in Torres’s lap. She’d gone to sleep almost right away. Torres stroked her hair, trying to come up with a way to tell her about her mother. How did you tell a seven-year-old that her mother would never come home?

      Cent’s face was bruised and battered and cut, but he had cleaned himself of the creature’s blood and his own. But those would heal, eventually. Everything else would take time. If it healed at all.

      “They’ll probably put you in a hospital,” Cent said. “Me, too. I’m nobody. A Nigerian refugee without family. Richter and Dutch were my family. And they’re gone now. I don’t have anyone. It’ll be easy to put me in a dark hole for the rest of my life.”

      “They’ll listen to me,” Torres said, but even as she said it, she couldn’t shake the doubt.

      Would they? Maybe.

      And what if they didn’t?

      “They won’t understand,” Cent said. “Can you blame them?”

      “No…” She sighed. “I wouldn’t believe any of this if I hadn’t lived through it myself.” She hesitated. Then, “Maybe you’re right…”

      Cent shrugged and pursed a smile. “It would be the first time.”

      She looked across the room at the duffel bag next to Cent’s feet, where he’d returned the crosses into their shoeboxes. “What are you going to do with that?”

      He didn’t answer her right away.

      “Cent…”

      “I don’t know. It’s stolen, you know.”

      Torres almost snorted. “Yeah, Cent, I know.”

      He smiled, and it made him look so young, so… innocent. “Aren’t you going to arrest me?”

      “And do what? Let them put you in a dark hole for the rest of your life?”

      “That’s your job, isn’t it?”

      “Not tonight. Besides, in the days to come, I’m going to have my hands full. There’ll be interviews and unanswerable questions. I’ll probably be behind a desk for the rest of my career. And that’s the best-case scenario.”

      “What’s the worst case?”

      “In a mental asylum.”

      “That doesn’t sound very… preferable.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “And it won’t be for her either,” he added, nodding at Macy.

      She continued to stroke the girl’s hair. “I know.”

      “She needs you, now.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “Who else is going to understand what she went through? What she’s seen? There are only two people who can do that. You and me. And we both know I would suck at parenting.”

      “You forgot Mickey.”

      “No, I didn’t. He didn’t see what we saw. Or did the things we had to do.”

      She nodded. “You’re right.” She looked down at the girl, snoring softly in her lap. “It’ll be hard for her…”

      “It’ll be hard for you, too. That’s why you’re the only one who can take care of her.”

      Torres didn’t respond. He was right, of course, but there were implications there that she had difficulty accepting. A world of them. Torres had never dreamed of having children; at least, not for a long time. Certainly not while she wasn’t even thirty yet.

      And yet, what choice did she have? Worse, what choice did Macy have?

      Her radio squawked to break the silence, and Granger’s voice came through: “Torres! You still there?” Like before, he was screaming to be heard over the pounding storm.

      Torres answered it. “What’s your ETA, Granger?”

      “Ten minutes max! You good to go?”

      “Just waiting for you.”

      “What’s the total count?”

      Torres didn’t answer right away. She looked across at Cent, who looked back at her in silence. His face said everything he didn’t: it’s all up to you.

      “Two,” she finally said into the radio. “There’s just two of us.”

      “Roger that!” Granger said. “ETA ten minutes! See you then!”

      “See you then.” She put the radio away. Then, to Cent, “What are you going to do?”

      “Wait for the water to recede, then find a way out of the city,” Cent said.

      She glanced at the bag. “What about that?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll let Him decide.”

      “‘Him?’”

      The young man smiled. “Yes. Him.”

      Torres nodded, understanding. Once upon a time—less than twenty-four hours ago, in fact—she might have winced and even laughed at the idea of Him controlling their fates. But at this very second, she couldn’t even muster the doubt to contradict the young man.

      “Do what you think is best,” Torres said.

      “I will.” He picked up the bag and walked the short distance over to the door. “Maybe we’ll meet again one day.”

      “I doubt it.”

      He grinned back at her. “Yeah, me too.”

      She watched him leave, the door closing behind him.

      And just like that, Cent was out of her life. She didn’t know where he’d go, or what he’d do next, and she didn’t really want to know. The less she knew, the more deniability she had.

      Torres looked toward the window, but she couldn’t hear the storm outside anymore. Instead, there was just the comforting sound of Macy snoring softly in her lap. Somewhere in the distance, lightning flashed and chased the crack of thunder across the city.

      In the morning—or whenever Hurricane Matthew finally weakened and allowed some semblance of order to be restored to Houston—Apartment 1010 and all its grotesque wonders would surface into the light. And when that had happened, all she had to do was come up with a good enough story in order to keep herself out of a straitjacket.

      But until then, she had other priorities.

      Promise, promise, she thought, smiling down at the girl sleeping peacefully in her lap. She envied Macy’s ability to sleep through their shared nightmare. Maybe, one day, she’d be able to do the same.

      Maybe, one day…
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        The Last Storm will continue in The Gathering.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading The Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Shadows to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        ALSO IN SERIES:

        The Shadows

        The Gathering

        The Rising Horde
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        Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      

      
        
        Looking for another great book by Sam Sisavath?
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        HE OPERATES IN THE SHADOWS SO WE DON’T HAVE TO.
        Soldier, spy, assassin, bodyguard. Chance Mock is an independent contractor who can be anything you need him to be—for a price. Unsanctioned by governments and unhindered by borders or laws, he's the last resort for those who demand results at all costs.
        Faced with an unknown enemy who threatens to undermine her family name, millionaire philanthropist Imogen Tolliver turns to the only man who can help her: Chance. He saved her life five years ago and now she needs him again. But she’ll have to find him first, which isn’t easy to do with a man who only exists in the shadows.
        Chance has problems of his own. One of the secret organizations he’s crossed in the past has targeted him for removal.
        He needs to find out which one and why before they finish the job. Chance only has one person he can trust: Tarot, a voice on the phone who is as brilliant with a computer as Chance is with a gun.
        Chance Mock, the freelancer, is outmanned, outgunned, and running out of time.
        He has his enemies right where he wants them.
        Don't miss this vigilante action thriller from Sam Sisavath, bestselling author of the Last Storm. Find out the fate of the Freelancer in this fast-paced, adrenaline-surging thrill ride.
        This gripping action thriller is perfect for fans of Lee Child, Jason Kasper, and David Archer.

      

      
        
        Get The Freelancer now!
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        Or how about some other awesome Aethon titles?
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        The deadliest enemies are the ones we cannot see.
        
        When Army Ranger Garrett Knox left behind his military career to lead wilderness expeditions, he thought he’d escaped the life-threatening missions forever. But his quiet world in the Montana mountains explodes one evening, forcing him to accept a persistent government agent’s dangerous mission:
        Hunt down Knox’s former military buddy accused of treason and the murder of nearly their entire platoon. 
        Knox’s globe-spanning pursuit of answers soon places him in the crosshairs of a covert operation testing bioweapons on innocent civilians. As the body count rises, Knox assembles his own skilled team to expose the truth and topple the corrupt power-players behind the deadly conspiracy. 
        Racing from the halls of Washington D.C. to the unforgiving jungles of the Amazon and the hinterlands of Africa, Knox and his team find themselves in a do-or-die race to gather evidence and stop the devious masterminds before their sinister plans can infect the entire nation.
        With adrenaline-charged action, stunning betrayals, and a final confrontation that will leave Knox and his country changed forever, this gritty page-turner by bestseller R.J. Patterson (Titus Black Series) will keep you breathless until the last shocking secret is revealed.
        This action thriller is perfect for fans of Tom Clancy’s Jack Ryan, Vince Flynn’s Mitch Rapp, Robert Ludlum’s Jason Bourne or Stephen Hunter’s Bob Lee Swagger!
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        Get 5 Minutes to Die Now!
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        From Timothy Zahn, Hugo Award winner and #1 New York Times bestselling author of Star Wars: Heir to the Empire, comes this pulse-pounding political thriller.
        A tactical nuclear weapon is stolen from an Indian research facility, setting off a chain of events that spans the globe.
        Those behind the heist plan to use it to take out thousands of innocent people—all to assure death of a single man who they believe is too dangerous to be left alive.
        What are the lives of thousands compared to the safety of the world?
        At the same time, scientists have invented the world’s first cloaking device, able to render its user almost completely invisible. It’s the epitome of hidden-in-plain-sight—a game changer for any military. At least until three of the lead scientists are murdered and their work is stolen the night before their first demonstration.
        Authorities have no idea the two crimes are connected.
        There are ten days before the bomb is set to go off.
        Can they unravel the trail of red herrings in time?
        The clock is ticking...
        The legendary Timothy Zahn, best-known for creating the popular Thrawn character last seen in Star Wars: Ahsoka, returns with this original, unputdownable thriller. CLOAKED DECEPTION is filled with twists and turns and a blistering conclusion you'll never see coming!

      

      
        
        Get Cloaked Deception Now!
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        For all our Thriller books, visit our website.
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