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Hot yoga was a bitch, but Joey had learned that if you could push through the first fifteen minutes and your muscles loosened in the 110 degrees and your chakras—or whatever the hell they were—opened up, you could drop into a sort of trance.

Movement linked to breath, the world wrangled down to the four corners of her dripping-wet mat. The overheated, dimly lit room seemed to exist out of time and space. She needed it, needed to work at being present.

For the first time in her life, she was normal, or at least an approximation of normal. She’d come up hard in the foster system, pulled out at a young age and trained in the deep-black Orphan Program to be an assassin. But she’d failed the Program, or it had failed her, and she’d found herself further outside the current of the real world, a sixteen-year-old hacker with an oversize brain and fairly stupendous hand-to-hand-combat skills and not much more.

That is, until Orphan X had found her and pulled her to shore.

He’d set her up in an apartment near him and made her enroll at UCLA, where she took computer-science classes that she could’ve taught herself after checking forty IQ points at the door. But it made him happy. He said it socialized her, like she was some great cat captured in the wild who needed to learn not to show her claws. Like she was in need of housebreaking. Like he should talk, Evan Smoak, the baddest Orphan of them all, who rattled cages and crushed windpipes like some masquerading do-gooder sociopath who marked his territory with blood.

Mostly she hung out in her apartment with her dog named Dog and pwned shit to her heart’s content. But now and then, all the stuff from her past would get loud, her brain coming between herself and her body, and then flashes from the foster “homes” would hit her nervous system, memories of the boyfriends of her “caregivers,” assholes with rough stubble, beer breath, and no boundaries. Men who thought the world was there for the taking and weren’t afraid to lay their hands on whatever they could grab, especially if it had ovaries. It’s not like her time in the Orphan Program before she washed out was any better. Bruises and fractures, a near-punctured eardrum, and a level of mindfuckery usually reserved for reality dating shows. They’d treated her like an object, too, just as benumbed, just as disposable, until she’d found her way out and Evan had found his way to her.

And even though he was impossible and stubborn and totally infuriating, he was also the first person she’d ever met who was pure of heart—if you looked hard enough to see it. And she loved him, though she’d rather die of a urinary-tract infection than ever let him know that.

So here she was, socializing herself in a sweaty room filled with students and faculty spouses, moving through the asanas, lassoing her hypomanic brain and trying to get it reconnected with her body and all the peace and trauma locked inside it.

Plank, Upward-Facing Dog, Chaturanga, Downward-Facing Dog, her muscles screaming, sweat dripping from the ends of her thick brown-black hair and tapping the mat audibly. Everyone panting and grunting, Lion’s Breath and Ujjayi breathing, lights low, air thick and wet, eucalyptus and sweat. The instructor, named—honest to God—Forrest, guided them with a soothing, sensuous voice. He was lean and fit and diminutively super-hot, like a chiseled elf , and she trusted him enough to follow where he led.

They rolled from Downward-Facing Dog into Pigeon, shins laid parallel to the tops of the mats, everyone bringing torso down over leg to open the right side of the hip.

She got light-headed, riding the knife edge of what her body would tolerate. Separating fiber, tendon, and sinew. Relaxing into vulnerability, loosening muscle that felt forever braced against an injury that never quite materialized.

Next came the left side, her worse side, getting into the outside hip flexor. She sipped in air and gave out shaky exhalations, and then all of a sudden it came in a rush, no memory, just emotion pure and raw and coded into the fascia itself. Her hip released, and she gave a faint, shuddering cry, and her chest lowered six more inches right down onto the mat. The bar of her shin against her breasts, her stomach lying pressed across the thigh, forehead grinding the mat. She was gasping, trying not to whimper, everything breaking over her like a flood, and she was just her heartbeat and her breath and her body, totally present, her skin glowing from the heat.

She held the pose against all reason, pain and pleasure fused in a fires-of-hell union, and then Forrest instructed them to exit the pose. She tried not to grimace against the creaks and aches, pushing herself back into Downward Dog, directing her gaze back through the stems of her straightened legs.

That’s when she noticed.

Two guys in the row behind her, snickering and checking out her ass.

She almost couldn’t believe how deeply it struck her, a wave of heat roiling through her already overheated body. She was stretched wide, loose in the joints and muscle, carved open like a halved piece of fruit, and laid bare, and there they were, two dickhead dude-bros staring in at all that rawness and taking it—her pose, her noises, her long-suffering body—as something sexual.

As a source of amusement.

Like some thing they wanted to hump.

She gave another quick glance. The guy on the left was annoyingly good-looking. The other, huge and bulky, she recognized as the starting center for the football team. They were both shirtless, bodies oiled with sweat. They eye-fucked her and nudged each other and grinned predatory grins.

She dropped into Child’s Pose yet even then felt their gaze from behind and thought she could hear them murmuring to each other, but she didn’t look back.

A pulse of shame thrummed all the way down to the marrow, and she tried to redirect like she normally did—to anger, outrage, a planned counterattack—but she was too spent at the end of the hour in this heat, with her joints unhinged and her breath all through her body.

So she lay there in the give-up pose even as Forrest talked everyone else through the lower-back twists. Breathing hard, sweat pouring down her shoulders, trying not to cry. And she was mad at herself for letting them get to her, two douchebags who came in to check out girls’ asses, who were only here so they could brag about doing yoga to fuck sorority girls. And then she was ashamed about being mad, letting them get the better of her, and then ashamed for being ashamed, and it was all a big loop of self-loathing and humiliation that fed itself and spiraled down and down and down.



Joey raked the shower curtain shut behind her and let the cold water blast over her, cooling off her body. She was mad—mad at the assholes, mad at herself, mad because why should she give a fuck?

She was still sweating under the stream, and she leaned into the pressure, letting it hit her crown, trickle down her face.

That way she could pretend she wasn’t crying.



Forrest caught her on her way out. “You okay, Joey?”

“I’m fine.” She mopped at her forehead with the collar of her shirt. After a hard class, it sometimes took a half hour to get her body temperature back under control.

“You working through an injury?”

“Why?”

“Just—you took Child’s Pose for the back half of class.”

“I’m not injured.”

He was short enough that they were eye to eye. He had a firm chin line and kind, soft eyes and was trying to get in. But she didn’t know how to let anyone in.

He said, “You don’t normally do that, so I was wondering…”

“Like I said. I’m fine.” She started out.

“Joey?”

She stopped. Grimaced. Turned back around.

“This is your space. Here. If something—or someone—bothers you, let me know. It’s our job to make sure you feel safe enough to do your practice however you want.”

“I always feel safe. Why would you think someone bothered me?”

“I guess I wouldn’t. Unless you told me. And if you did, I would be happy to intervene.”

“I don’t need anyone to intervene on my behalf, Forrest. I can take care of myself.”

“Of that,” he said, “I am sure.”

He gave her a smile. He was old, like almost thirty, and his energy was kind, avuncular. He never sneak-looked at her tits when they were talking and always asked if she was okay being touched before adjusting her on the mat.

She felt bad because she knew she was being a bitch, and the more understanding he was, the more of a bitch she felt like. She took a deep breath, deep enough that her chest cracked in three places. The practice had given her that.

She looked at him for real now and tried to soften her eyes the way his were. But she couldn’t quite get there. It didn’t feel safe to let him see inside.

Only once she’d turned away was she able to say, “Thanks, Forrest.”



She was meeting X for lunch in Westwood Village. He liked this sushi-roll place on Gayley, and she liked it, too, mostly because they sat at a counter so they didn’t have to do the eye-contact thing, which neither of them was good at. Actually, he was good at it if it was right before he was going to dislocate someone’s arm or if there was some Serious Emotional Matter, but for casual catch-up and small talk, they did better with more distractions.

She swiped a yellowtail roll through her soy sauce until the end was sopping and ate half of it in one bite, chewing contentedly.

He was looking at her. “How can you even taste it with all that soy sauce?”

Around a crammed mouth, she said, “Because I have, like, amazeballs senses. So stop soy-sauce-shaming me.”

She went back to her roll, chewing with her mouth open because he hated that. Then she started to fidget with her chopsticks, which she noticed him noticing. He always paid attention to nonverbal tells and could read her mood and it was so aggravating because no one else could and it was like he had this superpower but at least he used it for good. When it came to her at least.

Finally she slammed down her chopsticks and said, “Why do you all suck?”

His expression didn’t change. She never knew how he could do that. You could throw anything at him and it was like he’d seen it coming before you even knew you had anything to throw.

“All who?” he asked. “All devastatingly handsome former deep-black government assassins?”

“All men. No—not men. Most of you don’t deserve to be called that. Guys. Why do all guys suck?”

“Suck how?”

She felt the flush returning to her cheeks as it had in the yoga studio. “It’s really not that hard to not be an asshole,” she said. “Just, like, don’t be all snickery and woman-hatery to cover up that you’re not-so-secretly insecure and scared of girls. It can’t be that difficult to just be strong and sensitive but not too sensitive ’cuz that’s annoying, too, and only strong when we need it and give us space and respect but also know when we need … dunno … support”—she was pointing at him now—“and that doesn’t mean just coming in and fixing everything or having all these answers, but just, like, getting it. Is that so hard?”

He was doing that almost-smile thing she hated. “I can’t imagine why that would be hard.”

“And don’t look at our asses when we’re doing yoga.”

X said, “Okay.”

They ate the rest of lunch in silence.



Her Logic Design of Digital Systems class was beyond basic, so she cut out early and snuck over to Boyer Hall to audit a Ph.D. class on bioinformatics like she sometimes did. She was new to the field and all, but it looked like the prof had fucked up the algorithm for calculating mobile mRNA detection, though she didn’t want to say anything because she wasn’t really supposed to be here sitting in the back of a graduate class.

She was sitting by the door, which she always did—’cuz escape plan—and she heard a sharp cry from the hallway and the sound of something striking the floor and breaking.

She was on her feet and into the hall in less than a second, swinging her rucksack over a shoulder. At the end of the empty hall, a Very Pretty Girl was standing with her shoulders hunched and her hand over her mouth, eyes huge and frozen. Her iPhone was on the cheap tile by her white Converse All-Stars, but she wasn’t looking at it. She was looking at nothing and not moving a muscle except for the slight tremble of her fingers over her lips.

“Hey,” Joey said. “Are you okay?”

The girl didn’t register Joey until she was close, and then Joey said again, “Hi. Hi. You there? Do you need help?”

The girl had sloughed off her light gray Herschel backpack. It sagged against her heels, a name Magic Marker–ed across the top flap: BECCA MORGAN.

She turned and ran for the stairwell.

Joey crouched to snatch up the phone—the screen shattered into white spiderwebbing—and went after her. “Your phone!”

The girl charged up the stairs, the door to the seventh floor banging open and shut, and Joey reached the hall in time to see her vanish into a seminar room.

By the time Joey got to the doorway, the girl had bolted past the empty chairs and tables and flung open the door to the balcony.

“Hang on!” Joey yelled. “Wait—just wait!”

She was on the girl’s heels now, out into the open air. Seven stories up, the campus stretched wide beneath them. The girl backed to the far side of the balcony, one manicured hand skimming along the low iron rail.

She turned to face Joey, mascara streaking her cheeks, her eyes wild and panicked. Wind caught her honey-blond hair, sent it fluttering like streamers across her face. “I can’t do it. There’s no way. I just can’t do it.”

Her breaths were jerky like hiccups. Joey’s mind was whirling, and she grabbed for one solid mooring in the whirl of motion: What would X do?

She moved toward the girl calmly, one hand outstretched. “Becca? Whatever it is you’re dealing with—”

The girl vaulted over the railing and was gone.

Here. Then not.

Joey had a single instant of comprehensive denial.

She gave herself that. One instant.

Then she sprinted out.

By the time she’d lunged down the stairs and slammed out the doors into the plaza, a thin ring of onlookers had gathered, keeping twenty yards back from where the girl had landed. Joey shouldered through them and saw why.

One femur bone shoved up into sight, torso bent over itself wrong, left arm twisted in a way that no human limb should ever twist.

Joey stood for a second, blood thundering in her ears.

The girl’s head bobbed a little. And she drew in a screeching lungful of oxygen.

Joey ran to her, sliding on her knees, tearing her jeans, scuffing the flesh of her knees. Cradling the girl’s head to stabilize the neck vertebrae, but there was no point, and the girl’s eyes rolled up at her like a horse’s, and she looked terrified and Joey heard herself saying, “—it’s okay I got you it’s okay I’m right here I’m here with you—” as she pulled off her belt to tourniquet—what? the left leg? the right? the arm?—and the girl’s eyes stopped rolling, and Joey pressed two fingers to her neck feeling for a pulse that she knew wouldn’t be there.

She sat like that with the dead girl’s head in her lap, everyone staring at them in shock from a safe distance, murmuring to each other, and she felt like an animal in a cage at a zoo. But then first responders broke through the line of students, running for them with a stretcher and hands clamped Joey’s shoulders and moved her firmly back, away, and they were working on chest compressions and shining penlights into the girl’s glassy blue eyes.

Joey stood there a moment with the girl’s blood on her shirt and her own blood dripping down the torn knees of her jeans, the concrete monolith of Boyer Hall rising at her back, beholding the whole awful scene impassively.

And then she walked away. The lookie-loos parted, eyeing her with respect, even awe, and she moved through them and headed for her apartment.

It wasn’t until she got home that she realized she still had the girl’s phone.



Joey couldn’t read anything through the cracked screen, but it wasn’t too hard to get into the girl’s phone, because Joey was Joey and that was what she did. Within minutes she was in her circular workstation in her gamer’s chair, monitors stacked two high and arrayed 270 degrees around her, the phone’s contents displayed before her.

She was staring in disbelief at a Google Docs–shared spreadsheet that had been texted to the phone forty-five minutes earlier with a message—WTF have u seen this?—by a contact labeled BFF Frida.

The spreadsheet was labeled The List.

Girls’ names.

Then categories. Tits. Ass. Legs. Face.

Each ranked on a scale of one to ten.

Then a different set of categories. Missionary. Doggie. Cowboy. Reverse Cowboy.

Then more rankings.

Then a comments section.

Joey scrolled down, found an entry for Rebecca Morgan. Eights and nines for looks. It struck her as not random that the faces were ranked last.

In the sex section, only Missionary was checked. The ranking was quite low. The comments read:

dead fish.

just lies there like a board.

id rather whack off.

And so on.

Something toxic and black roiled in Joey’s stomach. She blew out a breath, trying to get it gone.

It wasn’t gone.

She was just about to close the file when her eye caught on another name: Josephine Morales. She shut her eyes tight, held them closed, argued with herself, promised she wouldn’t look. Then she checked the rankings.

Her ass was a nine.

Her tits came in at five.

Face at a seven.

None of the sex categories were checked, but there were numerous comments.

grunts like a pig in yoga.

id fuck that tho.

dykey but id do her 2.

she’d be an angry fuck .

someone get in there.

She felt that heat again now, running between her skin and muscle like if someone touched her, she might burst. She looked down, saw Rebecca Morgan’s bloodstains on her shirt. Then up at the spreadsheet. Then she closed her eyes again and just held them closed.

Dog the dog came over, nudged her elbow up out of the way, and slid his giant Rhodesian ridgeback head into her lap. He whimpered until she broke from her trance to scratch behind his ears.



Couldn’t sleep couldn’t sleep couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t just because she’d downed three Big Gulps of Dr Pepper, because she did that all the time.

She kept thinking of Rebecca Morgan. How her hair fluttered like streamers across her eyes. How lost she looked. How she was there one second and then not.

And how she didn’t make a sound when she vaulted over the balcony. No whimper, no cry, no rending of fabric. Just a quiet little hop and the gentle wind in Joey’s ears.

She got up and walked over to Dog the dog and lay on top of him. He was sleeping on his side, sprawled off his huge disk of a bed, and he took her weight in full. It made his breathing louder, part snore, part purr. His nose was dry, and she kissed his ears, which were so soft she wished her bedsheets were made of ridgeback ears. She rose and fell with his breath, getting a good hit of oxytocin.

Hair like streamers.

There. And then not.

That one arm, twisted the wrong way like a dead tree limb.

Joey got up. She paced around the apartment. Fussed with one of her speed cubes. Made the colors align. Then made a checker pattern. She timed herself, counting in her head.

Seven seconds to solve the cube.

Now six.

Now five.

Becca’s voice, strained through a constricted throat: I can’t do it. There’s no way. I just can’t do it.

Joey threw the cube against the wall. She was breathing hard.

“Damn it,” she said.

She called 1-855-2-NOWHERE.

He answered on a half ring. It was 3:27 in the fucking morning, and he was alert as ever. She’d probably interrupted him doing a core workout or hanging upside down from the ceiling like a bat or pretending not to be not-so-secretly crushing on Mia Hall, the single-mother district attorney who lived downstairs.

He said, “Do you need my help … Joey?”

That was X’s idea of a joke.

She climbed back into bed and sat up, pulling the covers over her knees. “Don’t be lame.”

Then she told him what had happened. Her voice was actually pretty steady. She minded her heartbeat, her body temp, her breath, keeping it under control. It was time to assess and process, not to be all girly.

He listened quietly and let her meander and circle back and finally get it all told.

She breathed for a few seconds, then said, “You there?”

“Yes.”

That was X. Man of few words.

She breathed some more.

Then he said, “Want me to come over?”

“No.”

“Want to come here?”

“No.”

Another long pause. Maybe he was pouring oil in his ear to lubricate his inner machinery.

Then he said, “Do you need to cry?”

“What? No. Gawd. Jesus. I’m just filling you in.”

She hung up and tossed her phone onto the pillow next to her. She slid down into the sheets, hugged a spare pillow to her chest.

She didn’t want to admit that talking to X made her feel better.

So she didn’t.

She fell asleep.



They were back at the sushi joint the next day.

She didn’t want to be distracted from the mission, but X had insisted on lunch. And he preferred sushi because he only ate protein and rice and other healthy shit because that’s what you did when you were X so you could, like, feel superior to everyone else in the world.

After they ordered, he said, “I have a present for you.”

She perked up. “Really?”

“You seemed distracted lately. The situation at Boyer Hall. So I thought this might cheer you up.”

He reached under the counter and pulled out a nicely wrapped package that he’d somehow smuggled in without her noticing.

She tore at it with abandon before catching herself and slowing down to untie the ribbon like a proper adult. She hadn’t received many presents growing up.

She fucking loved presents.

Except this one.

A lavender sweatshirt with a puffy unicorn iron-on and words written in glitter: I AM ENOUGH.

She flopped it down onto the counter. “Are you serious? Do I look like someone who would wear an inspirational unicorn sweater?”

X glanced over at her, took in her outfit. Torn jeans, wife-beater tank under an oversize red flannel. “Come to think of it, no.”

“You don’t get it. You, like, totally don’t get me.”

Then she noticed his lips twitch. He was trying not to smile.

“X! Seriously? That’s not funny.”

She punched his arm. Hard. She could tell it hurt, but he didn’t flinch. That was X.

But she was laughing.

“Okay,” he said. “Here’s the real gift.”

From one of his cargo pockets, he took a box the size of a deck of a cards. Taped on top was a tiny card in a tiny envelope. It looked like a gift for someone rich.

“Aw,” she said. She took it, trying not to seem too eager, and slid out the little card.

It said, “Even though you are hideously unattractive and difficult to spend time with, you have an okay personality.”

She smirked. Then opened the box.

Nestled inside was a bracelet made of woven metal fibers with two stainless-steel skulls that touched at the crowns to form a magnetic clasp.

She put it on. Admired it. Then looked down at her soy sauce. She tried not to smile.

He’d gone back to his lobster roll, giving her some space and pretending not to notice. But X noticed everything.

“It is pretty cool,” she said.



Joey was belly-down on the edge of a parking-garage roof with a pair of Bushnell PowerView binoculars trained on the Alpha Nu Upsilon fraternity house opposite, to which she’d sourced the originating IP address of The List. She’d correlated that with the log-in IP of twenty-seven of the fraternity brothers, mostly juniors and seniors. Then she’d searched the BruinCard databases to match faces with names. The colossal dickheads who’d eyed her in yoga had colossal dickhead names: Chad Chassman and Brayden Oakley. But this wasn’t about Joey or about them. A whole lot more dickheads had ranked Rebecca Morgan.

She hadn’t just been embarrassed. She’d been shamed deeply enough to think that she’d never climb out of it, and as far as Joey was concerned, every last frathole who’d logged in to comment on her breasts or her eyes or what kind of noises she made during sex deserved some major ass-stomping retribution.

So Joey had decided to get a closer look. She squirmed forward a bit more and adjusted the Bushnells. She liked the one-touch InstaFocus lever and the light transmission and the way the multicoated optics yielded high-grade brightness. X didn’t approve of her choice of nocks, always mansplaining about why Steiners were superior, but she couldn’t really be mad at him for getting all bincocular-porny, since she’d been known to get hot and bothered over gear herself a time or two.

And since X wasn’t here, he didn’t get a say anyway for once.

She wore a black sweatshirt and black jeans and was close to invisible in the thickening dusk. Cars drifted by below. Far up high behind her, a window washer worked away on the top floor of one of the medical buildings, but he didn’t look in her direction. A few homeless guys rattled by with shopping carts, stopping to hike up stained, loose-fitting trousers.

But she wasn’t here for any of that.

She watched the frat boys come and go, studied them through the windows. There was a lot of drinking and a lot of wrestling. There was a library on the second floor where a few boys worked on their laptops or swung through to plug their cell phones into a big mushroom-shaped charging station. There was a kitchen with an exhausted-looking middle-aged chef who made snacks and cleaned up and made snacks and cleaned up. There was activity in many of the bedrooms, sex being had and porn being watched and studying being done.

She lay on the roof.

She watched.

And she plotted.



Joey came twenty minutes early to the party at the fraternity house. Being as far from a Greek-system girl as seemed humanly possible, she’d had to do some research online, learning that mixers were closed parties where only a sister sorority was invited and who the fuck had time for any of this?

Well, today she did.

The front door was ajar, allowing her to wander into the enormous dilapidated house on the west edge of the Village. Everyone was in distracted pre-party mode, rolling kegs from room to room, peacocking around with their T-shirts off, slurping from red Solo cups, and lounging on couches trying to make out with a few stray girls who looked left over from the previous night. The floorboards were uneven, soft with rot and spilled beer, and someone was chanting in the neighboring room: “Al-phas! Al-phas! Al-phas!”

Joey wandered through the downstairs, her baby-girl backpack/purse thing jogging on her shoulders, completing her disguise as a Hot Girl. A coed cluster in a parlor room played strip charades, half naked and shouting out guesses:

“—someone who has to pee—”

“—dickless—”

“—creepy dancer guy—”

“Oh—that dude from Silence of the Lambs!”

They barely registered her drifting by.

She moved into the next room, a giant hall with multiple Ping-Pong tables set up for beer pong, and came face-to-face with Chad Chassman.

His forehead wrinkled, and he leaned back a bit, inspecting her down his nose. “Hey, you’re looking hot.”

She was indeed. She’d dressed up in a scoop-neck ribbed thong bodysuit that snapped at the crotch, the leg holes riding high above the waistband of her form-fitting jeans to show half-moons of flesh at her hips. It was sleeveless, too, showing off her arms, and she’d pulled her hair up off her face, letting it tumble over the shaved strip above her ear on the right side. A bit of eyeliner made her giant emerald eyes pop, and when she smiled, it put a dimple in her right cheek. Any male with a pulse stood less than no fucking chance.

Especially a human penis like Chad Chassman.

Big grin, too-white teeth, strong chin, tremendous eyebrow game. He didn’t have much stubble, just a few fine blond hairs, and he seemed evidently and overwhelmingly impressed with himself, the kind of guy who’d graduate and sell stocks and say unforgiveable shit like “market potentialities,” not that she begrudged success—because hell, work hard and do well and good for you—so it wasn’t even his imagined future that she hated at first sight, but the smugness. The total lack of humility and gratitude, the absence of awareness that however capable he might be, he was on the receiving end of an assembly belt delivering him opportunity after opportunity while most people in the world couldn’t even get inside the factory.

“You don’t recognize me?” she said, all cutesy-cute.

He held his hands wide. “We get a lotta girls through here.”

“I’m sure,” she said. “But few women.”

He laughed a bit too long. “Wanna come upstairs with me and have a drink?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Nah,” he said. “I don’t recognize you.”

“How about if I was all sweaty”—she moved closer, twined a finger in his artfully ripped T-shirt—“and bent over—”

“No way,” he said. “Did we…?”

“—and made, like, pig-grunting noises on my yoga mat?”

“What?” he said. “Wait, what? No way. You’re that chick? Jennifer something?”

“Yup. Jennifer something. That’s me.”

“Look, I get it. You’re woke. We hear from girls like you all the time. You criticize the hell out of us, but you secretly want to be here.”

“Not me,” she said. “But yeah, you’re right. Some girls do want to be here. Like Becca Morgan.”

“The chick who killed herself?”

“Yeah. That chick. The one who killed herself after she got sent ‘The List.’”

She watched his face, watched it closely. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and there was a flicker of surprise and maybe even something like regret, but it was quickly gone behind the quick flash of a smile.

“Oh, right,” he said. “She was perfectly okay, perfectly stable, and she just decided to jump off a building because of some list. It’s definitely all our fault.”

“Of course it’s not,” Joey said. “Of course she was probably fucked up and insecure and anxious and put too much stock in her looks and who was dating her, and she probably had a controlling mom who told her she had to be thin and an asshole dad who she could never please, and it’s their fault more than yours. But Jesus Christ, dude. She was a human. Like you fucking used to be at some point before you decided to go Full Dickhead.”

Once more he put on what she assumed was his go-to smile. “Girls like dicks,” he said, leaning in. “So let me ask you. You ever been with an Alpha?”

“Child,” Joey said, “you don’t know what an alpha is.”

She left him there with his mouth hanging slightly open and headed for the stairs. A drunk guy was navigating the steps down, but his eyes popped when he saw her in her ribbed thong bodysuit.

He could barely lift his gaze from her cleavage.

“And you all dared to rank my tits at a five,” she said.

He looked up, confused. “Huh?”

“Nothing.”

“D’ya wanna come to my room?” he said.

“So I can hold your hair while you throw up?”

“What? No. I can tell…” He reached out a wobbly hand to touch her cheek, and she slapped it away. He continued, unfazed. “I can tell you’re really different. From most girls who come in here. I mean, beneath.” Like he wasn’t pathetic enough, his breath smelled like peach schnapps. “And I can see that,” he said.

“Nope,” she said. “Just superficial me.”

“No,” he said. “You’re special. You’ve got, like, depth and shit.”

“I just like shopping and chocolatinis and guys with rilly rilly nice cars,” Joey said.

“But I bet you have, like, you have impostor syndrome, right?”

“Nope. Perfectly comfortable in my own skin.”

“Like if someone could see the real you…”

He reached to put a hand on her shoulder, and she ducked, and he toppled over and fell down the stairs.

She continued up to the library on the second floor. Pewter beer mugs slanted like stockings above a mantel, tall shelving units with dusty books, a miasma of pot smoke.

Everything reeked like skunk.

Toying with her badass skull bracelet, she moved past a long table lined with guys smoking vape pens and rattling away on their laptops. They yammered back and forth, not looking up from their screens.

“Wait—don’t we have this quiz in the database? Didn’t Gordo take this class last year?”

“They change the quizzes in Intro to Western Civ every quarter.”

“But Holdman said there’s tons of papers in there. Just make sure you have a different TA.”

She moved to the far end of the library. The giant mushroom pod of a charging station rested in front of a disused fireplace. On ripped and stained couches, two guys were going hard at their keyboards, clearly gaming.

She tried on her best hot-girl voice. “You guys mind if I charge my phone?”

“Sure.” The one with a cross-country T-shirt and eyeglasses nodded toward the charging station. She slung her purse down, pulled out her iPhone, and plugged it in.

They stared at her. She stared at them.

“Well,” she said. “Do you wanna take a picture or something?” She put her arms up overhead and flopped her hands outward, like she was clutching a beach ball overhead.

They laughed.

The kid in the glasses said, “This girl’s cool.”

“I am,” Joey said. “But that’s not one of the things you boys rank on The List.”

“Oh,” the guy said. “You heard about that.”

“Don’t talk about it, Ian,” the guy next to him said. Then he looked at her. “It’s not real. It’s, like, an urban legend.”

“I saw this particular urban legend,” she said. “With my own two beautiful green eyes.”

The other guy snickered. “Well played, Miles.”

“What are some other things you ‘Alphas’”—she gave it air quotes—“don’t rank?” She laid a finger alongside her cheek and cocked her head. “Intelligence. Number of languages spoken. Kindness. Toughness.” Now her stare hardened. “History of sexual abuse.”

They quieted. She looked down at the charging station, frowned. Fiddled some with a connection, then tried another.

“Let’s try this again,” Miles said. “Please sit down.” He gestured at an empty couch.

“It smells like a dispensary in here,” she said. “Or, like, a home for people with glaucoma.”

“I know. It’s stupid.” He got up, opened a window, and waved his hand a few times as if that would help.

She walked over and sat.

“Look, we know about The List,” Ian said. “But we’re not part of it. They don’t even let you vote on it till you’re an upperclassman.”

“‘Let you’?” Joey said.

Ian showed his palms. “I don’t want to anyway. A lot of us don’t.”

“Then why are you in a frat ironically named Alphas?”

“First of all, it’s a fraternity. And second, we like the … I don’t know. Brotherhood.”

“I realize it sounds lame,” Miles said. “But there are a lot of good guys in here. And some of us have girlfriends who are too smart to let us get away with being like that, you know?”

“The List started here.”

“I’m not gonna lie,” Ian said. “Some of the older guys are dicks. But hey, different generation.” He smiled a goofy smile.

She didn’t smile back.

“It’s like anywhere,” Miles said. “Pick a sports team, a club. The friggin’ math club, even. Anywhere you go, any group you join, some people are assholes.”

“And it’s not like girls are perfect,” Ian said. “First week of school? This one bitch in biochem took pictures of me when I fell asleep and posted them on Insta.”

“Aw.” Joey made a sad face. “You should probably roofie her to get revenge.”

He looked genuinely upset. “Why would you say something like that?”

Now she felt bad. Here she was: In the middle of the frat house that had originated The List, and she was the asshole.

“Look,” she said. “I didn’t mean it.”

“It’s okay,” Ian said. “But we get so much shit about belonging here. Everyone’s trying to figure it out, fit in. You have—” He caught himself.

Joey said, “What?” And she said it hard.

“Brains is what you have, right? And attitude. And … well, I don’t mean it in an objectifying way, but look at yourself.” He mumbled the last. “And some of the guys here? They just have looks. And girls like them. So that’s what they’ll use. You can’t blame them. Everyone goes with their strengths. It’s like the nerdy kids being condescending about dipshit athletes or whatever.”

“But I do blame them,” Joey said. “No football player ever jumped to his death ’cuz a dork insulted his IQ.”

“Is that…?” Miles leaned back.

“Rebecca Morgan was…?” Ian rubbed his eyes. “That was because of The List?”

“Yeah,” Joey said. “It was the precipitating factor at least. Though one of your ‘brothers’ was kind enough to point out that other factors go into a girl hurling herself off the seventh floor of a building.”

Neither of them would meet her eyes.

“Look, I get it. You’re not all part of The List.” She stood up, walked over to the charging station, and unplugged her phone. “But you didn’t do anything to stop it either.”

She walked back downstairs, stepping over Mr. Insight, still passed out across the bottom step.

The party was getting going now, the beer pong hall a churn of body heat, thrumming music, strobe lights, and the reek of beer. A group of girls came in crowded together as if to fit under an umbrella. Done hair, wobbly on white high heels, plucking down the edges of their miniskirts with gel nails.

Joey never understood it, how guys didn’t see through it all.

The one working her sleek brown hair and boobs crammed painfully into a spandex camisole to distract from her big nose.

The one who used a concealer and matte bronzer to hide her tech neck, and cat-eye glasses to balance out her round face.

The one in a high-waisted skirt wearing a cropped jacket to make up for her short legs.

It was so obvious, so fake.

And yet all that most guys saw were: tits, asses, legs.

They didn’t get that girls were just people like them. That everyone was imperfect and working so hard to not be.

And then she thought of the shame cycle that had hit her on her yoga mat. Not-really-crying afterward in the shower. How dumb and bitchy she was to Forrest when he was only trying to help.

How imperfect she was and how hard she worked to not be.

She moved past the girls, breezing through a cloud of sugary perfume, and sliced through the crowd. Everyone dancing and drinking, the girls whipping sweat-drenched hair back and forth, guys pounding beer. It looked totally inane and completely fun at the same time. But she knew that the part of her that saw it as totally inane would never allow the other part of her to just let go into the fun, and that made her feel about as lonely as anything had since she’d gotten to Los Angeles.

The foyer was less crowded, folks streaming in and out. She’d just stepped out onto the covered porch when someone yelled, “Hey! Jennifer!”

She knew that it was directed at her.

As she turned, Brayden Oakley filled ninety percent of her visual field. He was huge, charging at her angrily as if he’d forgotten he wasn’t on a football field. For a moment she thought he was going to strike her.

“You little bitch. Chad said you snuck in here to harass him about that girl who killed herself. Like somehow it’s our fault.”

“Only partially,” she said.

“That’s such whiny snowflake bullshit,” he said, looming closer.

A small crowd gathered, folks standing at a distance on the front lawn, watching the confrontation. A homeless guy even rubbernecked down on the sidewalk, hands resting on his cart, hat low over his eyes. A stoner by the broken porch swing paused in mid-chew, burrito raised mostly to his mouth.

Dinner and a show.

She turned to leave, but Brayden shoved past her and blocked her way down the stairs. The crowd pressed in a little. It was dark here on the covered porch. No moonlight. No stars.

Someone said, “No way.”

Someone else said, “Daaaaang!”

Brayden was breathing hard, his face red. “Even if there was a list—which there’s not—that’s just how the world works. People have opinions. Guys are guys. It’s a free fucking marketplace of ideas. And there are laws and rules to protect shit like that. The First Amendment. You can’t just change everything and get in everyone’s business because some girl is sensitive.”

Her face came up to the middle of his chest, and she had to tilt her head back to look at him. She could feel his exhalation across her face. She saw the pulse of his heartbeat in his neck, thought about the pressure of the blood moving through his carotid, enough to hit the low ceiling if she opened it up.

“Know what?” she said. “Those are valid points. So I’ll have to consider closely how to do it.”

“How to do what?”

“How to make you pay.”

She moved to step around him, and he moved with her. There were a bunch of brothers at his back. He was so much bigger than her—or anyone else.

She took a deep breath, lifted her gaze, mustered her inner Orphan X. “I want you to look at me,” she said. “Look at me closely. And ask yourself: Do I look like someone you can intimidate?”

He lowered his nose close to hers and returned her glare. There was a masculine rage in his eyes she had seen before but still didn’t understand.

“Brayden, cut it out,” one of the fraternity guys said behind him.

Another chimed in, “Let her go.”

“Yeah—cut the shit, Oakley. Let her leave if she wants to.”

Brayden straightened back up. Bared his teeth at her. “We’re not done.”

He stepped aside.

Joey held his eyes, looking right into the hatred. “No,” she said. “We’re not.”

She walked past him.



Juice jacking.

That’s what it’s called when you infiltrate a charging station by swapping out gear—in this case, the USB cables—to introduce malware.

Then, when unsuspecting little frat boys come along to charge their phones so they can, say, log in to their Google Docs and rank girls’ titties like pathetic little boy-bros, you can jack their passwords and account info.

And then you’re inside their lives.

Like they got inside Rebecca Morgan’s.

It took about three weeks before Joey had what she needed, accessing all twenty-seven phones of the twenty-seven predacious douchenozzles who had decided to weigh in on The List.

Joey chewed Red Vines now and clattered away on her keyboard. Dog the dog came over and nudged at her until she gave him a bite of Red Vine. He chewed it, jaws slapping like his head was hinged in the back, his nose crinkling up and the lines in his forehead furrowing adorably.

“We’re gonna sink these guys,” she told him.

He smacked away, trying to get Red Vine gunk off his molars.

“But we gotta do it fairly,” she said. “Because as Ayatollah Bro-meini said, ‘It’s a free fucking marketplace. And there are laws and rules that protect shit like that.’”

Dog cocked his head and whined. He wanted more Red Vine, but she had to be a responsible parent and wait to feed him his powdered chicken-and-quinoa dog food that cost a billion dollars but kept him from getting yeast in his ears. Purebreds were so high-maintenance. Like X. If you really want to get a job done, give it to a mutt like Joey. She didn’t need no fish-and-rice, quinoa-and-chicken diet. She could do anything powered on Dr Pepper and Red Vines and look awesome doing it.

“So,” she said. “I decided to play by the rules.”

Dog sat, bent into a kidney shape, and pawed behind his ear. He looked disinterested.

“If talking misogynistic shit and being a blue-chip asshole isn’t technically forbidden, do you know what is?”

Dog walked out of her workstation and flopped down onto his padded bed with a grunt.

She was undeterred. “Plagiarism,” she told him. “And since everyone e-submits their papers through the UNEX Student Portal, that means that this guy”—she jacked her thumbs inward—“can retrieve them all with a simple click of her delicate hands.”

Dog lifted his head sideways from his sprawl, his collar jangling. One of his jowls was hanging open, connecting his mouth to the floor with a cord of drool.

“Then, with the benefit of some basic plagiarism-detection software—”

Dog got up and whined to be taken out.

“You should be basking in the glory of my genius,” she said. “Not just waiting to pee.”

He scratched at the door.

She took him out. He took an Austin Powers leak on the strip of lawn in front of her apartment building. Dead spots browned the grass at intervals, residue of Dog’s performances past.

When the other neighbors complained, she told them she thought they were mini alien crop circles.

He finished, and she fed him a freeze-dried liver treat, and he slobbered it up like she was serving him a center-cut filet mignon.

Then she went back inside.

She gathered all her evidence.

And put it in a spreadsheet.

Just like the one that helped kill Rebecca Morgan.



FRATERNITY SCANDAL ROCKS UCLA.

Alphas Turn Beta.

27 Expelled in Plagiarism Scandal.

The news headlines in the Daily Bruin did not disappoint.

They were gone, and Becca was avenged—at least as avenged as she could ever be—and Joey had done it fair and square.

Or at least fairish and squarish.

She’d gotten back to her classes and her routine, and X had stopped asking to have sushi with her every thirty seconds like some insecure shunned-uncle person, except now that he’d backed off, she sort of missed him—but he never needed to know that.

Tonight she’d worked late at the study lounge at the Union, trying to figure out if she could predict protein-protein interactions based only on 3-D X-ray crystallography and nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy or if she’d have to break into a lab to perform a few interaction experiments. It was so lame that they were making her finish this stupid undergraduate degree instead of just making her a tenured professor and letting her bring the department into the twenty-first century.

But: academic bureaucracy.

She stuffed her computational notebooks into her rucksack and headed out into the crisp night.

The plaza was bare at this hour, except for a few strolling students and the obligatory tourist photographing the Bruin bear statue, a life-size bronze rendering of the school mascot.

Passing by, she admired the massive back paw that students had rubbed shiny for good luck. At first she didn’t notice the two figures approaching from the direction of the Wooden Center.

They came up on her fast.

Chad Chassman and Brayden Oakley.

She summoned a smile. “Haven’t seen you guys around yoga lately.”

“You fucking bitch,” Chad said.

They spread out a bit, so she had to hold one of them in her peripheral vision.

“We need to work on your vocabulary,” she said. “If you ever hope to get back into college. ‘Fucking bitch’ is like your drunk uncle’s version of sexist talk. You need a modern variation. Like ‘douchebaguete.’ Or ‘sausage masseuse.’”

Chad stepped forward, grabbed her shoulders with both hands. And squeezed.

“Let go of me,” she said.

“Not until you hear what I—”

She bladed her hands and swept them inside the bars of his forearms, a rising prayer motion that knocked his arms loose. She flung her own arms back, letting the rucksack slide from her shoulders. As it hit the ground behind her, Chad fisted her collar, pulling her shirt roughly up toward her chin.

She pistoned her knee high and hammered her heel forward into his instep. The stomp kick used her strongest muscles—butt and thighs—making up for the weight differential. Sure enough, his foot rolled and she heard the pleasing crackle of tearing ligaments.

Grunting, Chad listed to the side, trying to claw at her cheek, but she swept his arm aside with an uppercut deviation, using her hips for the pivot.

He reeled back on his heels, and she lunged into a head butt, shattering his pretty-boy nose.

Brayden grabbed her from behind, bear-hugging her and yanking her off the ground. His powerful chest pressed into her shoulder blades, his biceps wide like tree branches. Instead of kicking she pulled her knees into her chest hard and flung herself up, as if doing a backflip from a diving board.

The shift in momentum caught him off guard, and he stumbled back, releasing her to keep his balance. She rolled up and over his shoulder, landing behind him on her feet, setting her base.

He drew himself up as if off a football snap, arms wide, hands clawed, his face a mask of fury.

Before he could close in, she summoned every bit of strength she had, minding her weight transfer on the pivot of her hips, and delivered a palm strike to his solar plexus.

Soft tissue, less likely to break her knuckles.

Even so, she heard a rib crack. Not hers.

Brayden doubled over, his diaphragm in spasm, nerve clusters knotting up.

His face purpled. He clutched at his throat. No breath coming in or coming out.

She thought about Rebecca Morgan. That last awful screech of air. The glistening shiv of the femur bone bared to the world. How her eyes had rolled like a panicked horse’s. And then how they’d stopped.

Joey wound up and kicked Braydon as hard as she could in the crotch.

She was wearing steel-toed Doc Martens, so it was plenty hard.

Like testicular-rupture hard.

She turned around before he fell just to be badass like dudes in movies when they let shit explode behind them.

But she didn’t hear him fall.

So she whipped back around a bit nervously.

Then he fell.

The two of them shuddered on the ground, holding their parts.

Now she could leave.

She pivoted to catch the tourist looking, the camera lowered from his face. She realized something about his bearing was familiar, though it took a second for her to realize it was—

“X!” She came at him angrily. “What the actual hell?”

“I was just keeping an eye on you,” he said.

Behind them the expelled frat boys moaned and coughed.

He started walking off, but she was hard on his heels.

“Wait a minute.…” She looked down at her skull bracelet, tore it off. “Is this…? Did you chip me?”

“That’s not the precise phrasing I would use.”

She threw it onto the concrete walk. “I can’t believe you were spying on me.”

He was keeping a half pace ahead with his stupid long legs. “I know. It’s hard to believe that I, a spy, would spy on you.”

They headed down the tree-lined walkway toward Strathmore. She was furious, her thoughts twirling as she Sixth Sensed the past few weeks.

“And hang on—the window washer!—you were watching when I was on the roof of the parking structure with my binoculars!”

“You know Steiners have better optics. They’re built to milspec demands—”

“Would you just not right now!”

Campus was quiet, the air tinged with the scent of eucalyptus. Distant traffic from the Village gave a pleasing white-noise rush. But she didn’t feel peaceful.

“And outside Alpha Nu Upsilon?” Joey said, hating the high pitch of her voice. “The hobo with the shopping cart?”

“I believe the proper term is ‘domicile-challenged.’”

“That was you?”

“A gentleman never reveals his tradecraft.”

“X! You never let me do anything! My first … dunno … mission, and you have to make it about you.”

“I was just there in case you needed backup.”

“If I need backup, I’ll ask for it,” she said. “I don’t need you all white-knighting me just ’cuz I’m a girl.”

“I’m white-knighting you because you’re sixteen years old.”

“Oh, yeah? What were you doing when you were sixteen?”

That was her standby argument when he was being X, the best and most undeniable proof that he was, like, a total hypocrite.

“Josephine—”

“I hate it when you call me that!”

Which she did, like ninety percent. But ten percent of her that she couldn’t quite extinguish secretly liked it.

“—that was different,” he finished.

“Why was that different?” she said. “’Cuz you had a Y chromosome?”

He finally stopped and looked at her. “I had Jack,” he said. “And you have me.”

“Aargh. You’re so … aargh!”

She stomped off, heading for home.

She was angry because he was right.

A few blocks away, she realized she had stormed off in the wrong direction. On the street corner, she stood with her hands at the small of her back, staring up at the stars, trying to dissipate her irritation into the night sky. A few students trickled past, giving her a wide berth.

Finally she exhaled, letting her shoulders drop, relaxing her neck. She returned to the trail, paused, then walked back up to where she’d thrown down her bracelet. There it was in the dirt, one of the stainless-steel skulls popped off. She picked it up, using a chewed fingernail to pry out the GPS chip.

She pressed the skull back onto the end of the bracelet and popped it onto her wrist again.

It held her eye for a moment there against her brown skin.

It really was her taste.

Which meant X really did see her, like all the way down. Not just the hers she put on for cover or for protection, the fake hers she found easier to play than being herself, like when she’d played Hot Girl, all confident and sexy. X saw the real her, messy and nerdy and screwed up and maybe kinda beautiful in a broken sort of way.

It gave her the faintest sense not of belonging exactly but maybe feeling a tiny bit less alone. A warm sort of feeling, a little candle that she held close to protect it from guttering out.

Maybe he wasn’t quite as awful as she’d decided.

Not that she’d tell him that.



X texted her the next day: Want me to come over?

no

Want to come here?

no

Want me to give you another piece of jewelry with a hidden GPS microchip?

no

Want an inspirational unicorn sweatshirt?

no

Okay. I’ll wear it myself.

ur the worst



The next week she bumped into Ian and Miles outside Royce Hall. They had on their cross-country sweatshirts and had their phones glued to their thumbs and almost walked right into her.

She said, “Do you wear your sports clothes all the time in case you forget what team you’re on?”

Miles laughed. “I thought we cleared this up already. This is us signaling our place in the social hierarchy.”

“If you wanted a good place on the social hierarchy,” she said, “then you wouldn’t be on the cross-country team.”

“Right,” Ian said. “We’d be, like, computer-science majors. ’Cuz they’re so cool.”

“You looked me up?”

He blushed.

“No,” Miles said, covering for him. “You mentioned it when we—”

“I did not,” she said. “I hold my secrets close to the vest.”

“Well played, Miles,” Ian said.

Students pushed and jostled around them, but they held a small space in the middle of the wide lawn of Dickson Court.

“You probably heard what happened,” Ian said. “Everyone getting expelled.”

“Well,” Joey said. “Not everyone.”

“Right. Only the members who contributed to The List.”

“Funny coincidence that,” Miles said.

“Well, someone should be around to rebuild the new ‘brotherhood.’”

“You’re pretty aggressive with those air quotes,” Ian said.

Joey said, “You should see me with eskrima fighting sticks.”

They laughed.

She deadpanned.

Their smiles faded a bit.

“Be dudes,” she said. “Date girly girls. Have fun. But don’t cross the line into total dickheaditude, or I’ll get you. In a free-fucking-marketplace-of-ideas way.”

“Fair enough,” Ian said. “We’re having a heaven-and-hell party next week.” He twisted the toe of one sneaker into the grass. “Any chance you want to come?”

Joey laughed. “Uh, no. But I’m sure there’ll be plenty of the types of girls who go to those things.”

“How are we supposed to build ‘a new culture’”—and here Ian gave her air quotes back—“if we only invite the same types of girls?”

“And besides,” Miles said, “there aren’t types of girls any more than there are types of guys. We’re all just … us.”

“Look at you two,” Joey said. “All insightful and shit.” She flicked her hair out of her eyes and gave a smile, the wide one that showed off the hair-thin gap in her front teeth and made the boys swoon.

They swooned.

She turned to walk off, tilted her head back over one shoulder.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.



The stupid bioinformatics prof kicked her out of the evening class after she pointed out that he’d made a mistake in the expression data gathering in his analysis of metabolic pathways.

He was all like, “What’s your name, Miss…?”

And she was all like, “I’m only auditing this class.”

And he was all like, “This is for graduate students only.”

And she was like, “Right. ’Cuz they’re the only ones meek enough not to point out where you’re screwing up your algorithms. Which you’ve done like three times tonight.”

Then he was like, “Young lady, given that you’re not enrolled in this class, I would invite you to leave. Or I’d be happy to have security escort you out.”

And then she was like, “I’d like to see them try,” which was not up to her usual standard of repartee, but she was all flustered and embarrassed and fuck him ’cuz he was the one who didn’t know how to run basic expression data gathering.

So now she was in the elevator riding down, chewing her gum aggressively, feeling her TMJ threaten in the hinge of her jaw.

The lobby had one of those glass cases with photos of faculty, so she stuck her blob of gum over his stupid man face and walked out.

She paused outside the doors.

There were a cluster of students around the spot where Rebecca Morgan had landed. They were cupping votive candles, the light flickering through glass colored red or blue or yellow, and it was like some sort of beautiful ancient ritual, which she supposed it kinda was.

She drew close and saw that some of the students had their arms around one another and a few were crying and someone was telling a story about Becca and laughing through tears. There were two middle-aged folks, Very normal-looking parents who didn’t look like an Overbearing Mom and Asshole Dad; they looked absolutely shattered. They were being consoled by a few girls with matching Tri Delta sweatshirts, but it didn’t seem to be doing any good.

There was a little circle of scattered rose petals, the evening air still, as if the weather had paused to be respectful. The concrete inside the ring was bleached a lighter shade than the surrounding area.

She remembered holding Becca across her lap for that last moment before the life shuddered out of her, how she’d tried to brace her neck to stabilize the vertebrae, how by the time she’d checked the pulse there was no pulse to check.

The mom was sobbing now. “I just can’t believe she was alone when she died. I mean, her last seconds … all by herself.”

Pressure came up in Joey’s chest, shoving at her ribs. It was uncomfortable, and she didn’t recognize it until she realized she’d forgotten to breathe.

She stood there for a moment trying not to shake, then mustered whatever nerve she could and stepped across the circle to the parents.

“She wasn’t alone,” Joey said. “I was with her. I held her when she took her last breath, and I told her I was there with her.”

The mom stopped sobbing. She was an elegant lady, not much makeup but what was there was done just right. Her head was held slightly aloft, a dignified bearing.

She reached out a quivering hand and took Joey’s gently, clasping it across the tops of her knuckles. She gave Joey’s hand an emphatic little squeeze, and Joey realized that she would have said something but was too overcome to talk.

The father said, “Thank you,” but based on the depth in his clear blue eyes it conveyed a lot more than just the words.

Joey lowered her head and said, “I’m so sorry for your loss,” which was lame and basic, but she didn’t know what else to say and she was getting very uncomfortable with all this Meaningful Eye Contact, and so she squeezed the mom’s hand back and pulled away and vanished from the candles into the darkness.

When she got home, Dog the dog came over and nibbled at her hand, which was his way of saying hi, and then she got into bed but didn’t lie down. She just sat and pulled her knees into her chest.

She thought about the mom and dad at the hospital when Becca was born. How they’d probably held her in the nursery or whatever. And figured out how to feed her, and change a diaper, and do that swaddle thing parents do. And how they’d been there when she’d taken her first step. Maybe her mom sat in the station wagon after she’d dropped her off at preschool for the first time and cried. Maybe her dad had taught her to throw a baseball the right way. They’d been there for her high-school graduation and probably helped her pick her major. And they probably had hopes and dreams for her. A first job in marketing or whatever. A wedding one day, with a father-daughter dance where they’d both cry. And a baby.

She’d had all that.

What was it like to have all that?

Joey would never know.

What was it like to give all that?

To give all that and wind up standing in front of Boyer Hall nineteen years in with a bunch of votive candles and your heart in pieces all around you.

Joey’s breathing got weird, sort of jerky, and then her lips started to tremble and she tipped her forehead to her kneecaps. There were tears running down her nose, and she couldn’t even pretend she wasn’t crying because she wasn’t in the shower.

It took her a while, but she found her yoga breath, evening herself out until she loosened the clog in her windpipe, until she could inhale again, until she felt like she might not die of sadness.

Then she picked up her phone and speed-dialed pretty much the only number she ever called.

He picked up on a half ring.

“X,” she said, and her voice was all wrong and her lips were quivering and she couldn’t stop them, not this time. “You can come over now. If you want.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’m right outside.”
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Chapter 1

A New Brand of Danger


A stir moves through the Pride House Group Home, and seconds later adolescent faces pig against the muggy front window. Evan, at twelve, still has not hit his growth spurt. He jockeys for position and loses, Charles Van Sciver’s elbow knocking him to the rear of the pack. A tiny gap opens between Tyrell and Jamal, and Evan catches a fleeting glimpse of a slender man disappearing around the fence of the cracked basketball courts across the street. The conversation wafts back at him.

“Well? Was that the guy?”

“I dunno, Charles. Looks like him.”

“Real helpful, shitbird.”

The herd is unsupervised, which is never good. Papa Z, the sturdy Polish-American house father, has retired to the bathroom with the Baltimore Sun. The fact that it’s a Sunday edition, paired with his chronic and oft-referenced constipation, means he could be missing for hours.

Van Sciver leads the way, naturally, as they spill out of their gone-to-hell row house in the shadow of the high-rise Lafayette Courts projects. They reach the asphalt park and spread out, only seven kids today because Danny got yanked into juvie and Andre’s been missing since Friday, no doubt on another fantasy quest looking for the parents he never knew. Nothing to see but brick and concrete, sweaty in the August humidity, and the usual junkies and corner boys. Cookie-cutter row houses stare back from all sides like crooked teeth.

“I swear it was him again,” Tyrell says.

The boys are adrenalized by the Mystery Man’s reappearance. He materializes at intervals, eyeing the boys as they strut and roughhouse in the park, the sun glinting off his gold watch. Masked by black Ray-Bans, he smokes through his pack with conveyor-belt efficiency, and when he finally moves, he walks at a leisurely pace, his fingers skating along the chain-link. The theories are endless—he’s a weenie-wagger; he’s a real-estate tycoon from Streeterville looking to adopt; he’s a cannibal who subsists on young flesh.

Van Sciver circles them up. “Get over here. Everyone over here!”

The blue bandanna is cinched around his forehead as always, his reddish blond bangs falling over the band of fabric. He’s a head taller than everyone except Ramón, but Ramón’s built like a skeleton so the height doesn’t get him much respect. Van Sciver wears a sleeveless Washington Redskins shirt to show off his biceps, which bulge enough to have grooves in them already. His upper lip sports a few scraggly hairs and a dried smear of the protein muscle drink he downs religiously every morning, mixed powder from the canister he painstakingly saves up for each month, the canister the other kids dare not touch.

Though he’s just two years older than Evan, they might as well be different species. They’ve tangled only twice, Van Sciver bloodying Evan’s nose when Evan stood up to him for cheating at blackjack and splitting his lip for backing Tyrell, whose sister is a whore but who probably doesn’t need to be reminded of it as often as Van Sciver thinks he does. Van Sciver came into the home when his dad got nailed for a bank heist, which makes him royalty in this zip code. A few coveted photographs and a yellowed newspaper clipping confirm his provenance.

Evan on the other hand is without the benefit of a rousing lineage. He simply appeared like something mythical—Moses in a basket of pitch-darkened bulrushes, Athena springing fully formed from the brow of Zeus. From various social workers, he’d gleaned only the barest facts about his origin. That his birth mother had traveled from out of state to turn him over for adoption in Maryland when he was six days old. That his first adoptive mother had been debilitated by a series of strokes she’d kept secret, right up until she and her overwhelmed husband had dropped Evan back into the system. Since Evan’s birth mother had retained the right to select the adoptive family, his fate was frozen while social services tried to locate her. But young women who travel out of state to relinquish newborns don’t want to be identified, let alone found. By the time the bureaucracy had unsnarled itself sufficiently to declare him “abandoned,” he’d knocked around a series of homes. Even by the time he was four years old, his face had grown guarded, no longer a blank slate upon which a couple could project their dreams. He had a whiff of inferiority about him, another kid fit for the damaged-goods bin.

Papa Z’s group home is the latest stop on the merry-go-round. Five to fifteen kids on perennial rotation, graduating to trade school or jail or jobs involving wrenches and name-patch coveralls. The choices are few, the outcomes predetermined, the tracks laid pointing to a dismal future. That is what is so intriguing about the Mystery Man and his gold watch, no matter how awful his intentions may be. He does not belong to this world, to these city blocks. He represents not just a new brand of danger but a new road to a new place, and any route out of East Baltimore is a good one.

Van Sciver says, “I talked to Eddie in Paco’s garage who talked to his cousin who said the Mystery Man takes kids and turns them into something.”

Turns them into something. But what? The only point of reference Evan has for this comes from the army recruiting office across from the arcade in the mall. In between rounds checking the video-game change slots for forgotten quarters, he and Tyrell watch the slouchy teenagers go through that glass door bearing the decal of the American flag. They always come out a little straighter.

They come out men.

Ramón’s voice cuts through Evan’s reverie. “Turns them into sex-slave dicksuckers,” he says, and a few kids risk snickers.

But Van Sciver continues, undeterred. “Eddie’s cousin? He said he knew a guy came up in a Westside home—New Beginnings?—and that guy said the Mystery Man picked another kid, the best kid, out of the group. The tallest. The fastest. The strongest. And that kid? One day he just vanished.” He draws out the pause, the boys huddling closer, still breathing audibly from their dash across the street. Now it’s no longer a story but an urban legend, a campfire ghost story, and somehow that makes it more real. Evan senses some dark truth in the spaces between the lies. Van Sciver has let the cliffhanger linger long enough. Conspiratorially, he looks left, right, then back at the group. “Four years later he came back. For a day.”

A block or two over, a car is blaring Run-DMC with the bass cranked up high. The sound fades. Tyrell’s sneaker scrapes the asphalt as he leans in even closer. “And?”

“He was built,” Van Sciver says. “Muscles like this. And badass. Had a scar across his cheek. And a Porsche.”

The details are delicious, tantalizing. Evan’s stomach pitches with excitement, as if he’s in roller-coaster free fall.

A wino shuffles by tangentially, and Van Sciver shoots him a hostile glare. “Get the fuck outta here, Horace.” Back to his captive crowd. “This guy, he said he went to a house—best house ever. A real home. Hot meals three times a day and Nintendo and a pool. You get your own room. Said they trained him.”

“To do what?” Evan asks.

Van Sciver has to look down to meet his eyes. “No one knows.”





Chapter 2

Serious Business


Sixty-five motherfucking dollars.

That’s all it costs to jar your life off track. No—not just off track. Pile-driven into the side of a mountain like a locomotive blasted off the rails.

That’s why Andrew Duran was here working the midnight shift at an impound lot on the East Side, crammed into a booth not much bigger than a doghouse, breathing in the overpowering scent of Old Spice deodorant from Juan, who worked the shift before him. Minimum wage put Duran at $420 a week, but by the time federal, state, Social Security, Medicare, and wage garnishment took a bite outta him, it looked more like $300 out the back end. Which was about $500 less than what he needed to pay for child support and food and a roof over his head, but then again he could be a broke-ass beggar selling smoked-down cigarette butts in Calcutta, so he tried not to complain.

Perspective.

That’s what they talked about on all them self-help podcasts. That’s what they talked about in the meetings, too. But there for the grace of God. One day at a time. Nothing’s so bad a drink won’t make it worse.

Clichés, sure, but he’d lost enough already not heeding them. He’d lost everything.

He sighed and stared through the grease-smudged window, king of all he surveyed. Which at the moment was a labyrinth of smashed-to-hell impound vehicles—rusting VW Bugs, wrecked Ferraris, twisted American muscle. Some had blood spatter on the headrests. Others had claw marks scouring the paint jobs at the trunks where the drug dogs got after it. A few, missing wheels, had been hauled in here on the back of a trailer and left for dead.

His job was to watch over them and sign off on a confusion of forms when cops or tow-truck drivers or beleaguered owners came to claim them.

Cerebral work, this.

How he’d gotten here from owning his own home—even a shitty-ass one-bedroom in the city of El Sereno—he’d never know. Wait, scratch that. He did know.

Sixty-five motherfucking dollars.

For a motherfucking parking ticket he got in the twenty seconds when he ran inside a liquor store to get change for the meter. He’d stopped for lunch in Bakersfield on his way to visit his homey in Kern Valley State Prison eighteen months back. Twenty seconds was all it took.

Duran couldn’t pay it ’cuz he’d promised Brianna he’d hit the child-support mark that month for Sofia, who was turning eleven and needed better clothes for middle school. Which she deserved, ’cuz, shit, she drew the short straw when she got him as a daddy, so the least he could try’n do was help Bri get her some shirts from Walmart instead of the Salvation Army so the kids wouldn’t make fun of her the way he got made fun of his whole damn childhood.

So he’d spent the sixty-five bucks on his daughter instead of on the Bakersfield Department of Transportation. And a few weeks later when he was pulled over for a broke taillight ($25 fine, $2 surcharge, $35 court dismissal fee, $115 parts and labor to actually fix the piece of shit), he got another surprise when the cop ran the plates. An outstanding warrant. Turned out that Johnny Mac, Duran’s supervisor on the roof-inspection gig, had put on a half dozen parking tickets when he’d borrowed Duran’s car for lunch runs, and he’d torn up every last one like the Irish fuck he was. On top of that shit, Duran learned he’d already missed a court date he didn’t even know he had, and failure to appear was serious business, even it was for Johnny Mac’s tickets.

The cop wrote up every last late fee, every penalty assessment, every vehicle-code infraction, the accrued fines tripling and tripling till they had more zeros than the national deficit.

Duran felt himself slumping in the driver’s seat, a punch-drunk boxer on a ring-corner stool. “This is some bullshit,” he muttered. “I was on my way to fix it.”

“You’re one of those, huh?” the cop said. “Nothing’s ever your fault?”

“Nope,” Duran said. “I make plenty of mistakes, just like everyone else. But guys like me don’t catch a break when they need it.”

The cop tore off the sheaf of tickets, handed them through the window, then breathed out a breath that smelled like Tic Tacs. “Ah,” he said, smiling with his shiny white teeth. “Lemme guess. I’m a racist, right?”

“No,” Duran said, “I’m thinking you’re enough of a asshole to do this to rich white dudes, too.”

That didn’t go over so hot.

The courtroom was packed to the gills, all body heat and working-class weariness, the judge hammering through her docket. Duran’s was the seventeenth case that hour.

He had some scrawled notes he’d prepared from late-night online searches, but ever since childhood courthouses had made him nervous. His hands were sweaty enough to make the ink run, and the judge was exhausted and impatient, and he couldn’t really blame her, ’cuz he was stuttering like a idiot and she had a million more cases to get through before lunch.

She’d imposed a civil judgment, the statute getting an upgrade from an infraction to a misdemeanor, and his only real option to clear the warrant was to go to jail. Turns out it was pay-to-stay up in those parts—$100 booking fee, $50 each day inside. A week to get out meant a fat hotel bill and enough missed appointments for Johnny Mac to fire his ass, and in the meantime them parking tickets kept gobbling up interest and penalties like Pac-Man snarfing him some dots.

When Duran hit the outside, he scrambled for work, took whatever he could find. They garnished his wages, but he swore he’d only let that eat into him and not Sofia. For the income he sublet his tiny little house in El Sereno to a Korean businessman who was barely ever in the country but whose checks never bounced. Then he sold his car for more cash and rented a not-to-code room above a Chinese kitchen. He mailed a check every month to Brianna with a note to use it well for his little girl.

Who he was too ashamed to see.

Living where he was in a place no social worker would approve for visitation. Dressing like he did. Smelling like he did, the stink of General Tso’s chicken seeping up through the floorboards at all hours. He could hardly stand to look in the mirror. He couldn’t imagine what he would look like to Sofia. He’d been through a lot, but he thought if his little girl looked at him with disgust—or worse, pity—it just might break him for good.

Sofia begged to see him—Bri angrily recounted every last tear for him in their monthly call. And he wanted nothing in the world more than to see her. But something stopped him. An invisible hand on his shoulder, keeping him from stepping forward. That familiar voice in his ear, whispering, You ain’t good enough.

You don’t deserve it.

Not until he paid off the last $775 he owed in fines. Till he moved back into his house like he was his own man and fixed up a proper bed for his little girl to sleep in. Till he saved enough to show up with a properly wrapped toy and take her out for a meal and not worry about if she ordered a soda or got a appetizer, too.

Six months had turned into a year and now a year and change, and he caught himself wondering if he’d be able to face his little girl at all—if she even was still a little girl. Wondering if his shame and pride had already cost him everything. She couldn’t know he was scraping by and washing his sheets in the sink with hand soap so he could honor his child support. She couldn’t know he thought about her every waking minute of the day.

She probably felt abandoned. And rightly so.

He knew that feeling, too, knew it in his gut. It was an old song, calling to him from shore, luring him into the jagged rocks.

His stomach grumbled. A Three Musketeers bar from the cabinet cost fifty cents. He kept most of his money in a zippered pouch because fuck ATM fees. He unzipped it now, counted out the change, and left it in the dish. He knew by heart how much he had in the pouch—$147.85 minus one Three Musketeers bar with the employee discount would leave him with $147.35.

He chewed the chocolaty nougat and thought of the smell of Sofia’s head when she was a newborn. How he’d held her in the hospital first ’cuz Bri was whacked out from the C-section. Sofia had fit right in his arms, that warm tiny body snug between his elbows and wrists when he held her out before him on his lap. Looking down at her, he thought he’d finally done one right thing in this life.

All at once the security monitors on the north wall of the doghouse kiosk turned to fuzz.

They’d never gone out before. He slapped the side of the nearest monitor a few times as if that might help. Then he leaned over and checked the cord connections, but they all looked good.

He was so distracted that he didn’t notice the two people who had walked up to the service window till they were standing right in front of him.

The dude had a thin manicured beard and a high-fashion suit like you wouldn’t believe—some kind of not-quite-velvet with dark blue strips lining the lapels and a handkerchief to match. Duran’s two-sizes-too-big security uniform, made more humiliating by the contrast, itched as he regarded the man. Homey looked like he belonged on a red carpet somewhere instead of an East Side impound lot. He was built too—not a swole prison body but like he spent plenty of time in one of them CrossFit gyms where they jump around and swing kettlebells like circus monkeys.

The woman at his side looked equally out of place here, all shiny and new. The organizing principle of her life seemed to be the color red. Red nails, a red hair scrunchie, red pumps, red lipstick, red buckle on her satchel briefcase. Fluffy blond hair like cotton candy.

Duran was so taken aback he needed a moment to find his voice. “Help you?”

“I hope so.” The man’s voice was slightly too high, almost feminine, and it sure as shit didn’t match his alpha-dog bearing or the way he filled out that suit. “We’re trying to find the man who belongs to that truck.” He spoke properly, but there was a street cadence beneath the words that Duran knew all too well. It was like the guy had listened to a bunch of rich people on TV and was doing his best to imitate them.

Dude gave a nod to a Bronco at the end of the nearest row. Crumpled grille, bashed front panel, wires snarled out from the shattered mouth of the headlight.

Duran hoisted his eyebrows. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the black-and-white dots dancing on the security monitors. “You don’t look like no Marshals Service.”

“I know,” the woman said sympathetically. “That’s the point.”

She had a full face of makeup and was attractive at first glance, but Duran got the sense that she looked like a different human when that mask was wiped off.

“Jake Hargreave is his name,” Mr. Slick said. “The man who belongs to that Bronco. There was a shoot-out on the 110, and he crashed and abandoned the vehicle. You can see why it’s a necessity for us to talk with him.”

The man produced a badge and held it out for Duran to see, but Duran didn’t know what he should be looking at, so he just tugged at his chin and frowned as if this answered everything.

The woman unbuckled her briefcase and removed an envelope. “We pay our confidential informants,” she said. “For tips.”

She counted ten hundreds from the envelope onto the counter, fanning them like a casino cashier’s cards. Duran could feel his eyes bulging. A grand meant he’d be out from under those loans. Free and clear. That he could find his way back to his house. And then to his daughter.

The woman gathered up the bills, tapped them once on the counter to align them, and slid them into the envelope again. Neat little magic trick, making all that cash disappear.

The man ran his thumb and forefinger around his mouth, smoothing down the glistening chestnut facial hair. “Owners require an appointment to claim their vehicle, is that correct?”

Duran said, “Don’t know if they require it, but pretty much everyone calls first to make sure their car’s here, yeah.”

“When the man sets up his appointment to claim the car, we’d appreciate a heads-up,” the woman said. She raised the envelope, gave it a shake for emphasis, and put it back in her satchel briefcase. “We can take it from there.”

“Why don’t you just pull the files?” Duran said. “If you’re Marshals Service. Track him down your own selves?”

“We have,” the man said, that thin, reedy voice unexpected each time out. “He’s gone to ground. But he needs his truck.” He was smiling again, like he was the most pleasant guy in the world. “And we need him.”

Duran realized he was sweating. Like his body knew something his mind couldn’t grasp.

The man cocked his head. Not meeting Duran’s gaze, but focusing lower, the just-missed eye contact unsettling. “You broke your jaw,” he told Duran. “When you were a child.”

Duran’s hand rose reflexively, touching the spot where a punch had cracked the bone. It was just a hairline, treated with a bag of frozen peas and a paper cup to drool into, and it had left no visible imperfection. At least that’s what Duran had always thought.

“A closed fracture,” the man continued, his eyes lasering in. “Up by the temporomandibular joint. Must’ve hurt something awful.”

Duran didn’t like the look in the guy’s eyes. Like he was hungry.

Duran forced a swallow, his throat suddenly dry.

The man finally broke off his gaze, jotted down a phone number on a blank slip of paper, and handed it to Duran. “Carrot or stick,” he told Duran with that amicable smile. “You get to choose.”

They turned and walked out of the yard.

As soon as they cleared the outer fence, the security feeds blinked back online. Either those deputy marshals had some mage-level government tech skills. Or it was a helluva coincidence.

Duran looked at the monitors, showing nothing now but the empty lot and the midnight mist creeping in. It thickened up until the city lights winked off, until the cars barely peeked out like boulders on some desolate mountaintop. He chewed his lip and thought about the bizarre woman and the guy staring at his jaw with that odd expression. He thought about what the U.S. Marshals Service could do to him if he didn’t cooperate. He thought about that thousand dollars.

They needed his help. No—they’d demanded it.

Okay, he thought.

Why not? he thought.

What’s the worst that could happen?





Chapter 3

Whittled Down to Uselessness


A week later Evan is awakened by a foot in his chest. It is nothing personal. As the smallest kid, he sleeps on the mattress between the bunk beds, and this is what happens. His eyes open to a slow-motion stampede. Andre, back from another fruitless parent search, is the only one who bothers to whisper an apology.

The others are rushing quietly to the doorway, peering around the jamb with a sort of thrilled terror. The frame itself is crosshatched with countless height markers that Papa Z notched with his pocketknife this summer, another endeavor whittled down to uselessness given the turnover rates of the boys. Evan crawls over; the only space left at the doorjamb is floor-level.

From his snail’s-eye view down the long hall, Evan catches a partial angle of Papa Z embedded in his venerable armchair, one meaty fist clamped around a Coors tallboy. His face and neck are splotchy red; it is not the first beer of the evening.

A hushed voice emanates from the space across from him, over by the shit-brown corduroy couch with the missing cushion. “—can only take one right now. Sure it’s a way out. But he needs to show an ability to perform.”

“Charles has that,” Papa Z confirms. He draws again from the sweating can, his tree-trunk throat glugging up and down.

Van Sciver has gone stiff in the doorway. Evan can sense him above, as tense as a dog pointing to prey.

Jamal whispers, “Is that…?”

“The Mystery Man,” Ramón confirms before Van Sciver hushes them viciously.

“Charles seems the most likely,” the hushed voice says. “Or the other one. Andre.”

Andre pulls his head back slightly.

Down the hall Papa Z wipes his lips. “What about Evan?”

They strain to make out the Mystery Man’s voice. “The little one?”

“Yup.”

“Too small.”

“But willful,” Papa Z says. “So willful.”

“Nah,” Mystery Man says. “The little one’s no good.”

Muted sneers rain down on Evan. Then cease instantly as the weary floorboards of the living room creak.

Mystery Man steps into view, a facial profile over bony shoulders. Two slender fingers clamp a business card, extended to Papa Z. That gold watch glints. The Ray-Bans are on, even inside, even at night.

“Have Charles Van Sciver call,” he says.

The boys creep back to bed, buzzed on adrenaline. Whispered theories and dirty jokes fly back and forth.

“I’m gonna do it,” Van Sciver says. “Whatever the fuck it is, I’m gonna do it.”

“How ’bout Andre?” Ramón asks. “Mystery Man got his eye on him, too.”

“Oh, no, sir,” Van Sciver says. “Andre’s gonna move in with his mom and pop. Just as soon as he finds ’em. Ain’t that right, Andre?”

“What do you say, Dr. Dre?” Tyrell says. “You find your daddy this time?”

Assorted guffaws.

Andre doesn’t bother to look up from his spiral notebook, the one he draws in constantly, sketches of superheroes and soldiers and curvy girls. He hates being called Dr. Dre, almost as much as he hates being called Dre-Dre or his middle name, some crazy-ass biblical word written on his birth certificate that even he doesn’t know how to pronounce. The home is a perpetual testing ground, every insecurity exposed, every vulnerability jabbed until it broke you or you broke it.

“Least my sister ain’t no whore,” Andre says.

Tyrell’s eyes widen, white against his shiny dark skin. “Least I know who my family is, bitch.”

Ramón laughs, claps his hands quietly, his skinny arms so thin they look like they might snap from the impact. “Always good to know ’zactly who don’t want you.”

“You wait and see, fools,” Andre says, his hand never slowing, the pencil scratching calmingly against paper. “Mystery Man’s gonna choose me, ’cuz he got some taste. Then I’ll drive a big-ass Cadillac and move to Cali. They got palm trees and shit and blond girls with juicy booties who Rollerblade in bikinis all day long.”

Evan thinks about Cali and palm trees and Rollerblading blondes, Andre’s fantasy weaving into his until it’s one big tapestry way up out of reach.

He waits silently until the voices quiet, until the sounds of breathing turn uniform, until the room is still.

Then he creeps out of bed and down the hall toward the blaring TV. Papa Z is snoring operatically, his last Coors nestled in his crotch. Evan peers at the business card balanced on the arm of the chair next to the remote. At first he does not understand.

The card is solid black.

But then a commercial interrupts the Doogie Howser rerun and the changing glow casts the card in a different light. Visible only now, matte black against glossy black, are ten digits. A hidden phone number.

Leaning for a better angle, hands on his knees, Evan commits it to memory.

He swivels back toward the hall, his face nearly colliding with Van Sciver’s chest.

The bigger boy stands perfectly still, arms crossed, blue bandanna perfectly in place. “Don’t even think about it,” he says. His lips move, but his teeth stay clenched, and a snakelike vein swells in the side of his neck.

Papa Z stirs. “Boys? What’s the problem?”

Van Sciver offers a wide grin. “No problem at all, sir.”



“Who is this?”

“Not Charles Van Sciver.”

“I figured that. What do you want?”

“What do you want?”

“Where’d you get this number?”

“On the card you left.”

“I told him not to give it to anyone else.”

“He didn’t. I sneaked a look.”

Silence. Then, “The park around the block with the outdoor handball courts. Last one on the south side. Behind the wall. Tomorrow at noon.”

Click.



Evan rounds the handball wall, the weight of the shade falling across him. The Mystery Man is over at the fence, smoking, those slender fingers tangled in the chain-link. He looks up, and his face flickers with disdain. “You?”

He strolls over. Suddenly Evan is acutely aware of how isolated they are here behind the last court on the south side. They face a glass-strewn alley and a burned building, the one that went down when Jalilah’s nana fell asleep smoking a blunt. The only sign of life is a black sedan parked at the edge of the asphalt plane, angled directly at them. The windows are tinted. All of them, even the windshield. Evan figures it might be the Mystery Man’s car, though no one has ever seen the guy drive.

Then again, no one has ever seen the Mystery Man this close. Sallow features, wispy hair, face unshaven enough that it seems a statement, not an oversight. He flicks his cigarette butt with a practiced air as he nears Evan.

Evan feels his heartbeat tick up a notch, his rib cage bump-bump-bumping against his worn-thin T-shirt. In the approaching Ray-Bans, he sees his twinning reflections, small and pathetic. He clears his throat to speak.

The Mystery Man backhands him.

Not with full force, but not holding back either. The blow snaps Evan’s head on the stalk of his neck, spins him down onto all fours, a cord of crimson-lined drool connecting his lower lip to the asphalt.

The voice comes from behind and over him. “Lesson one. Be ready. Now, get the fuck outta here.”

The static clears from Evan’s vision by degrees. He stands up, wipes his lip. “What’s lesson two?”

Mystery Man swallows, surprised. He glances over at the dark sedan, and for the first time Evan senses nervousness in his body language. And Evan realizes: The car doesn’t belong to the Mystery Man.

The Mystery Man hesitates, as if trying to read the dark windshield. Then he shakes his head with disgust. “All right. You want another shot? Tomorrow. Same time, same place.”

As Evan runs home, the shame burns out of him at last, hot tracks down his face. Van Sciver is waiting in the bedroom and no one else. Word has spread. He holds his belt, looped once, the ends clenched in his wide fist.

He says, “We never finished that conversation last night.”





Chapter 4

Next-Level Deep Shit


Two weeks later Duran had almost forgotten about the pair of deputy marshals who’d breezed in at the midnight hour and asked him to keep tabs on the owner of that banged-up Bronco. Built dude with the squeaky voice and that woman done to a turn, all long red nails and fluffy hair—it was like he dreamed them up.

But the call jogged his memory.

Jake Hargreave phoning up to ask about his truck. He had a husky voice and a shifty temperament, and Duran could understand why he had the Marshals Service on his tail. And yes, he wanted to come now, at half past two in the morning, which seemed a sketchy time for a dude to want to reclaim his ride.

Duran reviewed the paperwork. “Okay,” he said. “But I don’t see how you’re gonna drive it outta here, condition it’s in.”

“Why don’t you let me worry about that,” Hargreave said, and cut the line.

Duran unzipped his pouch—$128.95—and took out that phone number the deputy with the high-pitched voice had scrawled down. Staring at it, he chewed his bottom lip. Something felt wrong. But it felt just as wrong to not call.

For all Duran knew, Hargreave was a Ten Most Wanted fugitive, and contacting the authorities right now was the only way to stop him from shooting up a mall or Silence of the Lambs–ing some lady in a basement well.

Plus, the thousand dollars.

Which was pretty much all that was standing between him and his little girl who was becoming less little his little girl every day his sorry ass couldn’t get his shit together.

He dialed.

A woman picked up. “U.S. Marshals Service.” In the background he could hear music playing, Rihanna asking some lucky fool to stand under her umbrella, ella, ella.

“Hi … uh. I was asked to call this number—”

Rihanna cut off abruptly. Then the woman said, “Yes, that was us.”

Now he recognized the voice: Ms. Red.

It occurred to him that neither of the deputies had given him their names. Looking down at the scrap of paper, he wondered why they hadn’t left an official business card.

But the conversation was already proceeding without him.

“Well?” she repeated impatiently.

“Sorry,” he said. “What?”

“I said, did the owner of the Bronco call?”

Duran thought about how the security feeds had gone to static when the deputies made their appearance and then magically restored themselves after they’d exited the yard.

“Mr. Duran,” she said firmly.

He felt himself sweating. He hadn’t given her his name. Ms. Red had clearly done some digging in the federal databases.

“Yeah,” he heard himself saying. “Yeah, he did.”

“He’s coming in to get it now?”

“That’s right.”

The line clicked off.

Duran stared at his phone, perspiration cooling on the side of his face. He set the phone down on the counter and stared at it. The chill of the yard crept into the kiosk, fogging the window. The November wind kicked up, howling through the hull of a burned-out Mustang.

From its spot in the nearest row, the Bronco stared back at him.

He recalled the male deputy’s words: He needs his truck. And we need him.

Why did Jake Hargreave need his truck?

Duran got out of the kiosk, stepping onto ground crusted with broken glass. The toe of his sneaker caught a smashed bottle cap, sent it skittering across the asphalt.

Approaching the truck, he shone his flashlight through the spiderwebbed windshield. A scattering of safety glass across the dashboard. A plastic parking permit hooked over the rearview mirror, along with a bouquet of Little Tree air fresheners. A dark smudge on the black webbing of the seat belt—dried blood?

The driver’s door was caved in, but the rear gave with a creak. Duran searched the backseat, the cargo area, the floorboards—nothing but a few more glass pebbles and a stray quarter. He crawled through to check the glove box. Totally empty.

Someone had been thorough.

Duran backed out and squatted, chewing his lip.

He felt out of alignment, a snow-globe storm of instincts and impressions flurrying inside him, refusing to settle. Every time he reached for a thought, it twirled away, lost to the squall.

Rising, he cracked his back and decided to patrol the property to clear his head. He passed a motorcycle with a pancaked front wheel that had undoubtedly cost a life or two. He passed a forty of King Cobra, a crumpled paper bag slumped around the bottle’s midsection like a skirt. He passed the hole in the chain-link that the possums were fond of sneaking through, pale vagabonds with marble eyes.

Behind him the motion-activated light in the kiosk clicked off, bathing the lot in semidarkness. He pulled the company Maglite from his pocket and clicked it on. Weaving through the dark outer edges of the labyrinth, he let the flashlight pick across all those vehicles. Cracked windshields fragmented the beam, sent it kaleidoscoping across the rows of battered cars. Atop the chain-link fence, security cams peered down at intervals, robots noting his progress. The whole scene felt eerie and otherworldly, an urban landscape from a dystopian future.

He wondered what kind of deputy marshal was up at 2:30 A.M. playing Rihanna.

No business cards. The woman who’d answered the phone generically, still not giving up a name. The dude with the crazy voice and the crazier suit. Duran had seen plenty of deputy marshals, but never one who dressed like that.

He finally pinned down the suspicion fluttering beneath all the noise.

What if they weren’t deputy marshals at all?

He stopped at the far edge of the lot. Clicked off his flashlight. Stood in the darkness to let the full weight of his misgivings land.

He cursed himself for not digging deeper before now. Had he not wanted to admit that something felt wrong? After all, they’d offered him a thousand reasons to deceive himself.

He took the slip of paper from where he’d crammed it in his pocket and stared at the digits. He didn’t want to check. Not at all.

But he had to.

He called information, asked to be put through to the Marshals Service office downtown.

Dispatch answered, a woman with a pack-a-day voice who sounded not entirely awake.

“Yeah, hi,” he said. “I was given a phone number by a deputy who … uh, might not have been a deputy. If I read it to you, can you tell me if … uh, if it’s real?”

“I can’t disclose any phone numbers of federal employees,” she said.

“Right. I get that. I’m giving you a number.” He rattled it off quickly, before she could cut him off. “I just need to know if it’s someone impersonating one of you guys. Before I give up any classified information.”

She grunted. Said nothing.

But he could hear the keyboard rattling away.

In the ensuing pause, a set of headlights swept into the lot way across the maze of wrecked cars, throwing wild shadows over the twisted metal. He couldn’t see the vehicle, not directly, just the refracted beams needling through the gloom.

He felt his heartbeat kick up a notch, fluttering the side of his neck. The vehicle crept toward the heart of the yard.

“I’m sorry, sir, but that number isn’t registered to the Service,” the woman said. “And it’s not listed in the database as a personal number for any of our—”

He hung up. Sucked in a lungful of frigid night air.

The headlights eased toward the kiosk. Halted. A dinging announced an open door.

Duran edged out from a row of cars and peered up the makeshift aisle.

A Prius was parked by the wrecked Bronco. The driver’s door was open, the dome light throwing a globe of yellow. At first Duran didn’t see anyone.

Then a movement brought his attention to the Bronco. A broad-shouldered guy—Hargreave?—had ducked through the passenger door of the truck and was leaning over the dashboard.

“Hey!” Duran shouted. “Hey!”

The guy slid out of the Bronco, took a few steps in front of the Prius, and stood backlit by the headlights’ glow, a perfect black cutout. His hands were at his sides, his head cocked with either curiosity or concern.

Duran jogged a few steps toward him. “You should get out of here. These guys are after you. They fooled me—I’m sorry, but—”

The faintest hum reached his ears. About thirty yards away from Hargreave, safely back from the throw of light from the kiosk, Duran halted.

Hargreave turned, half his silhouette catching the headlights’ blaze, a vertical seam splitting his body.

The hum grew louder, rising in pitch.

Hargreave twitched once, violently.

There was the briefest moment of calm.

And then a jet spurted from his neck, two feet high.

It took Duran a moment to assemble what he was seeing, to make the pieces fit.

Blood.

Carotid.

As if Hargreave had been jabbed by a scalpel.

Except there was no scalpel. And no hand to hold it.

Hargreave clamped a palm to the side of his neck. His fingers trisecting the jet, three streams spraying through.

His knees buckled.

He sagged to the ground.

He curled up in a loose fetal position. His knees twitched on the asphalt once, twice, and then stilled. A wet circle dilated beneath his head, as mesmerizing as an oil slick. The headlights laid a blanket of light over his hunched form.

No one had been near him.

Nothing had touched him.

There’d been no gunshot, no projectile, no pop of a mini-explosion.

It was impossible, and yet Duran had seen it with his own eyes.

He was the only person in the lot. He was the only person on the security footage. Which meant he’d be the only person to blame.

From the darkness he stared at the limp form, his flesh prickling. It was incredible how quickly a life could be extinguished.

A jerking inhale shuddered through him. His senses had revved into overdrive. His skin on fire. The breeze chilling the wetness in his eyes. Even at thirty yards, he swore he could smell blood, taste the iron in the air. He pictured the two fake deputies with their well-dressed confidence, how the security monitors had fritzed out in perfect concert, a display of tech genius or dark magic.

And now Hargreave lay emptied out on the ground thirty yards away, felled by an invisible hand.

Duran could barely hear the humming over the white-noise rush in his ears, but he sensed it clearly, a vibration in his teeth. It was still present in the air, thrown like a ventriloquist’s voice, hovering over Hargreave’s body, then buzzing around the kiosk. And then, inside, a faint sound amplified between the tight walls.

Searching.

Searching for him.

He took a step forward. Crumpled the piece of paper in his fist, his palm slick with sweat. The next few steps came with excruciating slowness, his wobbling legs threatening to give way. Peering out from behind a dismembered minivan, he gasped in a few breaths. The faint disturbance in the air still seemed to be moving inside the kiosk.

He sprang forward, darted to the kiosk, and slammed the door closed. Fighting the key from his pocket, he jammed it halfway into the lock, then reared back and kicked the shiny metal head. It snapped off, pinging around in the darkness.

Already he was running for the perimeter.

He braced for the sound of the hum pursuing him but heard nothing aside from his breath thundering in his ears.

Sliding into the rear fence, he skinned his palms, tore the knee of his shitty security slacks. He shoved through the hole the possums used, stray spikes of chain-link gouging his spine.

Squirming free, he shot a look over his shoulder but could make out nothing more through the diamonds of chain-link than the dark expanse of the lot.

They’d seen his face.

They knew his name.

He was in some next-level deep shit.

He careened into the nearest alley, his shoulder scraping the rough brick. His mind whirled through options and outcomes. He was starting to grasp just how utterly screwed he was. Tied to a murder. On the run.

No one to turn to.





Chapter 5

A Killing Tool


Sweat cooling across his bare chest, Evan watched her doze off, running his fingers through her curly hair.

Lying naked, bathed in the pale blue glow, she looked like a painting. The moonlight spill through the window painted her skin a flawless gold. One leg was drawn to the side, putting her hips on a slight tilt, the tilde of her waist dipping beneath the strokes of her ribs. The sheets gathered around her swirled like cake frosting. Her shoulders bore streaks from where he’d clutched her.

From this particular angle in the uneven light, with her face turned away, she might have been someone else. For a moment Evan let his eyes feed him the lie.

Then she lifted her head and nuzzled into his touch, her features coming clear, wide-set eyes, caramel skin, broad ski-jump nose.

Not Mia Hall, the single-mother district attorney who lived in his building and occupied an outsize space in his thoughts.

But Jeanette-Marie, a woman he’d met earlier that night at the Beverly Hills Hotel’s Polo Lounge. She’d been sipping Cîroc, a perfectly acceptable choice of vodka, and when he’d sat next to her and ordered Jewel of Russia Ultra, he’d caught her attention. Like him she was nicely into her thirties, and she had the poise and grace to show for it.

A grin pulled her mouth to one side. “That was … gymnastic.” She blew a corkscrew sprig of hair out of her eye. “What’s your name again?”

Evan said, “David.”

“Are you gonna call me?”

He kept stroking her hair lazily, the back of her neck hot against his fingertips. “No,” he said, not unkindly.

“That’s fine.” She stretched, catlike, content. “I’m so sick of bullshit. Thanks for being honest.”

“Thank you for letting me spend time with you.”

She cocked her head. “You’re a funny one, David. Polite and … hmm, formal, I guess. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I dig it.” She slid up and pulled on a lace camisole, which had landed slung over her headboard. “Can I make you something to eat?”

“No thank you,” he said. “I can show myself out.”

“You sure? You want an espresso, something?” She caught herself. “I’m sorry. Ugh. It’s just—women, we’re used to making ourselves useful.”

“You don’t need to. You’re delightful doing nothing.”

He was on his feet now, hunting for his boxer briefs on the white Carrara marble floor. His RoamZone, discarded near an overturned high heel, showed a missed call.

Same number as the last three calls, starting with the country code of Argentina.

The one time he’d picked up, he hadn’t liked what he’d heard.

There was a time when a missed call to 1-855-2-NOWHERE would have been cause for concern. But he’d moved on to a normal life—or at least a simulacrum of what a normal life could be. A life that allowed for the Polo Lounge, women with broad ski-jump noses, and evenings that didn’t bring with them the promise of violence.

He exhaled deeply, cracked his neck, breathing in perfume and sweat. Stretching his shoulders, he took in the warmth of the decor.

The luxury bungalow floated above the Hollywood Hills, the massive bed centered in the great room between two pillar candles, each the width of a tank gun’s barrel. The open kitchen was modern-chic with a Moroccan-tile backsplash, sage-green cabinets, and a rough-sawn farm table. A white plastic trash bag, neatly knotted, leaned against a wood-paneled refrigerator. A substantial picture window looked down at the Sunset Strip, alive with traffic lights and tall-wall billboards displaying It Girls and Boys like larger-than-life jewels. Or perishables.

He was distracted by that missed call. The woman behind it was proving to be persistent. What the hell did she want? Who had sent her?

Jeanette-Marie studied him, her eyes glinting. “Okay. Lemme guess. You’re a … sous-chef.”

Amused, he said, “Sure.”

Evan had an average build, the better to blend in. Just an ordinary guy, not too handsome. He kept his muscles toned but not pronounced. When he was dressed, it was hard to discern just how fit he was.

But he wasn’t dressed now.

Jeanette-Marie had certainly seen him up close, but she scanned him once more with the benefit of greater perspective. “No—wait.” She snapped her fingers. “A trainer! Hang on, no, like a physical therapist?”

He said, “Sure.”

“Okay. A sous-chef–trainer–physical therapist. We’ll leave it at that.” Her smile was radiant, youthful. “What do you think I do?”

“I think you’re a painter, educated at the Royal College of Art. You prefer to work in oils, and you teach part-time at UCLA.”

Her lips pressed together, her brow furrowed with incredulity. “Um. How…?”

He found his boxer briefs beneath a throw pillow that had lived up to its name. “You have calluses on the side of your left middle finger near the joint from holding a thin brush. Your shirt had paint stains on the cuff. Acrylics are water-based, so they would’ve washed out by now. So: oil. At the Polo Lounge—after you wouldn’t let me buy you a drink—you paid with a Bruin faculty credit-union card.”

She pursed her lips, taking a moment to catch up to this. “Okay, fine. But the Royal College?”

“You mentioned a favorite café on Prince Consort Road in London, which is right around the corner.”

She was sitting perfectly upright now on the mattress, her hands in her lap. “Wow. You actually pay attention.”

He unearthed one of his boots from beneath her flung-aside jacket. “Some people are worth paying attention to.”

“God,” Jeanette-Marie said. “You are the opposite of my ex. You’re the un-ex. Given how things ended with him, you’re exactly who I needed for the night.”

“It didn’t end well?”

“Let’s see. I got the house, so that’s good. But he got the bank accounts. Which were numerous. He’s an I-banker, Harvard asshole. You know the type. Quite different from us Royal College assholes.” Her grin lightened her face once more. “Opposites attract. Until they don’t.”

Evan thought of the scattering of freckles across Mia’s nose. That birthmark at her temple. The smell of her neck.

He said, “Right.”

“But when you fall for someone, it’s gonna be different, right? Every time. And then it’s not. It’s always not.” She pulled her curls up in the back, the moonlight striking the side of her neck. Evan paused to admire her.

“I’m the common denominator, though,” she continued. “So I shouldn’t blame Donnie. I mean, on paper? He’s really good. I think I fell in love with my image of him, which is even more powerful than being in love with a real person, because, man, what it takes to knock the shine off an image.” She shook her head. “He’s harmless enough. Just a cheater and a dick. I knew it for longer than I wanted to know it. But being alone? It gets old, right?”

Evan said, “Right.”

“That’s what I miss. Even more than the sex. Someone to … you know, cook dinner once in a while, take out the trash.”

Before he could respond, he heard the metallic purr of a key sliding into the front-door lock.

“Oh, shit,” she said.

The dead bolt retracted loudly, and the door swung open.

A guy in a rumpled suit sauntered across the threshold. Three men at his back with flashing eyes and bad energy—simmering hostility tempered by a whiff of sheepishness. They looked well lubricated, their movements loosened with alcohol, and they stank of tequila. An inferior spirit.

“Goddamn it, Donnie,” Jeanette-Marie said. “This isn’t your place anymore. Get out now. And give me your key or I’m changing the locks.”

Donnie threw his arms wide. “Well, look what we have here. My fucking wife in my fucking house with a naked fucking guy.” He spoke with the careful articulation of the very drunk.

She said, “Bad night at the strip clubs?”

He glowered at her.

“I said give me the key, Donnie. Now.”

Still he didn’t answer. The front door was open, the wind carrying the thrum of a bass guitar from a club way down on the Strip. The smell of stale cigars came off the men’s clothes, poisoning the scent of night-blooming jasmine.

She looked at Evan, and he watched the concern on her face migrate to fear. “I’m really sorry.”

Evan shrugged.

“Don’t you apologize to him,” Donnie said. “You look at me. Look at me, you fucking whore.”

Evan grimaced. So much for evenings that didn’t hold the promise of violence.

“Listen,” Jeanette-Marie said to Donnie, more cautiously now. “He’s just leaving. Let him go, and you and I, we’ll talk in the morning.”

Donnie frowned, considering. “Okay. You know what? You’re right.” He held up his hands, retreated to the front door. Paused. His jaw flexed a few times, the shiny, clean-shaven skin of his cheek rippling. “Fuck it,” he said, and flipped the door shut.

He swung back around to face them, his mouth shifting left, right.

Jeanette-Marie appealed to the others. “Eric? Jim? Rich—c’mon. This isn’t you guys. You know that. What are you gonna do? Beat up some guy you don’t even know? What’s that gonna accomplish?”

Evan flipped aside a corner of the duvet with a bare foot and found his jeans. He usually wore cargo pants but had upgraded to dark 501s as a concession to the Polo Lounge.

“Hey, motherfucker,” Donnie said. “Hey, you. You enjoy being in my bed? You enjoy being in my wife?”

Evan picked up his jeans and sat down on the bed. “You really want me to answer that?”

Donnie’s laugh turned into a sputter. He took a step forward, his friends fanning out behind him. “You’re an idiot. There are four of us.”

“I see that,” Evan said. “Need me to wait while you get more?”

They blinked at him.

The biggest of the quartet—Rich—stripped off his suit jacket. “We’ll be enough.”

Evan pulled on his jeans, one leg, then the other. One more irritated glance at the missed call with that 54 country code before he shoved the phone into his pocket. He finished dressing calmly, the men staring at him in disbelief. He buckled his belt and then held out his hands, palms up. “Okay,” he said. “Make an example out of me.”

Rich struck a boxing stance, shifting his weight from side to side. Donnie dropped his right foot back, which along with the watch on his left wrist signaled that he was right-handed. He gave a target glance at Evan’s chin, telegraphing where he intended to strike. The two beta males filled out the semicircle at the edge of Evan’s peripheral vision.

Jeanette-Marie’s bare feet hit the floor with a thump. “Donnie, you call this off right—”

The big guy led first as Evan knew he would, a haymaker, all force, no nuance. Evan slapped the fist aside with an open-hand deflection, placed his insole behind Rich’s heel, and jerked the guy’s loafer sharply two feet forward. Rich went airborne, landing hard on his shoulder blades. His lungs expelled a grunt, the wind knocked clean out of him.

Already Donnie was angling for the cheap shot, but Evan stepped aside and flicked his knuckles at the looming nose, shattering it neatly, a healthy spurt painting the front of Donnie’s designer shirt.

Jim came in halfhearted, his body already registering his fate, though his booze-addled brain was too slow to catch up. Evan smacked both sides of his head, boxing his ears and putting a concussive barb straight through his brain. As Jim’s hands rose protectively, Evan grabbed his dress shirt in the back and raked it up, a prison-yard move that trapped his arms. Then he kicked out Jim’s front leg, dumping him on the marble next to Rich, who was still sucking for oxygen.

By that time Donnie was reentering the fray, bellowing and swinging blindly. Evan grabbed his wrist in a bong sau/lop sau trap, sliding into an arm control. Locking Donnie’s elbow, he spun him around in a half turn and slammed his forehead into the farm table, bouncing him onto the floor next to the other two.

Then he turned to face the last man standing.

Frozen in place, Eric stared at him, panting, eyes rimmed with a good show of white. Giving Evan wide berth, he eased around the others and ran out, leaving the front door swinging in the breeze. Jim untangled himself from his shirt and hustled out after Eric in a limping run.

Rich lay on his back, as exposed as a flipped turtle. Evan offered his hand, and Rich flailed for it, missing once before Evan hauled him to his feet. Rich’s face had purpled, his lips still wavering in search of air.

“Lean over,” Evan said. “It’s just a diaphragm spasm. Slow deep breath in through your mouth, push out your stomach. Okay. Good. Once more. Now door, please.”

Evan gave the big guy a gentle prod. Bent over, he hobbled out.

Donnie gripped the table and pulled himself up, his face awash in blood and snot. He made a wheezing sound, choked with sobs. His shirt was little more than a rumpled rag, and his pants had torn at the knee, his wallet twisted inside a front pocket. He wiped at his watering eyes, holding up his other hand to fend Evan off.

Evan pulled out his Strider folding knife, snagging the shark fin atop the blade on the edge of his pocket so it snapped open with a menacing click as it emerged.

Aside from a Zippo, a Strider was the only item one hundred percent made in the United States with a lifetime guarantee. Unlike a lighter it could—with a modicum of skill and intent—turn a human being into a velociraptor. One side of the handle was made of G-10, a high-strength, acid-resistant, nonconductive fiberglass and epoxy synthetic. Titanium, ridged for a better grip, constituted the other half. The blade itself was S35VN, a refined-grain metallurgy comprising a precise mixture of carbon, chromium, vanadium, molybdenum, niobium, and iron. The knife was as finely made and precise a killing tool as anything earth, man, and science had conspired to manufacture.

Donnie’s mouth was open, emitting silent cries, his spine curled in submission.

Evan stepped forward and flicked the knife at his crotch.

There was a tear, a yielding of fabric.

Donnie stared down, his eyes swimmy.

An instant later his wallet and keys dropped from the slit in his pants pocket and struck the floor.

Evan crouched, picked up the key ring, and flipped it around a finger into his palm. Then he removed the most likely suspect.

Turning, he held the key up for Jeanette-Marie. “This one?”

Her mouth slightly ajar, she nodded.

He clicked it down onto the farm table.

Donnie’s knees went out, and Evan caught him. “Okay, pal. Tilt your head back. Pinch here. Lean on me. There you go. Let’s get you on the other side of the door.”

Donnie clutched at Evan’s shoulder, dragging his legs, still finding his feet.

Evan said, “You’re gonna want to get some ice on that.” He paused, looked back to Jeanette-Marie. “You good?”

“Sweet Jesus,” she said. “Thank you. And … um, also? Thank you?”

He gave her a little nod. “Ma’am.”

As he helped Donnie to the door, Evan reached down, grabbed the knotted white trash bag, and took it out with them.





Chapter 6

A Suicidal Ghost


Neon rolled across the laminated armor glass of the windshield as Evan steered through the Hollywood night toward the Wilshire Corridor, one hand clamped on top of the steering wheel. He stared down at the flap of dry skin lifted from the knuckle of his trigger finger. The windows of his Ford F-150 didn’t roll down due to the Kevlar armor hung inside the door panels, but cold leaked in through the vents, tightening his skin, making him feel alive. The taste of adrenaline lingered in the back of his throat, the bittersweet aftermath of the fight holding on.

A keenness always amped his senses in the wake of a confrontation.

He tried not to focus on how much he missed the sensation.

He’d placed the RoamZone with its missed call on the passenger seat as if he needed to keep an eye on it. The preposterously encrypted phone, with its hardened rubber-and-aramid case, used to be his tether to another life.

At the age of twelve, Evan had clawed his way out of poverty. He’d been given a new identity by a man named Jack Johns, his father figure and handler, the closest thing to family he’d ever known. Jack had taught him everything from Slavic languages to ancient Greek warfare. Had shown him how to top off bank accounts in nonreporting territories and how to live like a ghost. Had brought in subject-matter experts to drownproof and interrogate him, to teach him how to zero a sniper rifle, where to nick a femoral artery with a box cutter.

Jack had turned him into Orphan X.

For years Evan operated in a black program so covert that even denizens of the Capitol Building knew it only through whispers and rumors. He required no backup, left no footprint. Every mission was illegal under U.S. and international law.

He did not exist.

There was only one complication: Jack had raised him not just to be a killer but to remain human.

At a certain point, Evan had to choose.

And just as he’d once escaped the foster-care system, he’d left the Orphan Program behind, going off the grid, hunted by the very government that had created him.

He’d turned his skills to a new venture, one more aligned with the ethics embedded in him by Jack. As the Nowhere Man, Evan remained on call 24/7 for people who were being terrorized, people who found themselves under the heel of a crushing predicament, people with nowhere left to turn. After a decade and change spent leaving a trail of dead high-value targets across six continents, he figured he owed something to the universe.

He also figured he owed something for getting out where others had not. Out of the foster system. Out of East Baltimore. Out of the Program.

But recently he’d been ready to discharge his duty as the Nowhere Man and the awful, awesome responsibilities that came with it. He’d reached a tentative truce with no less an authority than the president of the United States. She’d granted him an unofficial pardon—but made clear that it would be withdrawn the instant he conducted any extracurricular activities as the Nowhere Man. It wasn’t just that what he did on behalf of his clients was illegal; it was that he was too sensitive an asset for his operational capabilities to be put on display. If he didn’t wish to be neutralized, he had to remain on the shelf.

So he’d agreed to leave his work as the Nowhere Man behind.

He was ready to try to lead an ordinary life, whatever that was. A life he’d never thought he could have, never thought he deserved. One without knife wounds and concussions. Without a threat around every corner, the reek of death one wrong turn away.

People would have to go about helping themselves the ways they had before he’d come along. Or the ways they hadn’t.

The RoamZone should have stopped ringing with any more missions. And yet he’d received a series of calls from the same number.

The first time, he’d picked up and found a woman on the other end. She’d addressed him by name.

And claimed she was his mother.

He’d hung up immediately, figuring her for a lure designed to draw him out.

And yet—who’d sent her?

How did she know his name?

What did she want?

Her voice was unfamiliar, of course, and yet something about it had tugged the thread of a memory. No, not a memory, exactly. More like a wisp of a forgotten dream.

Evan. It’s your mother.

After severing the connection, he’d stared at the phone in his hand, a box of silicon chips, amplifiers, and microprocessors that had conveyed the feminine voice across two continents.

It was an effective little ploy, sinking a hook into the soft part of his heart, jabbing a vulnerability he didn’t even know he had. An uncomfortable sensation, like he’d been ensnared by a strand of a much bigger web. The feeling had proved hard to shake.

He wasn’t sure why.

He’d dealt with his share of psychopaths and tyrants. This was just another variation on the theme; the woman was either delusional or conniving.

Or perhaps both.

Refocusing his thoughts, he arrived at his residential high-rise, Castle Heights, and left his truck in its spot between two concrete pillars on the subterranean parking level.

In the lobby he detoured to the bank of mailboxes and confirmed that his was empty; one of the great benefits of not existing was receiving no junk mail.

He crossed the marble floor, clearing his throat to awaken Joaquin, who’d dozed off in his chair behind the reception console.

Joaquin snapped to, smoothing down the front of his guard uniform. “Mr. Smoak. I was just resting my eyes.”

“Good technique to lure the bad guys into a false sense of security.”

Joaquin smiled sheepishly and thumbed the button to summon the elevator. “Fun night, huh?”

“Took some clients out to dinner.” Here at Castle Heights, Evan was known as a bland importer of industrial cleaning supplies.

“Late dinner.”

“They wanted to go clubbing. What adults want to go clubbing?”

Joaquin said, “You’d be surprised.”

“I was.”

The elevator arrived with a ding, and Evan stepped aboard. The PENTHOUSE button was already lit, and he rode up, enjoying the silence.

His condo, seven thousand square feet of concrete and glass, was sparse and spotless. The workout stations were buffed to a high sheen, unmarred by fingerprints. The brushed-nickel kitchen appliances gave a catalog-clean sparkle, even in the semidarkness. Behind a freestanding fireplace, a spiral staircase wound its way up to a reading loft where he’d actually found time these past few weeks to lounge. There was a black suede couch he’d sat on maybe a dozen times in the years since he’d moved in, most of those times in the past month.

Several evenings ago he’d even raised the retractable flat-screen TV from its slit in the floor and watched a Buster Keaton movie.

That was him now. Mr. Ordinary.

Especially if you overlooked the bullet-resistant laminated polycarbonate thermoplastic resin composing the windows, the discreet armor sunscreens made of a rare titanium variant, the motion-and shatter-detection sensors rigged in the frames, the base-jumping parachute stowed behind the inset panel of the planter strategically positioned on the south-facing balcony.

He stood in the stillness of the gunmetal-gray plain of the great room. The penthouse was unlit and lifeless. A heavy bag dangled from its chain like a suicidal ghost. The dumbbells slumbered on their rack, turned precisely so the weight labels were aligned north. Ambient city light glowed through the lowered sunscreens, throwing a sheet of pale gold across the poured-concrete kitchen island, illuminating neither crumb nor smudge.

He stretched luxuriously, felt his spine crack at the base. Then he crossed to the open kitchen, passing between the Sub-Zero and the island to the newest addition to his penthouse. A glass-walled mini-room, the back seated against one of the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Century City. He tugged at the door, freezer mist swirling out as he entered. Rows of shelves, also glass, held bottles of the finest vodka the world had to offer. They were positioned equidistant from one another, three inches of clearance on either side. A small stand-alone bar in the center held accoutrements—a variety of crystal glasses, steel martini picks, a trio of shakers.

Another indulgence of retirement. The time to build, to spend, to direct his restless focus on pleasure. It struck him now that freezer rooms and late-night trysts had their limits. They helped broaden the hours but didn’t add much depth to the days and nights.

The chill air put a burn in his lungs. His nightly drink was a ritual of sorts, the purest alcohol, the coldest air, a calming anesthesia to wash away the filth of his past. Did he deserve this? The wealth? The calm? A carved-out sanctuary in which he could seek to dispel his sins?

He reached for the slender bottle of Ao. Distilled from rice and clarified through bamboo filtration on Kyushu island in the shadow of an active volcano, it took its name from the Japanese word for “blue.” He popped an ice sphere from its silicone mold, dropped it into an old-fashioned glass, poured two fingers of vodka across the top, and exited into the warm embrace of the kitchen proper.

Vegetation fluttered on the living wall, a vertical drip-fed garden at the kitchen’s edge. Evan plucked off a mint leaf, floated it on the clear liquid, and gave the glass a swirl. The mint would enhance the sweet undertaste of coconut and banana leaves.

Padding across the great room toward his bedroom, he took a sip, closing his eyes, letting the freezing warmth wash across his palate. The melody of flavors harmonized into the faintest note of rice pudding on the finish.

Delightful.

His bedroom was as bare as the rest of the condo.

Bureau. Nightstand. Window.

Even the bed was minimalist, a mattress resting on a floating slab of metal. The metal was at once propelled into the air by steroidally powerful neodymium rare-earth magnets and tethered to the floor by steel cables, a ceaseless push-pull that mirrored Evan’s own vacillation between chaos and order.

That missed call had tipped him out of alignment.

Evan. It’s your mother.

Were he inclined to sneer, he would have now.

He stripped to his boxer briefs, knocked back his vodka, and set the glass down on the nightstand.

Then he lifted it and looked at the faint condensation ring. He wiped the ring off with the hem of his shirt, then wiped the bottom of the sweating glass and set it back down. He checked again.

Another ring of moisture, albeit fainter.

Cursing physics, he wiped off the nightstand again and then set the glass on the floor just to have some peace and quiet.

He sat on the bed crossed-legged, straightening his back, making microadjustments, stacking vertebra on vertebra. He veiled his eyes, letting the lids grow heavy until the room blurred into a play of light and shadow. Focusing on the precise point that each inhalation began, he breathed until breathing was all he was doing, until it was all that he was.

A few minutes into the meditation, he became aware of his bones, his muscles and ligaments, his skin wrapping him into an embodied whole. The boundary between him and the room blurred until he felt a part of the space around him, the air itself, until he—

The RoamZone vibrated on the bed beside him.

Aggravated, he rolled off the bed onto his bare feet and picked it up. He’d upgraded the screen recently from Gorilla Glass to an organic polyether-thiourea that was able to self-repair when cracked.

He was tempted to shatter it himself now when he saw the caller ID.

Same number. Same Argentina area code.

Glaring at the digits, he felt an uncharacteristic rise in body temperature. He argued with himself.

Looked away from the screen.

Looked back.

Clenching his jaw, he thumbed the green virtual button and answered.





Chapter 7

Cookie-Cutter Psyops


Normally as the Nowhere Man, Evan would ask, Do you need my help?

But now he just breathed.

He could hear her breathing on the other end.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I told you.”

Her voice was regal and touched with age, a slight huskiness that put her in her late fifties, maybe early sixties. She spoke with no accent and enunciated well, as if she’d had training in theater.

“No,” he said. “No.”

“I heard you help people.”

“I’m retired.” Curiosity flared, a fuse burning down. “How did you hear that?”

“I know someone who needs your help.”

“Who are you?”

The call, routed through fifteen encrypted virtual-private-network tunnels on both hemispheres, crackled in the silence. The pause felt dramatic. She was thinking. He was, too.

“I left you with Rusty and Joan Krauss,” she finally said. “A stalwart couple. Or so I thought. Joan was medically compromised, though I didn’t know it at the time.”

He felt a drop of sweat trickle down his temple. “Who are you?”

“I’d driven through the night,” she said. “Across the border from Lancaster, Pennsylvania.”

“You could have looked any of this up,” he said.

“I know your middle name.”

“Well, I don’t,” he said. “So that doesn’t help us any.”

“After … after I left you, I got two blocks away from the Krausses’ house and I pulled over. And wept.”

He swallowed.

“I didn’t want to leave you there, but it was a different time. It wasn’t easy being an independent-minded young woman. I don’t mean to imply hardship, but you take my meaning. It’s just important to me…”

His legs felt numb, his bare feet insensate against the cold concrete. If this was a gambit, it was a superb one, playing all the right notes on the bars of his ribs, coaxing an emotional response into resonance.

He heard himself say, “…what?”

His voice sounded different than it had in decades. Smaller.

She said, “It’s important you know that you were wanted.”

He cut the connection, threw the phone onto the bed, and stared at it, breathing hard, his shoulders heaving.

It hadn’t occurred to him to want to be wanted.

The phone gazed up blankly, the screen dark. He wasn’t sure if he hoped she’d call back.

He reached for the fourth of the Ten Commandments that Jack had handed down to him: Never make it personal.

“It’s bullshit,” he told the phone, the room, himself. “Cookie-cutter psyops. Clear your head. You know better than that.”

No answer save the gentle whisper of the vent overhead.

“Don’t be an idiot,” he said. “You’re being played.”

He snatched up his glass and the phone and walked into the bathroom. He nudged the shower door hanging on its barn-door track, the frosted-glass pane vanishing into the wall. Stepping inside the stall, he gripped the hot-water lever. An embedded digital sensor read the print of his palm, allowing him to twist the lever in the wrong direction. An inset door, seamlessly camouflaged by the tile pattern, swung inward, and he stepped through into a hidden space.

The Vault.

An armory, a workbench, and an L-shaped sheet-metal desk crammed into an irregular four hundred square feet of walled-off storage space. The public stairs to the roof zigzagged the ceiling overhead, an optical illusion that made the room appear to be shrinking.

He circled to the desk, sank into his chair, and flicked the mouse on its pad. The three walls horseshoeing the desk illuminated. A mosaic of heretofore invisible OLED screens, each less than three millimeters thick, awakened to cloak the rough concrete walls.

Right now the front wall displayed pirated feeds from the Castle Heights surveillance system, the same footage Joaquin would be watching at his security station downstairs right now if he were managing to stay awake. The north wall was plugged into a variety of state and federal databases, Evan’s own personal hijacked portal into the computing power of the agencies. And the south wall displayed the call log of his RoamZone.

He’d already captured the caller’s IMEI and pegged the location using advanced forward-link trilateration, which forced the network to automatically and continually report the woman’s phone’s position between cell towers. Based on the phone’s movements and resting times, it seemed she was staying in the affluent Recoleta neighborhood on the northeast slant of the city. He’d been to Buenos Aires only twice, once to garrote a visiting Venezuelan dignitary on the D line of the underground, the other to sit surveillance on a cartel leader whom he’d eventually dispatched in the parking lot of El Gigante de Alberdi, a fútbol stadium in Córdoba seven hundred kilometers to the interior.

When he’d tried to backtrack the user identity on the SIM card earlier, he’d run into a dead end. It was a prepaid Movistar, available at pretty much any kiosk, supermarket, or pharmacy. This was suspicious, but not as suspicious as it might be in the U.S., especially if the woman was traveling.

He stared at the blinking GPS dot just off the Plaza Francia, watching her in real time.

He drummed his fingers, an uncharacteristic fidget. Then he looked down at the pinecone-shaped aloe vera plant resting on the desk in a glass bowl beside his mouse pad. His sole companion was named Vera II, since he’d killed her predecessor with neglect, a sad statement as she required nothing more than an ice cube dropped in her dish once a week. The edges of her serrated spikes were browning now, and she was glaring up at him from her bed of cobalt glass pebbles, clearly displeased.

“Look,” he said, “I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to move on. It’s not you. It’s me.”

She was unmoved.

He fished the diminished ice sphere from the old-fashioned glass and rested it atop her spikes just to shut her up. The trace of vodka wouldn’t hurt either.

He sensed movement on the front wall of monitors. Mia Hall entering the building from the parking level, struggling under the weight of her nine-year-old son, Peter, who was slumped in her arms, comatose. Small for his age, he wore a Mickey Mouse–ear hat cocked to the side, his cheek smudged pink and blue from some sugary indulgence. They’d just come through a traumatic stretch, and Mia had vowed to spend more time with him, which evidently included hooky days at Disneyland.

Evan wondered what Disneyland was like. And pink-and-blue candy. He’d never indulged in either. But he’d carried Peter asleep a time or two as Mia carried him now, and Evan and recalled the warmth of the boy’s cheek against his shoulder, his sweat-sticky blond hair against his chin. Those few episodes when his life had stitched together with Mia’s and Peter’s lives represented his closest brush with what normal might feel like. If she weren’t a district attorney sworn to uphold the law and he hadn’t been raised an assassin sworn to break it, perhaps the road ahead might have felt like a solid possibility rather than a tiptoe across land mines. Mia didn’t fully know what Evan did, but she knew enough to know that he—and their affiliation—was less than safe.

Evan switched his focus back to the south wall, concentrating on the blinking GPS dot of a phone in Argentina.

Vera II stared at him.

“There’s no way,” he told her. “It’s impossible. She can’t be.”

Vera II stared at him.

“What are the odds? And how the hell would she have found me? Found me?”

Vera II stared at him.

He leaned back and crossed his arms. It was the longest of long shots. But still. He needed to know.

On the front wall, Mia bundled Peter across the lobby and waited for the elevator. The overheads caught her spill of wavy brown hair, highlighting gold and chestnut. Her bare arms flexed under the weight of her son. Her lips were moving. She was murmuring a lullaby.

He tore his eyes from the lobby feed, refocusing on the beacon of the prepaid cell phone.

He couldn’t operate as the Nowhere Man anymore. Not without jeopardizing his informal presidential pardon. One move deemed insufficiently discreet and he’d have the full force of the United States government back on his tail. Which would mean no more leisurely evenings at the Polo Lounge. No more sipping Japanese vodka for the sheer joy of it rather than to take the edge off the operational wear and tear on his body and mind. No more nights with oil painters from the Royal College of Art. And no more hope of maybe, just maybe, having a shot at nights more meaningful than that.

Out of the corner of his eye, he noted the elevator doors open downstairs. Mia and Peter stepped inside, vanishing from view.

There was so much to recommend normalcy.

And yet.

He thought about the drive home from Jeanette-Marie’s. The taste of adrenaline at the back of his throat. The sharpness of the night air against his skin. All five senses alive, and maybe even a sixth.

“I don’t miss it,” he told Vera II. “I really don’t.”

Already his hand was moving the mouse, bringing up an incognito search engine.

“I’m not breaking the agreement,” he said, keying the number of one of his forged passports into the airline website. “It’s not a mission. It’s just a trip.”

He risked another glance at Vera II, but she’d already made her position clear. She assimilated carbon dioxide disapprovingly.

He clicked purchase.





Chapter 8

Sucker


The next day at noon, the dark sedan is back, and so is the Mystery Man, both in the same place. Evan rounds the handball wall and stops, holds his fists up as he’s seen boxers do on TV, a technique the boys mimic in street fights to questionable results. His ribs ache from Van Sciver, and beneath his shirt his back hosts a collection of scarlet abrasions from the belt that look like half-formed question marks. But he is here and he is ready. The Mystery Man throws his hands wide and does something wholly unexpected. He smiles.

“Good. That’s a good stance.” He starts toward Evan. “Look, kid. Sorry about yesterday. Sometimes I can be a little overzealous. I mean, what the hell was I thinking? A grown man—”

He sucker-punches Evan again. Too late, Evan realizes he’s been disarmed, that he’s let his arms drift south. The fist connects with his cheek, grinding flesh into bone. Not a hard punch, but perfectly placed, and again Evan goes down, and this time he stays down, crouching on one knee, trying to breathe.

The Mystery Man leans over him, hands on his thighs. The cigarette is still there, jutting from between two fingers; he didn’t even bother to put it out before swinging. “Look at you,” he says. “Do you honestly think you have what it takes?”

Evan forces the words through the pounding in his skull. “I’ll get bigger.”

“You think that’s all it takes? Bigger?”

“It’s all I’m missing.”

At this the man laughs. “Look, I get it, kid. Grit and drive and all that. But you gotta understand—there’s nothing you have that I want. You’re not gonna surprise me. The kid I want? Charles Van Sciver? He’s got it. We’re just about done vetting him. And if he fails, next in line’ll be that husky kid, Andre. You’re not even on the list. Now, go home or whatever you call it and get on with your life.”

Evan stands up, wipes his bloody mouth roughly. He looks at the tinted windows of the sedan, back to the Mystery Man. “I want to try again.”

“There’s no trying again.” The man points at Evan’s face with the red cherry of the cigarette. “Get the fuck out of here. Or I promise you this: You’ll find out what a real punch feels like.”

Jogging home this time, Evan feels the pain in his ribs anew, the reality pounded into him by Van Sciver.

It feels like defeat.



At dinner Van Sciver spoons extra mac and cheese from the pot, then flicks the wooden spoon at Evan across the table, landing a few stray noodles on his shirt and his swollen lip. “What happened to your face?”

“What happened to yours?”

It’s not the wisecrack so much as the covered laughter from the others that lets Evan know he will pay for this later. Papa Z is across on his armchair, massaging his lower stomach as he does when his bowels won’t cooperate.

Van Sciver points at Evan with the spoon. “Wait till you fall asleep.”

But that night Evan does not fall asleep. After bed check there is a face-off, Van Sciver staring at him from his bed across the room, Evan staring back from the mattress on the floor, neither wanting to drift off first. By the time Van Sciver’s eyes stop glinting through the darkness, the inside of Evan’s thigh is purple where he’s been pinching himself to stay awake.

Evan creeps across and watches the rise and fall of the bigger boy’s chest, watches the blue bandanna around his head, the bandanna he wears at all times, even sleeping. Then he sneaks down the hall, finds the cordless on the kitchen counter, dials the ominous ten digits.

The Mystery Man’s voice sounds tired, cracked from sleep, a human vulnerability that seems discordant with what little Evan knows of him. “Yeah? Hello? Hello?”

“Okay. I get it. I’ll never be Van Sciver. I’m not what you’re looking for. But I have something you need to know about him.”

“What?”

“Tomorrow. Same time, same place.”

Now it’s Evan who hangs up.





Chapter 9

The Woman


Buenos Aires felt like a European city plunked down at the edge of the wrong continent. December was Argentine summer, heat leaking up through the cobblestone street through the soles of Evan’s Original S.W.A.T. boots. Dusk had come on fast, the sun bleeding into the horizon through the endless blocky rise of the skyline.

Evan sat at an outdoor café table sipping an arabica coffee worth its weight in rhodium. He’d been ranging around the plaza for seven hours, rotating surveillance positions among the proliferation of cafés. In the center two performers danced a tango wearing outfits straight out of a guidebook—glossy black fabric with fiery red trim. A few distracted German tourists ambled by, tossing pesos into an upended top hat resting next to the retro boom box. It was 7:53 P.M., which passed for morning in a city with a nightlife that found its feet around midnight. Three million souls rousing themselves after a long day of working and siesta-ing, ready to dance and drink and dine on entraña, a skirt steak capable of eliciting rapture. The residential buildings hemming in the square presented a cacophony of styles, charming and intricate. Municipal smudges of pollution shaded the stone and concrete façades.

But Evan wasn’t here for the mercenary tango dancers or the celestial steak or the grimy old-country charm. He was here to confront the woman who had claimed to be his mother. The woman whose prepaid phone’s GPS signal blinked steadily in the screen of his RoamZone, pinning her down inside the ornate apartment building kitty-corner from the rickety chair he currently occupied.

Her red dot blinked on his screen, an uncertain warning signal—stop, stop, stop.

And then—at last—it was moving.

He watched the stone face of the luxury high-rise. A doorman waited outside, anachronistic in his brass-buttoned jacket, white gloves, and impassive visage. At a movement inside, he animated, his shiny heels clicking against the pavement. He swung the door open with a flourish and a Victorian quarter bow that was promptly ignored by the emerging foursome.

Three large men, richly tailored suits, in a triangle formation around a woman.

Bodyguards.

Curious.

Despite the hour the woman wore a sleeveless black dress and an oversize black summer hat with a white satin scarf tied around it, draped across her face alluringly or strategically. She flashed into view between the bodyguards’ bulky shoulders and then was lost behind a sea of navy wool gabardine as her men closed ranks. When they turned to head for Avenida Pueyrredón, he caught a glimpse of white cheek and smoky eye shadow.

She looked to be in her late fifties and exceptionally well preserved.

Evan dropped a few Eva Perón banknotes on the table and followed.

The tango music blared, accompanied by an overlay of speaker static, as the couple twisted and dipped. Evan cut through the sparse crowd at the plaza’s edge, maintaining a half-block distance behind the mysterious woman and her men.

Was she of substantial wealth to require constant security? In witness protection? Had she crossed a local crime lord? Or—most likely—the bodyguards were there to ensnare Evan if he answered the call.

The men gave the woman more stand-off room as they crossed the boulevard, but from Evan’s perspective he could make out little more than the back of her hat and the swaying of a single toned arm.

He spooled out more line, letting them stretch to a block and then a block and a half. Having scouted the area extensively, he knew the pedestrian ebbs and flows of the neighborhood.

The Third Commandment: Master your surroundings.

They rimmed the border of the park, nearing the Gomero de la Recoleta, a massive rubber tree that was a planet unto itself. The centuries-old tree spread its tentacles across a distance wider than half a football field, some of the meter-thick branches swooping low to the ground. To remain aloft many of them required metal posts; one even rested across a statue of Atlas, who bore his load stoically on a welded steel shoulder. Children flitted along the branches, swinging and climbing.

The woman paused to watch them, her back to Evan, a breeze riffling the white scarf. Evan turned to face a vending machine offering oranges and apples, the fruit arrayed in neat rows behind a shiny pane, the glass providing a useful reflection of the woman behind him. He watched her through the grainy cloak of dusk.

She turned partway, her gaze seeming to hitch on him. But then she continued, strolling through the grand entrance of the cemetery, the well-heeled muscle moving in orbit around her.

He waited a few minutes and then followed, passing through neoclassical gates bookended by Doric columns. A security guard warned him that they’d be closing soon.

The Recoleta Cemetery was one of the world’s great necropolises. Nearly five thousand mausoleums in various states of disrepair were crammed into fourteen acres, rising like miniature houses along miniature neighborhood blocks. Street signs denoted each tree-lined lane, lending a Disneyesque touch to the diminutive town. The tombs ranged from art nouveau to baroque, simple to opulent, single-story to three-tiered. Some rose like Greek temples, others were embellished with statues—a beatific robed elder, an eternal sentry brandishing a sword, a loyal dog long oxidized, its nose rubbed to a bronzen shine. Beyond the tall cemetery walls, sleek high-rises soared, striking a surreal contrast with the ancient stone.

As darkness overtook the tombs, the last sightseers drifted toward the entrance, stray cats flossing between their ankles. Evan’s boots crunched across shards, broken bits from shattered stained-glass windows that once adorned a set of grand decorative doors.

He kept the woman barely in view—the sway of her hips rounding a corner, a stiletto-heeled foot disappearing behind the edge of a tomb. Her men branched out wisely, minding the lanes around her.

For a time they all cat-and-moused through the venerable gridiron.

Evan found a deserted pocket and paused, pretending to admire a sitting room visible through a crumbled tomb wall. On marble shelves inside, coffins lay beneath long-rotted casket veils. A rusted chain had been strung haphazardly across the gap, but the front door remained intact, dried flowers protruding from the keyhole. A perfectly symmetrical spiderweb framed the doorknob, a backplate of glistening silk.

He closed his eyes, letting the warm air press into his skin, opening himself to vibration and movement and sound. One of the bodyguards creaked the stone just behind the mausoleum; another coughed, a single ragged note coming from two lanes over. Evan smelled the faintest hint of lilac riding an easterly breeze.

The woman.

The third man would no doubt be at her side, close-in protection.

Evan edged east, sourcing the tinge of perfume.

Night had come on hard, the jagged mausoleums framed in shadow and ambient light from the distant streetlights. The three monkeys of lore, rendered in gray marble, crouched at gargoyle readiness atop a slab of funereal stone, their shadows stretched grotesquely across the ground.

Listening for the two roving guards, Evan eased around a small-scale cathedral with caskets slotted into its rear wall. At the end of the lane, bent in the thickening darkness, the woman reached for a marble statue at the foot of a tomb.

As his eyes acclimated to the night, the age-old statue came into focus—a baby swathed in cloth, the newborn’s likeness preserved in marble. The woman’s head was angled mournfully, her face lost behind the wide brim of the hat, her hand resting on the baby’s stone chest as if feeling for a heartbeat.

Evan’s inhalation hitched ever so slightly in his throat. He became aware of a hike in his heart rate, the hot night air wrapping itself around his neck.

As he breathed himself back to steadiness, he admired the woman’s tradecraft. A grief-steeped mother paying respect to a lost child—a clever ruse designed to turn a key inside him, to access some long-buried vulnerability.

It almost worked.

More important, it meant they suspected he was watching.

As he drifted back out of sight, he sensed movement mirroring him on either side behind the mausoleums. Sure enough, as he came to the next intersection, the two roving bodyguards stepped into view to his left and right.
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