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As a drill for the Easter holiday of Evan Smoak’s seventeenth year, Jack makes him undertake a cross-country zigzag flight through five connections under the legend of a young Portuguese entrepreneur. Portuguese in particular sucks because it always tangles up in Spanish or Italian and every verb tense has six different conjugations. Evan crams hard for the three days he’s been allotted and feels confident in getting by in English with a Portuguese accent. His confidence evaporates upon his collision with two people whom Jack had planted with vicious precision—a Portuguese-American flight attendant who wants to reminisce about her time in seven of Portugal’s eighteen districts, and an exceedingly conversational Brazilian national who just happens to be sitting next to Evan on the longest leg. Evan improvises, covering his linguistic inadequacies with a feigned speech impediment. The whole time, the ingrown big toenail of his left foot heralds trouble. The Carlos Santos loafers he’d had overnighted from São João da Madeira had arrived a half size too small, compressing the toe through twenty-seven hours of shitty commuter hauls. It feels like it might burst. The emergency twenty-dollar bill he slipped beneath the insole is princess-and-the-pea discomforting, so he switches it to his right loafer on one of the layovers.
He arrives at San Diego International at 5:37 P.M., stepping into a bleary smudge of February flint gray.
Forty-two-minutes later he is standing in combat boots that are equally excruciating, freezing surf washing around his calves, and he is being screamed at.
So: He is not in a great mood.
“You silver-spoon ball-slurping teabagee. Got the whole damn course open just for Princess No Name so he can train solo. Why’s that? Having teammates upsets your delicate crumpet-munching sensibilities?”
The BUD/S training course in Coronado is dark and desolate. The sea sucks at the coast and at Evan, hungry and wild.
He says, “No, sir.”
The master chief is up on top of Evan, bulging the seams of his field cammy pants and logoless blue instructor shirt. His bald head glistens, skull plates pronounced. He is five foot nine and about as wide. His doughy nose has more bends than seems possible for the anatomy to hold. He wears loosely tied jungle boots that seem a part of his body, like hooves. “Worried they’re gonna see you puke all over yourself?”
“No, sir.”
“Are you scared? You look fucking scared.”
“No, sir.”
“Get it outta yer eyes then.”
This is how training in the Orphan Program goes. The past five years has seen Evan thrown into brutal scenario after brutal scenario with zero warning. His job is to suck it up, to perform with near perfection, to prove his worth. The covert program, buried deep inside the Department of Defense, has a singular purpose: to find throwaway boys and girls from foster homes and turn them into unrivaled assassins.
Foster kids have particular advantages. They tend to be desperate and pliable. They have minimal footprints to scrub within official systems. And most useful: Should they die in action, get taken hostage, or wind up murdered, there is no one to miss or mourn them. Because they are given no more information than that which they require to follow orders, if they are tortured, they have nothing useful to reveal.
The Orphans are raised in silos separate from one another and the rest of humanity, and trained in isolation—no friends, no teammates, no backup. When they are ready to deploy, they operate in areas the United States government cannot be and do things the United States government cannot do. Technically, they do not exist.
Every Orphan is overseen by a handler. Evan’s is Jack Johns, a former CIA station chief who yanked him out of East Baltimore’s Pride House Group Home at the age of twelve, a semi-abduction Evan was happy to yield to given the dismal future he was facing. Jack is as tough and taciturn as a man can be. He is also the only person who has ever treated Evan as if he has any worth. Over the years, he has become a father to Evan, reminding him at every turn: The hard part isn’t turning you into a killer. The hard part is keeping you human.
But right now, trembling in icy waters on the receiving end of spit-flecked bellowing from a master chief Jack has conspired with to batter Evan into better shape, he does not feel particularly warmly toward Jack.
“So you think you’re better than the real sailors, that it?” the master chief screams in his face, tilting his head so their noses don’t bump. “That why you get to skip Hell Week and just prance your ass in here for Second Phase?”
“No, sir.”
“Ever heard of stolen valor?”
“Yes, sir.”
“That’s you standing here on this patch of Uncle Sam’s holy earth. The real sailors that come through here? They enlist just to have a shot at training like this. They wash out, they’re a swabbie on a deck for four years, not swept off on a private flight back to Pussyville. That’s why you’re wearing the baby-white T. You haven’t earned the brown shirt that goes with Second Phase. Now get wet and sandy.”
Evan drops into the surf and rolls. The cold compacts his lungs, collapsing them like cotton candy. It feels like he is breathing through a straw. He pops back to his feet. The sun is freshly gone, the last bit of uncold leaching from the air, everything plunging to ice.
“Why’d you skip the line? You some fancy-ass-bullshit-Skull-and-Bones-Yale-final-club-CIA tit-sucker?”
Evan thinks: Final clubs—Harvard. Secret societies—Yale. Eating clubs—Princeton.
“Or r’you one a them DoD off-the-books silver spooners? Get yer own pretty packaged training, bespoke as a cock ring for the Marquis de-fucking-Sade?” The master chief’s face is close, tilted up at Evan’s, his breath stale cigars. “One-on-one training from some gilded-lily program. Don’t think I don’t know. Top medical, psyops, linguistics, cup-yer-balls-for-you-when-you-take-a-leak. My guys would wipe their asses with you and I wipe my ass with my guys. I can tell just sniffing you: You ever go out in the field, you’re gonna get fucking crushed. You understand just how inadequate you are?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Three-mile timed run.” The master chief’s head articulates left and then right, his nose an inch off Evan’s as he eye-fucks him senseless. “Well? Waiting for a perfumed letter from the Duchess of Gloucester? Suck it up, buttercup, and get moving.” A quarter-second hesitation. “Go.”
“Where?”
“Where? Where? Where’d you think? We’re gonna helo you to a private track at the Nike facility?” His arm, solid as a sailboat boom, rises to point at the icy darkness. “Here. The fucking beach. Three-mile timed run. And the time started four seconds ago.”
Evan runs.
The beach is endless. The sand makes for shitty traction. He is sweating and grunting and seeming to make no progress. His ingrown toenail goes from aching to throbbing. Soon enough, every step brings a needle-jab of pain. Toward the end, he is stoop-limping like Igor. When he spots the cherry of a cigar piercing the darkness up ahead, he straightens out his form. The master chief sits on the hood of his Jeep, his legs folded with surprising agility, making him even more compact.
Evan slaps the front headlight and stops, hands on knees, panting.
The master chief slides off the hood, climbs into the Wrangler, kicks the passenger door open. “Next stop,” he says. “You can puke out the window on the way.”
Next stop proves to be underwater knot-tying drills in the Combat Training Tank, the master chief glowering at Evan from the aquarium window, cigar still lodged in his molars. Orphan training has forced Evan to reconcile with the reality that he is the eternal focus, separated from his tribe to be anthropologically observed and improved. Jack tells him that is how many people feel while in the crush of whatever vises fate has chosen for them and that at least Evan has the opportunity to be solidly built into excellence. Sunk in the tank, held breath firing his lungs, his hands working a clove hitch, he feels a thought tickle the back of his mind: Maybe one day if he is still alive and has served his time, he might orient whatever excellence he’s achieved to the light of some other sun.
Hauled out of the tank, Evan is shoved up to his tits in the surf, where he eats an MRE, shrimp jambalaya, the worst kind. The throbbing in his toe spreads through his entire foot, barbed-wire claws twisting up his calves. He makes the call—after the obstacle course, he’ll ask for medical. That’ll get him out of the three-mile night swim, the grand finale, which he dreads more than anything else.
The O-course is murder, with its five-story cargo net, the elevated rib-breaking logs he has to beanbag himself onto, and the platformed tower he pull-ups to the top of and then shimmies down from on a suspended fast rope hung with Golden Gate undulations. He collapses over the finish line, panting into the sand. The ingrown toenail has taken him out, every movement ramming the edged keratin into raw puffy flesh.
The master chief clicks the stopwatch. “Ain’t that a sad time. I’ve had boys come through in half that, younger’n you, nuthin’-years-old with a waiver. And you’re lying there like you just took marathon gold at Munich. On yer feet, Sally.”
The pain is so bad Evan can barely speak. “… need … need medical.”
The toe is too far gone. Without permission he curls up on his side, tugging off the boot. He winces from the pain, bites his lower lip to stifle a cry. The smell is diabolical, rotting meat basted in sweat. Whimpering, he peels his sock off.
The toe looks postapocalyptic. It is deserving of some trace of pity, even from a SEAL master chief. And Evan has timed this perfectly to shirk the night swim.
The master chief crouches over him, knees cracking. He stabs his lit cigar at the spectacle on Evan’s foot and it takes everything Evan has not to flinch. “Go.”
Medical is a one-mile jog. He does it with gratitude. He is moving toward the glow at the end of the tunnel. His body is exhausted, his mind melting. The pain feels like it has roosted permanently in his toe; the digit will never not be a hot poker of agony.
He thumps through the door into medical.
Another instructor is waiting. A blue shirt and khaki shorts, despite the hour. There is a TV on an office-beige file cabinet and it shows a clip of a shark attack, rolling hockey-puck eyes, teeth undulating like a spike harrow on a tractor. The instructor is half the depth and width of the master chief but still, next to Evan, he looks like a gun safe. He gestures at a metal folding chair with a pair of janky paramedic scissors.
Evan’s stomach drops through the floor.
He sits. He is facing the television. A great white breaches, ripping a sea lion from side to side. On the metal tray by the instructor’s foot waits a pair of needle-nose pliers.
The instructor lowers the scissors toward the sickly black-green wreckage of the toenail. “You might think this is blackout pain. But it’s not. So keep your eyes open.”
Evan does.
He also makes noises he cannot help and there is no shame in them as long as he doesn’t look away. His eyes water and his chest convulses, but he is there and present and breathing so it does not count as crying.
The scissors chomp down the middle of the nail past the cuticle to the root.
Before Evan can find breath, the pliers wrench the two stiff planks free from the nail bed.
He swoons from the pain but the instructor catches his sagging forehead on a meaty biceps, props him once more into the folding chair, and slaps a cold washcloth on the back of his neck. The TV documentary has switched to fatal shark attacks on humans—churning red water, missing limbs, last-ditch medical attention.
“You got five breaths,” the instructor says.
“Till my car?”
The instructor laughs. “Ocean water’s good for the swelling. And it’ll help disinfect it.”
Evan feels an instant of utter and comprehensive defeat.
There is no way.
They can’t make him.
He can’t do it.
His toe looks like someone lit off a firecracker under the nail. He thinks about sand. He thinks about flippers. He thinks about salt. He thinks about blood in the water. He thinks about great white sharks breaching for the kill.
“That’s your fifth. Go on now, son. You think Lash is grumpy now, try makin’ that man wait.”
Evan hobbles back out. Another mile run across the compound to the first meet spot. Carrying one boot and wearing the other, he makes moaning noises with each step because there is no one to hear. His exposed toe is bleeding but at least not psssss bleeding.
The master chief—Lash—waits at the pitch-black edge of the ocean by his Jeep. He throws stubby swim fins at Evan. Made of stiff car-tire rubber, they look Korean War–era.
Trembling and cowering, he sits and snaps on the first, eases on the second. His whole body throbs; he shivers and clatters. The rigid fins are horrendously tight, denting his Achilles tendon, cramping down over his ruined toe.
The master chief hops in his Jeep, clicks his stopwatch with emphasis. Then he speeds off down the beach, spraying sand on Evan.
Evan looks up at the moon. Unmoved, it looks back down.
He wades into the freezing water. Grit. Salt. Pain.
In a tortured crawl, he swims parallel to the beach. Time goes in and out.
At some point he hears a horn honking and he sees he’s passed the Jeep and he cuts for shore. The waves rush up his back, seething across his shoulders, and he falls over and rips the fin off.
“Rinse yerself,” the master chief says. “I don’t need your sand in my rig.”
Evan does.
He climbs in. The master chief drives him back to another building in the compound. Evan’s teeth are chattering. There’s a big locker room and an open shower, a dozen nozzles and him. The SEALs shower together here. He imagines camaraderie, swim buddies pulling each other through. Evan wonders what that might feel like.
The master chief throws a towel at him and stands still, crossed arms ballooning like Popeye’s. A change of navy-issue clothes sits on a bench along with Evan’s dainty Portuguese loafers. Light-headed, Evan tries not to slump, hang his head, or nod off.
“Just so you know,” Lash says, “I haven’t updated my opinion about you. Not one bit.”
And then—Was that a wink?
Evan doesn’t know if the master chief just winked at him. And that wink would be everything. And there is no way he can ask.
Before he can say anything, the master chief steps back out of the locker room and swings the door shut in Evan’s face.
The water isn’t hot but after what Evan’s been through it feels like a soothing warm spring. The spray singes his toe but it’s not so awful now with the offending nail out. He leans against the wall. He dozes off, catches himself just before he tumbles to the hard tile.
He towels off, dresses. Given the toe, he opts to keep the protective combat boots over the fashionable loafers. Before dumping the loafers in the trash, he removes the secreted-away twenty-dollar bill and transfers it to the same beneath-the-insole spot in the right boot. When he walks outside, no one is around.
The wind blows sand into his face, his teeth.
In a distant parking lot, headlights flare.
He walks over.
As he nears, a shadow of a man climbs out of the driver’s seat of a rusted Toyota pickup and walks away into the night, leaving the truck running, headlights on.
Evan climbs in. The seat receives him. Though it is shitty, it feels so, so plush and comfortable. He could sleep. Right here.
On the passenger seat is a stuffed envelope.
And a burner cell phone, on speaker.
Jack’s voice comes at him from the phone: “I hear you performed passably.”
“Yes.” Evan picks up the envelope. “There was a toe thing.”
“Decent job flying out there as Portuguese national.”
A rare compliment.
Evan braces himself. He tilts the envelope. Out slide three bundles of hundred-dollar bills, a Spanish passport, and a credit card in the name of GUILLERMO RODE ESCANDON.
Jack’s disembodied voice orders, “Come back tomorrow as a Northern Spaniard.”

Exhausted and disheveled, Evan drags himself off the airplane at Dulles International. He is tired of playing someone else, of being on constant alert, of speaking Spanish with a lisp.
Also? He is just plain fucking tired.
As he exits the gate, a slender-shouldered man awaits him, Mr. E.S. scrawled on the sign he displays like a mugshot placard. The guy’s about forty, sandy-blond mustache, looks like a TV salesman for an electronics superstore. Despite his ramrod posture, he can’t be taller than five foot five.
Did Jack actually send someone to pick Evan up, a brief post-mission reprieve? Evan imagines sinking into the soft leather of a backseat, tilting his head to the window, and slumbering.
He approaches warily, speaks the code he has been taught: “Thanks for waiting on the X.”
“That’s the mission, sir.” Protocol confirmed. The man’s name tag reads BOB, another nod to his everyman-ness. “This way.”
There is no bag for the man to take. Evan follows him through the crowded terminal, doing his best not to limp.
They find themselves alone in an elevator heading to Parking Level 3.
“I’m sorry, son,” Bob says, dropping the pretense of formality the instant the doors slide shut. “Jack’s had a heart attack. He’s in the ICU. And it…”—a faint quaver of the voice and Evan wonders how this man knows Jack or if he knows him at all—“… it doesn’t look good.”
A wave of heat washes through Evan, setting his nerves tingling. It cannot be true. It simply cannot be true.
He mouths the words his training has placed at the ready: “Who’s Jack?”
“Jack Johns,” the man says. “I know there are comms directives. I know you are likely feeling denial. But this is real, son. It is serious. And we need to discuss what comes next for you.”
Evan’s vision grows glassy. But he will not cry. Not right now. Not in an elevator with Bob.
He tries not to think about flannel shirts and the smell of single-barrel scotch. Or about Jack’s study with its mallard-green walls. Or about the way Jack smirks when he is amused, that square baseball-catcher head bobbing slightly.
He tries not to think about what Jack means to him. And what it will mean to be in the world without him.
Now the elevator doors part.
Now he is following Bob on numb legs across the parking garage. A family passes them, kids quarreling, parents pack-mule burdened with bags, tugging rolling suitcases on either side of them.
Once they’ve passed, Bob says quietly, “You will be assigned another handler. Your training will continue uninterrupted.”
“Can…?” Evan’s throat closes off. He was going to say Can I see him? but he knows to never confirm anything about his relationship with Jack. He wonders when and how this next phase can be initiated if he cannot communicate about what is happening. He wonders how he will ever continue on his trajectory to become Orphan X without Jack at his back looking out for him.
They cut between two SUVs, sliding alongside a white cleaning van.
Bob stops, facing Evan, hands resting on his shoulders, turning him slightly. “What?” he says, his tone mercifully kind. “What would you like to ask?”
Evan’s lower jaw is trembling ever so slightly. He clenches. He does not trust his throat or his voice.
A faint purring sounds behind him.
A spit hood slams over his head.
He is ripped violently backward into the van.
Slammed on his stomach. A hefty knee crushes into the space between his shoulder blades. Powerful hands zip-tie his wrists behind his back. A needle slips into his neck and he feels the press of warmth into his bloodstream, spreading through shoulder and pectoral and then drawing across the rest of his torso like a funeral shroud.
Has he just been killed?
Has he been captured by enemies of the Program?
Or is this another more brutal phase of training?
The First Commandment slips into his brain—Assume nothing—and then he wobbles out of consciousness into whatever comes next.

His eyes are crusted shut.
He is next-level cold, the air a brisk fifty-something Fahrenheit.
He lies in the dirt. A grave?
Is he dead?
He pries his eyes open. The sun feels blinding, though as his vision adjusts he sees it is 4:00 P.M. low in a dreary gray sky. He is in the middle of a forest. Yellow birch and pine thrust up like totem poles.
He tries to sit up, realizes his wrists are still bound behind him. His shoulders are both asleep, as well as his left arm.
He rolls onto his side. Squat-hunching, he tries to work his bound hands around to his front. He cannot get them over the thick tactical soles of his combat boots.
The next fifteen minutes are spent working his laced-up boots off by shoving them against each other, bringing fresh agony to his injured toe. The left boot finally pries free. He uses his right big toe to tug at the paracord shoelace of the left boot until it, too, pops free.
Now he can swing his hands beneath his feet to get them to his front side. He stands up, pine needles poking through his socks. The ground is so cold it feels wet. The flex-cuffs are standard, made of durable polymers. Using his teeth, he tightens them even more. Then he brings his fists up over his head and slams them down across his rising knee.
A jolt of pain rocks through his forearms but nothing else happens.
He braces himself, does it again. The flex-cuffs snap free.
He has control of all four limbs now. Such as they are.
His pockets have been emptied. No bundles of hundred-dollar bills, no Spanish passport, no credit card under a phony name.
He has nothing aside from a thin layer of clothes. This is how survival, evasion, resistance, and escape training goes.
SERE is hell.
There is nothing Evan hates more.
He collects himself.
First things first.
Boots back on, lace tightly.
As he rises once more, his back aches.
He is not dressed to weather a night in the forest. Not in February.
He has no idea how long he has been unconscious or where he is.
He has been left on the side of a mountain slope. Okay. Catch up to reality and embrace it. Reality, after all, is undefeated.
He scrabbles along a rocky ridge until he comes to a break in the trees. A constricted view shows high elevation and familiar mountain peaks. It appears that he is looking down on the Piedmont foothills, which puts him somewhere in the Bull Run Mountains of Northern Virginia. He estimates he is seventy klicks from Jack’s farmhouse, the place he has called home since his thirteenth year. At nightfall, he’ll be able to orient better by the stars. If he hasn’t frozen to death by then.
He has done much of his SERE training in these mountains.
Though his firecracker toe will slow him down, if he takes the best route sticking to moderate terrain, he can average a bit over five kilometers an hour. That means fourteen hours of hard hiking to get home.
He is depleted from travel and beach runs and underwater knot tying and O-training and the impromptu toe surgery and the cortisol and prolactin wash of thinking Jack was going to die on him. Calorie depletion, drug withdrawal, and the stress of being kidnapped don’t help.
He is sitting down on a rocky outcropping.
His groggy head tips into his hands.
He is alive. Jack is not dead.
He is overcome with emotion, everything rushing him all at once. He feels it pressing through the back of his face, constricting his throat, loosening his sinuses.
He yells. A deep-chested bellow of grief and pain and fear that rolls out across the valley and comes back to him. The echo is the loneliest sound he’s ever heard.
One primal scream is all he will allow himself.
Energy is low and night is coming. He has to get to work.
He is down to a long-sleeved T-shirt and cammy pants and nothing else. He stuffs his shirt with moss for warmth and then finds a stream in which to wash his toe. It looks angry but not yet infected. The chill stream shocks him alert. The freezing water is exceedingly painful but he holds the foot under until the toe goes numb. Always clean your gear even when the gear is just body parts. The thought of fourteen hours of hiking on a bum foot elicits in him utter dread, but he pushes the sentiment down.
As he pulls his socks back on, he is struck by a lightning bolt of hope. The twenty-dollar bill. It takes a few tries to peel up the right boot’s insole, but there it is.
Bob & Co. clearly missed it when they dumped him out here.
He realizes he is laughing out loud like a crazy person.
Twenty bucks is not much. But it’s not nothing. Twenty bucks opens up his options.
Nightfall is coming on. To avoid freezing, he needs to get moving. The first stars are blinking into visibility, and his training tells him to orient himself and go. Hiking will work up body heat and that will keep him alive.
And yet.
With a twenty-dollar bill there might be another way. Does he risk waiting to find out?
The path up the mountain is steep and rocky. It looks to be no more than a few kilometers, but already dusk is crowding in, messing with his depth perception. He doesn’t have a lot of energy to waste, let alone time spent shivering in the cold.
But he takes the risk, scrambling upslope.
He gets near the peak, a clear patch with a panoramic view.
Then he waits.
Darkness bleeds slowly into what’s left of dusk. He studies the horizon.
The stars come clearer.
There is still nothing in sight but endless trees and slopes and valleys.
He is just beginning to think that he bet wrong when he sees it to the east—a distant glow of electricity at the edge of a valley. It is a mirage? He waits for the last glow to leach from the sky, turning up the volume on those man-made lights.
A town.
He gauges it at ten klicks.
Ten klicks beats seventy every time.
He starts off.
The going is rough. Between hiking intervals, he starts fires to coax frostbite out of his fingers, but never pauses for long. The sky is pregnant and he has to beat the rain. Beneath a rotting log, he finds a stand of browning cattails to eat. He takes the last third of the distance in a single go, his feet rubbed raw in his boots.
When he finally stumbles out of the woods, bedraggled like a mountain man, he can scarcely breathe because his teeth are chattering so badly. He is at the edge of a small town and there are lights and movement all around, so much sudden humanity that his head swims. He stares at what he is looking at, trying to make it make sense.
A traveling fair.
And not a small one.
There is a massive Ferris wheel and spinny rides and trailers and hot-dog stalls and carnival games. There are families and couples holding hands and carnival workers of various ages. He drifts forward in stunned disbelief, passing a strongman game where guys are lined up to smash a lever with a rubber-headed mallet. A figure-eight coaster whooshes by, the car sending out a wash of air and screams. A colorful sign over a house of mirrors spells out a devil’s promise: WHY NOT NOW? FUNN FUNN FUNN!! An exhausted mom hip-carries a toddler inexplicably swathed in a ladybug costume. “No, Madison,” she intones. “The Dragon Wagon went ni-night.”
Given Evan’s current state and lack of group social experiences, his brain hardly knows how to process what he is seeing.
People pay money. To strap themselves into machines. Which throw them around in a completely safe manner. So they can experience—what? Fake risk? Zero-stakes fear? Ordinary life confounds him. How far this all seems from the concrete jungle he grew up in and the wild and dangerous life he navigates now. His are worlds that break people apart and—if they’re lucky—remake them stronger.
He drifts past a shooting-gallery game that is clearly rigged, the misalignment of the sights on the barrels evident even at distance. He notes where an anchor bolt could be loosened on a Tilt-A-Whirl to make the track come apart and cause disaster. He thinks back to that three-mile night swim he’d undertaken through shark-infested waters with his feet, ripped-open big toe and all, rammed into Inquisition flippers and can scarcely believe it was less than twenty-four hours ago.
People are staring at him and he realizes he has forgotten to pull the moss out from beneath his shirt. He finds a vacant porta-potty and tugs the natural insulation free. In the tiny clouded mirror he does his best to clean himself up, but the water leaks slowly from the plastic faucet and the sewage reek is revving his OCD; he can practically feel the stench taking up residence in his lungs.
He comes back out.
Light-headed from exertion and calorie depletion, he stumbles on the two plywood steps and bumps into a passerby.
The guy wheels on him. Whorls of facial hair form a ragged almost-beard. Around Evan’s age, he looks ropy and wolfish, a too-big jean jacket hanging on his tall frame. His name tag, CLAY, sports the carnival logo.
Evan says, “Sorry.”
“You drunk, man? A meth-head?”
Clay shoves him. Evan lets him.
Evan says, “No.”
“This is a family place, man.” There is booze on Clay’s breath, something cheap and syrupy like triple sec. “You look like a fuckin’ hobo.”
Clay goes to shove him again but Evan swats his hand aside.
“Don’t,” Evan says. “I’m not in the mood.”
“Not in the mood?” Clay snickers. “Or just scared?”
On the main thoroughfare, people keep whisking by, the altercation by the row of porta-potties relatively unseen . Evan cannot kill anyone. Jack has recounted the cautionary tales—the SEAL who accidently snapped a guy’s neck in a bar fight in Virginia Beach, the Delta candidate who paralyzed a mouthy outlaw biker at a gas station when the guy fell back in a fight and hit his head on a curb. Evan stares at Clay’s throat. He can see the pulse beating faintly in the side of his neck. But it cannot happen.
Never let an innocent die. The Tenth Commandment.
And the Eighth: Never kill a kid.
But oh how he wants to.
Clay sucks his teeth at him. “Not tonight, dear, says the scared little faggot. I’m not in the mood.”
Evan shows his palms, backpedaling. Clay holds his spot and eye contact, watching Evan go.
Once Evan disappears into the crowd, he searches out food. Everything is junky—cotton candy, caramel popcorn, funnel cake. He cannot risk the crash after a sugar high. One stall has a bag of FunTime trail mix for $3.99.
The family in line ahead of him debate what to do with a knocked-out three-year-old in a stroller. “We’d better play the keep-the-baby-awake game till we get him in the car,” the dad says. He starts to tickle the child, who stirs and grunts.
The grandmother considers the sleeping boy, one angular arm flopped to her side, hand perched out from the wrist as if awaiting a cigarette holder. Her head is drawn back with Dorothy Parker wry cynicism. “Perhaps a shock collar,” she observes.
Her daughter swats her: “Mother!”
Evan buys his little bag of protein, breaking the precious and slightly moist twenty-dollar bill. The girl working the register is high-school cute, with baby-fat cheeks and braces.
He asks, “Is there a bus stop nearby, ma’am?”
“‘Ma’am’? Ain’t you cute?”
A surge of self-consciousness rolls through him. He knows he looks a mess with his dirt-smeared cheeks and stretched-out lowest-bidder navy shirt. Part of him is still back at the Pride House Group Home in his worn-thin foster-kid jeans, hungry and filthy, the kind of boy that respectable folks crossed the street to avoid.
The girl points southward. “’Bout a half mile that way. They’re running ’em late ’cuz the carnival.”
Her skin is shiny and clean, her breath watermelon gum. She seems like something from a movie, something perfect and pure around which he deserves no place.
Again he senses the dried dirt streaks on his arms, the side of his neck, and he lowers his eyes. “Thank you.”
Sitting on a bale of hay, he picks out the almonds, peanuts, yogurt-covered raisins, and dark chocolate chips, eschewing the mini-marshmallows. On an adjacent bale, two scrawny middle-school kids wearing black concert T-shirts discuss a stuffed-animal prize they won, a salamander in pajamas and roller skates.
“So lame,” one kids snickers. “Like, why would an axolotl wear PJs with axolotls on it? It’s not like humans go around wearing suits with pictures of little humans on them.”
Through a break in the stream of carnivalgoers, Evan spots Clay across the way. Now he has two friends with him and he is leaning to talk to them out of the side of his mouth, his gaze locked on Evan.
“Not as lame as the roller skates,” the nerdy friend says. “Real useful for all their extensive land travel. Like: ‘There goes that highly mobile axolotl!’”
Clay and his buddies knife through the crowd, heading Evan’s way.
Evan thinks, Here we go.
He rises, moving quickly in the opposite direction, toward the scattering of trailers he noted on the east side of the carnival.
The crowd thins out as he nears the park’s periphery. The area is unlit, though the glow of the rides follows him. He hears shuffling footsteps behind him, quickening.
“Ole boy looks homeless,” one of the other guys says.
“And scared,” Clay’s voice pipes in. “Go hand in hand, Franky.”
Evan takes a hard right around a corner, heading up a dark alley hemmed in by trailers on either side. The last in line are parked tightly perpendicular against the side of a barn, forming a makeshift cul-de-sac.
Precisely what he is seeking. There are three of them and one of him. He can guard his back here, the dead end horseshoeing him. And the position gives him three walls to shove off for leverage, shatter noses against, bounce heads off.
These boys, they think they’ve cornered him alone.
But that means they have to be alone with him.
As he heads into the cul-de-sac, the light of the Ferris wheel spills across his shoulders, laying his shadow clear on the ground before him. He can see the three kids’ shadows as well, sweeping around the corner, stretching along the sides of the trailers. He gauges distance.
“Ole boy took a wrong turn,” Franky’s voice says. “Whatja think, Dale? Think he needs a escort outta here?”
Laughter.
“You ran the wrong way, m’man,” Clay says. “’S what happens when you run scared.”
Franky again: “You scared, ole boy? What you think we’re gonna do to you?”
Dale now: “Definitely scared. Look at him. Gimp leg and everything.”
Evan reaches the dead end and turns.
The three young men spread out, blocking his egress, and sidle closer. Evan takes one step back out of the reach of the light, the shadow of the barn eclipsing him, turning him into a dark outline.
“Scaredy-cat’s done run himself into a trap,” Clay says.
Evan scans them. No guns beneath their shirts, but he can make out the slender outline of an everyday-carry knife in Clay’s front right pocket.
“Look, I’ve been there,” Evan says.
Franky sidles forward a step. “Where’s that?”
Evan reminds himself once more not to kill anyone. He keeps his voice low: “Where you are. Nothing better to do but go find trouble. But you don’t want this trouble.”
“You been there?” Dale brays laughter, jerks a thumb. “He’s been there?”
“I severely doubt that,” Clay says. “You look like a rich kid from a soft neighborhood. Got meth-hooked, think you had it rough. You don’t understand rough though. Not till you’ve traveled this country like we have, set up in all kinds of places with all kinds of tough guys.”
“Tryin’ to bluff his way out,” Franky says, drawing even with Clay. “He’s scared as shit.”
Evan waits in the shadows.
Clay draws himself fully upright. A tall kid, he wears boots with blocky heels and a flaming-skull tattoo on the soft underbelly of his left forearm.
“That a butterfly knife in your left front pocket?” Evan says.
Clay looks surprised. “Switchblade.”
Sure enough, Evan can make out the tiny dimple of the button. “Quaint,” he says.
“‘Quaint’?” Clay says. “Listen to how this scared motherfucker talks.”
Evan pictures that master chief up in his face, head tilted, words flying.
Are you scared? You look fucking scared.
No, sir.
Get it outta yer eyes then.
He draws in a breath. Four-second hold. Release. He feels himself snap into solidity, rigid like steel.
“You’ve made a mistake,” he says. “You think you were stalking me up this alley. But you weren’t. I was leading you here.”
Franky says, “’Z that so?”
Clay: “Led us here to get yer ass kicked?”
Assorted chuckles.
Evan says, “I know you think you’re intimidating with your mangy beards and second-rate tattoos, your shitkicker boots and broad shoulders. You been in plenty of fights, sure, and three-to-one makes you confident. But I want you to look at me. Look at me closely. And ask yourself…”
He steps forward out of shadow and into the band of light from the park, and the big tall glow of the Ferris wheel catches him square in the face and he can feel the heat of it right through his pupils and he knows his eyes are shining like the eyes of a great cat and his muscle memory already has the fight choreography, which thumb to jam into which eye, the low shuddering dig of a close-in body shot, the crackling yield of a floating rib.
“… do I look scared?”
All three sets of eyes flare—fear, surprise, adrenaline—and he sees Clay’s emotions migrate from terror to ramped-up aggression and Clay’s right hand balls into a fist and his legs tense to lunge.
Evan darts forward, fingers held together and slightly curved, the tips forming a spear. Generate power through legs and hips, rapid arm extension, the bil jee strike landing squarely on the impression of the switchblade button in Clay’s pocket.
Evan’s middle fingertip strikes and already he’s driving the heel of the same hand forward, jabbing the knife handle down to angle into the vastus lateralis of the thigh.
A ffffft sound as carbon steel ejects into flesh.
Clay looks down.
The handle is jogged forward, tenting the pocket and trapping the blade in place. A red carnation blooms on the denim.
Clay wails.
He hops on one leg but the blade is inside him and wedged in the pocket; any movement skewers him deeper. Franky and Dale have parted like the Red Sea, shoulders to opposing trailers, horror lighting their faces.
Clay screams and topples onto his side, jackknifing.
“Don’t move,” Evan says. “Stop moving.”
Whimpering, Clay stills, hands hovering above the embedded knife.
“You’ll be fine,” Evan tells him. “It’s just slipped beneath the dermis where all the nerves are.” He looks at the two others. “But he can’t move much. And he can’t walk. Not until you carry him back to get his jeans cut off.”
Dale and Franky blink at him.
“Or,” Evan says, “we can continue.”
Clay’s jerking breaths fill the brief silence. Wafting breeze from the fair brings a whiff of popcorn and shouts of delight.
Dale and Franky snap into motion, scurrying to Clay. They lift him gingerly, legs and armpits, and stagger out of the alley, grunting.
It takes some time.
Clay moans and makes gagging noises.
Here at the periphery it is dark and cold and Evan feels even more alone than he did when he stirred into consciousness abandoned in the forest. He stands in the dead end until the grunts and cries fade, until there is only the smell of cotton candy and the distant sound of laughter, the glow of life and fun at the center of things.
Then he starts for the bus stop.

The convenience mart attached to the gas station has rubbing alcohol and days-old hot dogs spinning greasily on a roller grill. He grabs the rubbing alcohol and stares a moment at the hot dogs, tempted. In the end he opts for a bag of beef jerky and a small bottle of water, saving ten bucks for the bus. A ride this distance is eight bucks but he wants two for overage in case there’s been an increase.
He sits on the curb at the air pumps, pries his boot off gingerly, and peels the sock free. The toe stares up at him woefully. The smell is not good.
There is more road to travel and he cannot afford infection.
Thunder rumbles through the night sky, and the air tastes wet and heavy. Time to get on with it. He uncaps the rubbing alcohol, braces himself, and dumps it over the gash of the nail bed. Squeezing his eyes against the pain, he rides out the sting, which proves to have legs.
He allots himself five breaths, same as the SEAL instructor with the janky scissors gave him. Then he eases sock and boot back on, gets up, and heads next door to the bus station.
He checks the boards, finds a solitary route to Arlington, and gets in line. Ahead of him, a heavy woman wrangles two bratty kids who twist and turn weightlessly when she grabs their arms. Her hair is taken up in a messy bun, her face flushed menopausally.
After she finishes, he steps up to the window and asks for a ticket.
The clerk, a humorless long-faced man, prints one out.
“That’ll be twelve dollars.”
Evan has perhaps his first moment of full-fledged denial in his life. “Sorry, what?”
“Twelve dollars.”
He only has ten left of his twenty. It cannot be that he miscalculated. He could not have been this foolish. His brain is out of juice. He feels like he is slowly winding down.
“It’s normally eight bucks,” he says helplessly.
The clerk says, “We added late routes for the carnival. Late routes cost more.”
Two dollars. Evan has made it all this way only to come up two bucks short.
The clerk goes back to a well-worn paperback, something called One Shot with a target on the cover. Evan knows not to make a scene. The bus leaves in ten minutes, and stealing or figuring out how to stow away seems unlikely in that time.
In a daze, he turns around and walks out of the bus station.
He can feel the weight of his flesh, exhaustion pulling at his bones.
He sinks roughly to the curb. His shoulders slump. His head lolls forward.
He knows there is always something to do but he is so, so tired and he cannot think of anything.
Thunder roars again and the sky opens up. He miscalculated that, too.
It pours down on him.
He lets it.
Pouring off the back of his head, draining off his cheeks, his lips.
He wants to melt into the gutter and wash away.
“Hey,” a voice says behind him. And then: “Hey!”
His head feels like it’s filled with sand. With great effort, he turns.
It’s the flustered mom from inside, leaning out the doorway, one hand pressed flat to the glass pane. “D’ya need my help, hon?”
He has no idea why this question—this tiny kindness—makes him want to cry.
“I’m two bucks short,” he says. “To get home.”
“Well, come on up out of that rain. We can certainly find you two dollars.”
His aching muscles obey on a slight tape delay. But he rises.
“C’mon now,” she says, one hand on his shoulder, guiding him in and back to the ticket counter. “You look like you’ve had a tough run.”
Approaching the counter he feels ashamed and so, so grateful.
He tries to thank her but his mouth just clutches.
“It’s okay, hon,” she says, dipping into her wide-mouthed purse. “Sometimes we all just need a little help.”

When at long last Evan hobbles up the long dirt road to the farmhouse, there is a strange truck in Jack’s driveway. A Chevy Silverado with a UVA law school license-plate frame.
He stares at it, frozen in his boots. He is not sure he can handle one more surprise this night. It might as well be an alien spacecraft.
He does not know how long he has been standing there, shoulders zombie-tilted, staring at the truck. But at some point he comes back into himself.
As he has been instructed for circumstances like this, he circles the house to enter through the back door. No one is to see him. He is a secret, an Orphan.
Given Jack’s meticulousness, he is not to leave a trace in the house. He rinses off with a hose that has been coiled beneath the back stoop to ensure it doesn’t freeze solid. After shedding his boots, he washes his blistered feet, cringing as the water sluices across his left toe.
The cold water is nearly unbearable.
He pats dry as best he can and digs dirt out from beneath his remaining nine nails.
He leaves his clothes in a filthy heap beneath the stoop with the hose. He will burn them later. He wears boxer briefs and nothing else. Shivering violently, he enters the back door into the kitchen.
Voices carry up the hall from Jack’s office.
A young man’s voice. Confident.
Once or twice Jack has mentioned a first cousin once removed who is in college.
Trembling and mostly naked, Evan eases silently through the kitchen and up the hall.
He reaches the stairs up to his room, hesitates, and then moves past them to eavesdrop outside Jack’s study. Warmth from the fire emanates from the room, flickers against the hallway wall, making it glow. He knows he shouldn’t be here, that this is an unspoken violation.
“… if you know she’s the one, then what are you waiting for?” Jack is saying. “There’s never the right time for it. There’s never a right time for anything—getting married, having a kid, deciding to move. It’s up to you to fill up your life. You make your own timing. You make your own stability. You make your own family.”
Bare in the hall, Evan recoils as if stung. It’s not just the words. It’s the tone Jack is using. Gentle.
He never uses that tone with Evan.
Evan creeps upstairs, wincing with every other step, and plunges himself into a steaming shower. He knows he should hurry since there is still wood to chop before he can sleep but instead he leans in, letting the nozzle blast the top of his head. With enough water running down his face, he can pretend he isn’t crying.
By the time he’s out and dressed, the Silverado is gone. He stares out the dormer window as fresh snow layers over the tire tracks.
The record player is going downstairs. Evan cocks his heads, listens. Dvorak’s New World Symphony. Jack loves its trills and turns and falling fourths, its references to Beethoven’s Ninth and black spirituals.
He tapes his toe and hobbles downstairs. Jack remains in his armchair, swirling liquid amber in a cut-crystal lowball. Within view on the side table, framed in tarnished silver, rests the photograph of his late wife with her seventies oversize eyeglasses and the curtain of brown hair that falls to her waist.
Evan knows already that when Jack is dead and gone, this is how he will most remember him, sitting in his armchair among the crowded bookshelves with his single-barrel, listening to an orchestra played by needle.
“I heard you,” Evan says.
An accusation.
Jack does not react. His eyes alone shift over to take him in.
Despite Evan’s best efforts, the volume of his voice ticks up: “I heard the advice you gave him.”
“Control your mood,” Jack says.
“‘A full life.’ ‘Stability.’ ‘A family.’”
“Mind your emotion,” Jack says.
“You’ve never given me advice like that. Not once.”
“Check your vitals,” Jack says.
“No!” Evan shouts, the stress of this unending mission piling up inside him. “I heard you. You want that for him. Not for me.”
He has never shouted at Jack.
He does not know what will happen next. Perhaps the world will implode.
The rocks glass rests on a coaster to Jack’s side. He tents his hand above it, turns it precisely 180 degrees, sets it back down. “So you heard me talking to Court.”
Court. Stupid rich-kid name.
“And,” Jack asks slowly, “you think my advice was a sign of what? Respect? Care? Affection?”
Evan’s face burns, his nonverbal tells spilling out everywhere. He is wildly out of control.
He says, “Sure.”
Jack lifts his gaze to meet Evan’s. “That I don’t have toward you.”
Evan musters courage. “Yes.”
“Because you’re just an Orphan. And I’m just your handler.”
“Yes.”
Jack chuckles then, a low grumble, and Evan’s shame flares even hotter.
His ears are burning. Why the ears?
“Two stories,” Jack says.
“What?”
“There are two stories here you can choose between.”
“This is reality,” Evan spits. “It’s about my life. It’s not about stories.”
“Sure it is. Deal with the world like you’re in a story. And the world will respond in kind.”
“That makes no sense. What’s that even mean?”
“Do you really want to know?” Jack says. “That requires listening.”
Evan says, “Yes,” though he does not want to listen at all.
Jack downs the last of his scotch.
Then he pulls himself forward in his armchair, reaches into a heretofore invisible ice bucket at his far side, and drops a spherical ice cube into a fresh glass. Next he lifts a squat unmarked bottle of clear liquid from the same spot.
Jack uncaps the bottle and pours in a splash.
Evan is stunned by what he is witnessing. Jack never doesn’t drink scotch. It feels like another small piece of his world is crumbling. He is inexplicably furious and slightly intrigued.
“What is that?”
“Vodka,” Jack says. “A friend makes his own.”
“Who?”
“That master chief I had run you around some.”
“Why not scotch?” Evan says accusatorily.
“Because I want to think clear, not deep.”
Jack takes a minuscule sip, closes his eyes to really taste it. A pleased exhale.
“Now,” he says, settling back. “Two stories. Want the first?”
Evan says, “Sure.”
“You’re a foster kid no one wanted and no one cares about. I’m being paid to turn you into an expendable weapon. If you drown in a training tank or die on a night swim or freeze to death in the mountains, no one gives a shit. We’ll find another. There are countless kids no one wants in this country. You are replaceable. That’s the whole point of you. You’re not like Court, a young man with a future, deserving of love and happiness. Deserving of belonging.”
The words assail Evan. His worst fears and deepest shame all at once.
His mouth has gone dry. He cannot respond.
“That’s one story. If you act like that story is the truth, it will become truth. You’ll force it on the world and the world’ll be only too happy to accommodate.” Jack lifts the glass and it catches the light of the fireplace, setting the spirit twinkling in the crystal. “Or…”
It takes a moment for Evan to find his voice again: “Or what?”
“Or maybe you’re in another story. Maybe I’m not just your handler. Maybe I’m your guardian angel.”
Evan gives a low snicker. The noise is cheap, below him and his training, but he cannot help it.
“You’re sore about that toenail,” Jack continues. “That surprise we all caught when those young men tried to jump you at the carnival. The psyops play at the airport. I get it. But we left you that twenty-dollar bill in your boot, didn’t we?”
Shock tingles across Evan’s skin and he remembers: Jack knows everything.
“You did all that. Now look at you. Sitting here strong.”
Jack takes another exacting sip of vodka. Evan studies it through the crystal. Something about it beckons to him.
“As for Court? That boy couldn’t handle that. Not one single part of it.”
All the air has gone out of Evan. It is the highest praise Jack has ever paid him. And yet he would trade the compliment in a moment. He would trade everything to be the one with a Chevy Silverado and a law school license-plate frame and a girlfriend who was the one, the one he could start a family with.
“The world’s fragile, Evan. You know that. You know how quickly this can all go away. Like that.” Jack’s broad-knuckled fingers snap. “One leaked location of an Ohio-class sub. A seizure of a key diplomat at Dubai International. An arms shipment deliberately sent across a red line. Men like Court can’t know that. You. You have to know it.”
“Why?”
“So you’ll know what to do when it matters. You have to carry it. For everyone who can’t.”
“Like a curse.”
“Not everyone has a chance to carry something heavier than they are. Few folks ever get that honor.”
“Honor?” Evan says. “Honor?”
“To know that everything you say and do matters.”
“Bullshit,” Evan says. “I’m not that important.”
Jack takes another measured sip, swallows. Then says again in that low rumble: “Everything you say and do matters, son.”
“It doesn’t. It can’t. You can say that, Jack. But it’s bullshit. So why should I just act that way?”
“Because,” Jack says, “that’s what makes it true.”
Evan feels awash in fear and grace but nothing so much as confusion.
You are replaceable. That’s the whole point of you.
Or: You have to carry it. For everyone who can’t.
He stares at the lowball glass set on the side table at Jack’s elbow. His mouth twitches.
“Well,” he says, a touch sourly, “which story is it?”
With a groan, Jack pulls himself up out of the armchair. He lifts the crystal glass, fingers tented across the mouth so it dangles low at his side. The ice globe rolls alluringly.
He pauses, not looking at Evan but past him to the hall where he is headed.
“That,” Jack says, “is up to you.”
He lets the glass thunk down on the old letter desk at Evan’s side. A finger of vodka pointedly remains in the glass.
“Now get moving,” he says. “That wood’s not gonna chop itself.”
Evan listens to his footsteps moving away. As Jack’s words turn inside him, he feels a shuddering of light move through him and then a sudden peace. He dips his chin, gives a private smile that even he does not understand.
He reaches for the glass. Gives the remaining half inch of vodka a swirl. Hesitates.
Then he lifts it to his lips.
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1
All Fight. No Flight.
Shiny penny-size blood drops on the white tile floor of the East Los Angeles bodega reflect back the sterile fluorescent lights above. In the immediate wake of the violence, the bodega is deserted, aside from the clerk who clutches his chest with one hand and covers his mouth with the other. His ancient sun-beaten skin is paper thin, and he is frail, bones tenting the fabric of his off-brand polo. He has seen a lot of violence in his day. But nothing like this.
A finger, cleanly sliced off, has landed on the cloudy plastic mat beside the cash register. An arm, severed just below the elbow, rests on the floor a short distance from the check-out counter. The wrist, grotesquely, still wears a retro Pac-Man watch. The clerk is incapable of tearing his gaze away.
A display of Hostess desserts is knocked over from the post-ambush struggle, Ho Hos, Twinkies, and Sno Balls strewn across the spattered floor. Ghostly crimson footprints choreograph the struggle where five grown men attacked Lesandro, a fifteen-year-old boy they had mistaken for a rival gang member.
The revelation of Lesandro’s mistaken identity came only after half of his limb was cleaved from his body in a single hack. In an instant the boy had been transformed from mistaken target to innocent to witness capable of testifying against his five attackers, his own disfigurement ensuring the hit on him had to proceed. In the momentary confusion, Lesandro had managed—barely—to flee.
A bloody handprint mars the glass of the single automatic door, which bangs open and shut against Lesandro’s shed Air Jordan, which lies trapped in the threshold. Night air blows through in sporadic puffs, tasting of car exhaust, oil, carne asada on a distant grill.
If you ease through the oscillating gap into the chill black night, you can follow various footprints for a half block until the red fades away. After that, a convenient trail of dribbled blood continues to mark the way. You might catch up, if not to Lesandro, panting and wild-eyed, then at least to the five men in pursuit of him.
A half block behind him but closing the gap, they wear wifebeaters or white T-shirts with blocks of blue, red, and green. They wear headbands or backward baseball caps with flat brims. They wear expressions of teeth-bared malice and flecks of blood on their cheeks.
You might not believe there is a gang as vicious as MS-13, but that speaks only to the limits of your imagination. The decades-old Trinitarios were birthed in Rikers Island to protect Dominican inmates from the Salvadorans, Latin Kings, Bloods, and other predators feeding inside the lethal prison ecosystem. Their weapons of choice are machetes because, they are fond of saying, a gun runs out of bullets but a blade never does. Torture and murder, home invasions and drug running, they do it all. So vicious are they that the gang itself splinters and those splinters splinter until they are a rageful disintegration of packs turning on themselves, maiming and killing indiscriminately.
An East Coast gang, they have recently spread to make inroads on the left coast, a murderous manifest destiny. These five Trinitarios are at the forefront, franchise openers for East L.A.
Right now they are picking up steam.
Lesandro is losing steam. Understandably so.
His sock flops from his shoeless foot. He stumbles and weaves along the sidewalk, occasional passersby darting to safety in doorways or sprinting across the street. His face is pale, lips dry and cracked, flaked with cotton in the corners. Now he can hear the footfall behind him, quickening.
Cupping his stump, he bolts up a narrow and dark side road, the streetlights flickering or shot out overhead. On either side of the potholed stretch of asphalt loom long-abandoned places of business—a graffiti-covered mechanic shop, a shut-down textile-processing plant, a low-income housing unit scorched through with arsonist’s fire. Jagged mouths of window openings sip in the night. Discarded furniture rises from dumpsters.
As Lesandro casts a frantic glance over his shoulder, he staggers into a parking meter, which knocks him across the curb and into the street.
A truck bears down.
Not just any truck.
A discreet-armored Ford F-150.
Behind the wheel sits a shadowed form of a man, ordinary of size and bearing.
The truck halts abruptly, veering sharply to barely avoiding finishing what the Trinitarios started in the bodega.
Lesandro slams into the passenger-side door of the truck. Internally lined with bullet-resistant Kevlar, it does not dent. He takes a few wobbly steps up onto the curb and leans against a rough brick wall beside a blown-out window. Breath heaves from him.
His pursuers near, backlit. Their shadows pull high up the dilapidated buildings, a convoy of ghouls. If you squint, you might make out the silhouettes of machetes at their sides, dancing along the wall.
Lesandro is a sweet boy with Gauguin eyes and a broad, pleasing nose. He sags against the brick rise, his face tilted down. He is drooling. At his side, wind sucks through the broken pane, a wail that underscores his own labored breathing.
The men rush forward, closing in on Lesandro.
The truck’s passenger door flies open, catching the first in line squarely.
He body-slams into the door, his nose meeting the laminated armor glass of the window. The glass does not crack, but one cheek and two ribs do. The man emits not so much a grunt as an ejection of air, and collapses onto the street. Inside the truck, the dark form in the driver’s seat leans over once again, and the door pulls shut above the unconscious body.
The other four men halt in the darkness of the street, weapons dangling at their sides, breath huffing in the February air. Three of the men wield machetes. One holds instead a slender steel pipe. Silence befalls the street.
The driver’s door opens.
An Original S.W.A.T. tactical boot sets down onto the street.
The man emerges.
He is known by different names—Orphan X, the Nowhere Man, Evan Smoak.
He removes a rugged-looking phone from his pocket and dials three numbers, gazing calmly at the men. “Yes, hello. Please send ambulances and PD to this location. I’ll text decimal coordinates now. There are six injured parties.”
The Trinitarios look at him, more perplexed than angry, their heads tilted in comical unison.
“Yes, six,” Orphan X continues. “The most acute is a young man with a severed left arm and a finger missing from his right hand. The wound has just been stabilized and I’ve started fluids. The arm is likely gone but please bring a waterproof bag and ice container for the finger in case it can be located.”
“Hey,” one of the gangsters says. And then, louder, “Hey!”
Orphan X holds up a just-a-sec finger to him, listening to the question over the phone. “The other injuries? Those have yet to be ascertained.”
On the ground by the passenger door, the fallen man releases a moan of pain before falling unconscious again.
“Rapa tu mai,” one of his cohorts hisses at Orphan X through irregular gold teeth.
“Depending on how this goes,” Orphan X says into the phone, “you may want to send a hearse as well.”
He hangs up. Frowns at the screen. Thumbs once. A bloop sound effect confirms the conveyance of coordinates to 911.
Casually, he circles the back of his truck, passing within feet of the poleaxed gang members as he walks over to Lesandro. Blood drools from the stump through the thumb and remaining three fingers of the boy’s good hand. His teeth chatter.
Orphan X takes the boy gently by the shoulders and slides him down the wall to sit. Wind hisses across the broken glass of the pane to their side. A weathered mural of a young mother and her younger girl remains faded on the brick near them, dates bookending too-short lives, a memorial for the Trinitarios’ last innocent bystanders.
Lesandro’s teeth chatter some more. “My watch,” he says. “I c-can’t find my watch.”
Crouching over him, Orphan X says, “It’s okay. We’ll get it soon enough.”
“Yo,” one of the attackers says, stepping forward. “What the fuck, mamagüevo? You know where you are right now?”
The machete tap-tap-taps the outside of his thigh.
Orphan X turns to appraise the man in full. His white T-shirt looks useful.
Orphan X’s left hand blurs and a Strider folding knife lifts from his pocket, snapped open by the very gesture. The machete has no chance to lift from the man’s side before Orphan X steps forward and punches the knife into the intercostal space between the man’s second and third ribs. Air hisses out as the lung collapses.
Orphan X push-kicks him in the hip, spinning him around, grabbing a fistful of shirt at the back collar, and whipping the Strider upward to rake through the fabric.
The man falls out of his own shirt and fetal-curls on the asphalt, lips guppying.
The three remaining men take an inadvertent step away.
Again, Orphan X turns his back on them.
Returns focus to the boy.
He pulls the ribboned shirt taut and starts tying it around the boy’s arm, just above the stump. The boy’s lost left forearm and hand will be unusable, but the missing finger of the right hand shows a clean amputation line. Given the damage on the other side, it would be beneficial for the boy to retain all five digits of his dominant hand.
One of Lesandro’s feet wags back and forth, the dirty sock half pulled off over the toes. His head dips, eyelids fluttering.
“Look at me,” Orphan X says. “Look at my eyes. See my nose? We’re here together.”
Lesandro’s gaze comes into brief focus.
“Name. What’s your name?”
His lips move but the rest of his face stays locked in shock. “L-Lesandro … Candella.”
“Where is your finger?”
Lesandro jerks his head slightly to the north. “Bodega. Block that way. Where they j-jumped me.”
Weak words. Heavily accented English. The rhythm of the accent sounds Dominican.
Orphan X cinches the knot. He proffers the tail of fabric to Lesandro so he can hold it tight. “Fist or mouth?”
Lesandro’s right hand clenches weakly. “Mouth.”
Orphan X guides the end of the makeshift torniquet to Lesandro’s teeth, and the boy clenches down. Orphan X sends a second text to 911. Retrieve severed digit in bodega one block west.
From behind them: “Yo, bitch. We gonna take your head.”
Orphan X rises once more, turns to face his recent interlocutor. He’s the biggest of the group, a low wide belly stretching a guayabera shirt, slugs of belly fat hanging out the bottom hem on either side.
“How thick is that pipe?” Orphan X asks him.
The fat man’s eyes jag briefly to the pipe in his raised fist, time enough for Orphan X to crash forward and lock it up with both hands, slamming it into the man’s broad chest. One of the other men swings the machete at Orphan X’s head but X skips forward, propelling the fat man with him, and the blade sails past him, embedding in the shoulder of the third man.
An unhuman wail. The injured man falls away, the flesh-buried machete coming with him, his friend staring with dismay.
Orphan X twists the pipe from the fat man’s grip and in a single swift motion rotates it up beneath the padded chin, shattering the jaw. Before the fat man can tumble, Orphan X spins to crack the last man standing on the side of the neck. A debilitating blow that crushes the carotid artery, disrupting blood flow to the brain. It also strikes the vagus nerve, dropping heart rate and blood pressure, and the man himself to the asphalt.
Five men down, drawing rasping breaths or whimpering. The flickering streetlights bathe them in horror-movie lighting.
Orphan X returns to Lesandro. White-faced, the boy holds the end of the tourniquet between his clenched jaws. Orphan X tries to take it back from him, but the boy will not let go.
“Hey. Hey. Look at me. It’s okay. You did great. You can let go now.”
Lesandro releases his jaws.
Orphan X slips the slender pipe through the knotted fabric and twists it, cinching the tourniquet tighter. After a turn and a half, the boy passes out.
That’s good. He could use a break.
Orphan X tucks the pipe beneath the boy’s armpit to hold the tension and walks back to his truck.
The man puddled beside the passenger door manages to hoists himself up onto his elbows, blood from his shattered nose streaming over his mouth and chin like a wide-based goatee.
As Orphan X passes, he stoops to strike him in the side of the head, a quick jab that knocks him unconscious once more.
Orphan X hops in the truck and reverses swiftly, tucking the truck into an alley ten meters away. From the locked vaults in the truck bed, he removes a bag of saline, tubing, and duct tape. As he jogs back to the boy, he notices the man with the machete embedded in his shoulder hunched on his side, fingers digging at the leg of his jeans. The denim cuff has hiked up, revealing a revolver in an ankle holster. Orphan X kicks him in the side of the head, knocking him out for good. He removes the revolver, heels it down a sewer grate.
Back to Lesandro. Spiking the saline bag, he slips the catheter into the antecubital vein in the good arm. The boy stirs but does not wake.
Orphan X squeezes the bag to start the saline bolus. Lesandro’s eyes flutter open.
Orphan X eases him onto his side, cupping his cheek so it doesn’t strike the pavement. “You’re safe now,” he says. “You can rest some.”
At last comes the sound of sirens, perhaps a half mile away.
Orphan X duct-tapes the saline bag to the brick wall above the boy’s body, letting gravity do its work.
To his side, the fat man grunts and sits up abruptly and stiffly, a vampire rising from a casket. His lower face is ruinous, a morass of bone and blood, his teeth chipped down to little jagged nubs. The sirens grow louder; Orphan X can even make out the squealing of tires.
As Orphan X walks over, the man raises his hand, fingers splayed against what is coming. He is fortunate to still have both arms to raise.
Orphan X leans over to squeeze his trachea, thumb and fingers expertly seeking out the right arteries, veins, and nerves without crushing the windpipe.
The fat man gurgles and stares up with pleading eyes. When his pupils roll up, Orphan X releases the compression. The man collapses once more, the back of his head knocking the asphalt.
Flashing-light projections come visible on the main street ahead, throwing patterns against the storefronts.
Orphan X returns to Lesandro, checks the saline bag and the infusion. The boy stares up at him, his sclera pronounced. “Wh-what’s gonna happen … me?”
He looks so scared, so lost.
Orphan X wonders what will happen to this young man. Will he be able to handle what he needs to in order to repair himself? Can he afford the medical interventions necessary to put himself back together? Do Orphan X’s responsibilities to Lesandro end once he is out of sight?
These are not the kinds of questions Orphan X has been trained to contend with. Nor are they ones he welcomes.
He crouches over Lesandro once more.
“There will be pain,” Orphan X tells him, “and it will be hard. But you will be whole again.”
Lesandro nods, tears leaking.
Orphan X rises. The wind tunnel of the narrow street plasters his shirt to his torso. You might make out the outline of his appendix carry holster and the ARES 1911 ghost gun it contains.
All this time he had a pistol. He just never bothered to draw it.
The sirens are close enough now that they sound like a scream. The red-and-blue strobing on the main street grows more intense. Orphan X ducks through the shattered window near Lesandro’s curled form, vanishing into the building. As the emergency vehicles sweep around the corner, their approach masks the sound of an F-150 engine turning over and coasting invisibly away.
If you could check Orphan X’s vitals, you’d find them normal. Body temperature 98.6°F, heart rate 60, respiratory rate 14, oxygen saturation 99 percent, blood pressure an athletic 105 over 55. He has not broken a sweat.
He is all fight. No flight.
You might wonder if he is real.
You might wonder if anything scares him.
You might wonder if he sleeps and, if he does, what nightmares haunt him.
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