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			To Shawn

			We’ve come a long way from that bar in D.C.

		

	
		
			
				Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heel that crushed it.

				—Attributed to Mark Twain, probably incorrectly

			

		

	
		
			Mark

			Financial District

			A bullet slams into the façade of the building next to me, narrowly missing my head. It spits out a hail of dust and stone fragments. I skip to the side and nearly stumble trying to avoid it, but still manage to suck some of it into my lungs as I regain my footing.

			Running, not for my life, but for the lives of everyone I know.

			Wall Street is a ghost town at three in the morning, the sidewalks clear and the shutters drawn. Bullshit, this city never sleeps. It’s so quiet it feels like it’s been roofied. Still, we’re in the heart of the city’s surveillance network.

			The sheer edge of Manhattan looms in the distance: South Street, running along the shoreline and underneath the FDR Drive. The East River surges and swells just beyond that, frigid and dark. I’m close enough I can smell the brackish mix of salt and trash.

			With the way the February air is slicing my exposed skin, that water is not going to feel good. But two more gunshots whiz over my head, so it’s the safest bet. I pump my legs harder, coughing the dust from my lungs.

			This is it then.

			When you’ve lived the kind of life I have, you wonder what it’s going to look like at the end. People like me don’t tend to pass quietly in our sleep. The best we can hope for is a bullet to the head, because at least that’s quick.

			To me, a bullet was always the kindest death I could grant someone. Knife wounds take time to bleed out. They hurt. Throwing someone off a roof, they have time to think about the impact. A well-placed bullet just turns the lights off, quick as flipping a switch.

			Considering my collection of sins, a bullet is probably too kind.

			Not that I didn’t try to be a better person.

			Not that it worked.

			Five years sober. I held on to the bumper of that goddamn wagon with my fingernails, knuckles white, struggling at every turn. And there were a lot of them.

			Then I lost my grip.

			Davit Nozadze, dead in the middle of the street.

			Did I ever stand a chance?

			I make it to South Street, keeping the FDR’s support pillars between me and my pursuer so they can’t get a clear shot, buying me enough time to reach the water’s edge.

			Just as I’m about to grasp the railing, a voice behind me calls out, “Stop!”

			I put my hands in the air and turn to find a slight figure in dark clothing, a balaclava wrapped around their face, only their eyes visible. I lean against the railing and breathe air into my ragged lungs.

			“Go on then,” I say. “It’s late, and I’m tired.”

			The figure pauses, cocking their head to the side like they want to ask a question, or share a thought. Then they raise a gun.

			I’m too far away and it’s too dark for me to tell the make and model. Which upsets me a little. I feel like that would be a nice thing to know—what kind of gun, exactly, is going to take out the Pale Horse.

			It’ll probably end up a collector’s item.

			Fifty yards away. A monkey could make that shot. In the interest of moving things along, I pull my own gun, my trusty Sig Sauer P365, from the holster on my hip. If I’m going to go, it ought to be with a full hand.

			I think about Lucia and Astrid and Valencia and Booker and Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi. Sara and Bennett and Lulu and Kittie Smalls. The tiny constellation of a life I built, and what it’s going to look like with me gone.

			The self-pitying part of me says they’ll be better off.

			That’s probably not the way they’re going to see it.

			Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot cha—

			God comes down from the heavens on high and flicks me in the center of my chest with an almighty finger.

			Wait, no, that’s a bullet.

			The sharp crack of the gun seems to hit my ear a millisecond later. My gun flies from my hand as I’m jerked back. I hear a splash. The world has erupted into a cacophony of sensation and adrenaline that overwhelms me. I try to pull air into my lungs, but they don’t seem to be working correctly.

			My body wants to fold forward to protect itself, and it takes every ounce of strength I have to push myself back, over the railing, and I tumble into the freezing embrace of the river, cold like I’ve never known cold, and my vision blurs and everything slows…slows…
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				Tuesday

			
			
				I am terrified by this dark thing

				That sleeps in me;

				All day I feel its soft, feathery turnings, its malignity.

				—Sylvia Plath, “Elm”

			

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Church of St. Jude, Chelsea

			I’m the second to arrive. I’ll never be first, because Mark is always first. He’s here now, hunched in a folding chair, his sandy hair hanging in his eyes, tapping away at a laptop perched on another chair in front of him. He glances up at me and offers a half-hearted salute before going back to the computer.

			I hang my jacket on a hook by the door and head to the kitchenette, taking the brown paper bag out of my purse. A new coffee place opened around the corner from me, and they sell ground beans by the pound. Flavored coffees taste funny to me, but this place uses some sort of natural roasting method, so the hazelnut tastes like hazelnut, not a chemical spill.

			I fill the reservoir of the coffee maker, once again glad we’ve finally stopped using the stupid pod brewer. It was wasteful and the flavors were gross. Mark loved it for ease of use, but also because he has the palate of a toddler, and he liked the birthday-cake-flavored pods.

			So one day when no one was looking I popped off the back, snapped something that looked important, feigned ignorance, and replaced it with this: a sixty-ounce Technivorm Moccamaster. It cost four hundred bucks and looks like a rocket ship, but damn if it doesn’t make good coffee.

			“Stupid piece of…” Mark mutters from the corner.

			“What’s wrong?” I ask.

			“Hmm.” He looks up at me, like he forgot he just saw me walk in. “Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi were going to patch in, but Zoom doesn’t seem to be working.”

			“Where are they now?” I ask, placing a filter in the basket and filling it with grounds.

			“Hanoi.”

			A smile spreads across my face. The older members of our group: Ms. Nguyen, a former covert intelligence operative, and Quraishi, a reformed terrorist.

			When we brought Quraishi in almost three years ago, they formed a quick friendship. Last month they decided to take a trip together; Ms. Nguyen was born stateside and had never been to Vietnam, where her parents emigrated from.

			“I wonder how long their little Eat Pray Love thing is going to last,” Mark says, closing the laptop and leaning back in his chair.

			I put the basket in place, click the button to start the coffee brewing, and catch a glimpse of the purple hair tie wrapped around my wrist. My heart twists into a knot. I pull the elastic taut and snap it against my skin, savoring the sting of it. Then I join him in the circle of chairs. “I hope they’re having fun. They deserve it.”

			Mark’s eyes narrow. “You don’t think they’re…”

			“First off,” I tell him, “that’s not our business. Second off, probably yes.”

			Mark laughs and looks around the room. “Meetings just feel a little empty without them here, right?”

			As if on cue, there’s a soft chime, meaning someone has keyed in the code on the security door. Valencia strides in with Lucia and Booker, all of them layered in jackets and scarves for the brisk weather.

			Lucia looks like a cartoon character in her pink puffy jacket, earmuffs, and huge fuzzy mittens. The second she sees us she breaks into a run, heading first to Mark, climbing into his lap and giving him a hug.

			“Unca Mark,” she says.

			Mark kisses the top of her head, his face plastered with a massive, goofy smile. “Hey there, sweetpea.”

			She comes over to me next, wrapping her tiny arms around my legs. “Unca Astid!”

			I poke the tip of her little red nose. “Aunt Astrid.”

			“Mark said to call you ‘unca,’ like him and Unca Booker.”

			I hold her tight and tell her, “You can call me anything you want, little love.” I look up at Mark, who is holding in a laugh, and mouth the word, Prick.

			He shrugs, then gets up to greet Booker and Valencia, who are squaring their coats away on the rack. Booker is growing out his beard, and it’s coming in thick with flecks of gray. Anyone else might look like the Unabomber, but on him it looks distinguished. Valencia, meanwhile, pulls off her wool hat to reveal a freshly shaved head.

			“V, what’s with the cue ball look?” Mark calls out.

			Valencia rubs her hand over the stubble. “One less thing to worry about.”

			Lucia joins them, and Valencia lowers herself to one knee, undoing the girl’s winter gear. When she’s done, Booker scoops her up and says, “Time for donuts and Bluey. How does that sound?”

			“One donut,” Valencia says, raising a sharp eyebrow.

			Booker nods. “I know, I know.” He plops Lucia on the brown leather couch in the corner with her iPad and noise-canceling headphones, then steps to the box of donuts next to the coffee maker. He turns his back so he can place two on a plate—both strawberry-frosted with sprinkles—and sets them down next to her. Lucia looks up at him and Booker puts a finger to his lips.

			Valencia sees this and rolls her eyes, then betrays the slightest hint of a smile.

			Our weird little family.

			Booker, former mercenary.

			Valencia, former covert CIA operative.

			Mark, formerly the Pale Horse, the world’s deadliest assassin, employed by a clandestine group called the Agency.

			I worked for them, too, and I was known as Azrael. The Angel of Death. Mark was the organization’s top hitter. I was second, though I think that had more to do with gender politics than relative skill. Because twice me and Mark nearly threw down, and both times I’m pretty sure I could have taken him.

			But those ego-drenched days are gone. Still, there’s something sweet about watching four former killers melt like ice cream in the sun around this little girl.

			Valencia and Booker sit with Mark in the circle. I go to the coffee maker, now finished with its task, and pour out four mugs. Soy creamer and Splenda for Mark, black for the rest of us. Valencia appears at my side and grabs two of them, helping me carry them over.

			There are three empty chairs. A ritual for our meetings—leaving a chair out for missing or deceased comrades.

			One each for Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi.

			One for Kenji, the former leader of the group—a reformed Yakuza hitter who sacrificed his life for Mark. I never got to know him, and I wish I did, given the reverence in everyone’s voices when they speak about him.

			“So…” Mark says, taking a sip of the coffee, and his eyebrows shoot up. “Damn, Astrid, this is good.”

			“Told you,” I say. “Not everything needs to taste like candy.”

			“But life is a little better when it does.” Mark places the cup on the floor next to him, then picks up the remote and hits a button. It engages a white-noise device that’ll prevent anything we say from being recorded, and keep anyone from eavesdropping on us. One of the security upgrades Mark added to the space after he bought it.

			After our last space was blown up by a bunch of mercenaries.

			I miss St. Dymphna’s. I think we all do. It was the first place we came together. The first place I realized I could forgive myself for the things I’ve done—or some of them, at least. The road hasn’t been easy. It took me getting kidnapped, thrown in a black site prison, and forced to face my accumulated traumas, just to feel comfortable enough to share during the meetings.

			But when I did, it was like a floodgate.

			This place, the Church of St. Jude, is where the dam broke, and it’ll always be special to me. Mark has spent a considerable amount of time and money setting the space up for us. Security, comfort, everything we need. And the exact same shade of robin’s-egg blue painted on the walls.

			Because blue is calming, and we can all use a little of that. Especially when you’ve spent most of your life riding shotgun with the Grim Reaper.

			“Before we begin,” Mark says, “any announcements or anniversaries?”

			Shaking heads, all around the circle.

			“Okay,” Mark says, glancing at Lucia to confirm the headphones are on. “Assassins Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women who share their experience, strength, and hope with each other, that they may solve their common problem and help each other to recover. The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop. We are not allied with any sect, denomination, politics, organization, or institution; our primary purpose is to stop killing and help others to achieve the same.

			“We do not bring weapons into Assassins Anonymous, nor prior political affiliations. If any of us were known by any particular handle or nickname, we do not use it here. We share our stories, but we obscure details as best we can. If any of us seek to bring in new fellows, we agree to have them properly vetted. This is to protect us, not just from prying ears, but from each other.”

			We take a moment of silence for fallen friends.

			“Valencia,” Mark says, “could you read the steps?”

			Valencia nods. In a regular AA meeting, you’d read from a handout, but we like to avoid putting things in writing.

			“Every time…” Booker says.

			Mark smacks Booker’s knee with the back of his hand. “That’s right. Every time.”

			Valencia begins:

			“One, we admitted we were powerless—that our lives had become unmanageable.

			“Two, we came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

			“Three, we made a decision to turn our will over to the care of a higher power, as we understood it.

			“Four, we made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

			“Five, we admitted to our higher power, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

			“Six, we were ready to have our higher power remove all these defects of character.

			“Seven, we humbly asked it to remove our shortcomings.

			“Eight, we made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.

			“Nine, we made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

			“Ten, we continued to take personal inventory, and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

			“Eleven, we sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with our higher power as we understood it, praying only for knowledge of its will for us and the power to carry that out.

			“Twelve, having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to others like us, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.

			“No one among us has been able to maintain anything like perfect adherence to these principles. We are not saints…”

			Booker and Mark chuckle because, traditions.

			“The point is that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines,” Valencia says.

			Mark claps his hands. “Excellent. Who wants to go first?”

			I raise my hand, and everyone turns to me.

			“I’m Astrid, and it’s been almost three years since I killed someone,” I tell them.

			I pause, reach down into that vulnerable place at the center of me, which sometimes feels like scratching at a concrete wall. I pull the hair tie off my wrist, stretching it out, then rub my finger over the reddish divot it left on my skin.

			Why is sharing always so hard?

			As if I don’t know the answer. As if plumbing the depths of my blood-soaked past is easy. If it were easy, I wouldn’t be here. But like a muscle, you just need to work it to make it stronger.

			“I was cleaning, earlier today, and I found this,” I tell them, holding up the hair tie. “It belonged to Chea.”

			A quiet reverence falls across the room. They know this story, because it’s the one I unpack most often: Chea, the Cambodian girl I rescued from sexual slavery. I raised her like a daughter until she found out who I was. She asked me to train her, to make her my protégée. The world is a hard place and she’d been through a lot and I thought I was making her strong. I thought I was helping her reclaim her agency. I never wanted her to be afraid again, because I know what it’s like, to be that kind of afraid.

			I still have a lot of amends to make. Chea’s is the hardest. Because when I took her on what was supposed to be a simple recon mission, she ended up dead, at the bottom of the Balearic Sea.

			“It was behind the bed in her old room,” I say. “After everything that happened, I cleared out her stuff. Donated everything I could to charity. I didn’t want any physical reminders of her. The scars were enough. I still think about her every day, but the memories are getting hazy. Then I found this and it was like I was bobbing in that water again, screaming her name. It made me want to hurt someone. My outlet was killing and I don’t have that outlet anymore. I just…” I wrap the hair tie around my wrist, give it another snap. “I miss her.”

			Mark puts up a hand, glancing at Valencia. “Crosstalk?”

			She’s usually a stickler for holding discussion until after shares, but she nods.

			“You do have an outlet,” Mark says. “Here with us.”

			“I know that,” I tell them. “And I appreciate it. I know we’ve all lost people along the way, and nothing about this is special…”

			“Chea was special,” Mark says. “The way you speak about her, the love you had for her. Trauma isn’t a contest. I like to think that’s why we sit in a circle. We’re all the same. And we’re all doing the best we can.”

			Another silence permeates the room. This one feels a little more comfortable. I always hate the idea of sharing, and always feel a little better after I do.

			“Anything else?” Mark asks.

			“No,” I tell them. “Thanks for listening, guys.”

			“Of course.” Mark looks between Valencia and Booker. “Who’s next?”

			“I’ll go,” Valencia says. “I haven’t killed anyone in ten years. But if my idiot brother keeps it up, I may just have to break that…”

			“Uh-oh,” Mark says.

			Valencia shoots daggers at him and he puts his hand over his mouth.

			She continues: “My brother Tómas. He’s eighteen now, and according to my mom, he’s falling in with a bad crowd. She hasn’t heard from him in weeks. All I want to do is go out there and find him and strangle him to death. They’re out in LA. I could bring Lucia, but…I don’t trust my mom with Lucia. There’s a lot there. I’m talking to a service right now, like an extended childcare thing, but the idea of leaving her with a stranger…”

			Valencia’s voice cracks. First time I’ve ever heard that. She leans forward and puts her head in her hands, then looks back up at us, her eyes wavering.

			“I don’t know what to do,” she says, “and I hate feeling helpless.”

			Booker tentatively raises his hand. Valencia nods at him, and Booker uses his raised hand to gesture around the circle. “Why not just leave her with us?”

			“Yeah,” Mark says. “We’re her family, too.”

			Valencia laughs. “You two dopes think you can handle a kid?”

			“Astrid, too,” Mark says. “So there’ll be at least one adult in the room.”

			Something twitches in my face—somewhere in the liminal space between sadness and rage. I have to snap the hair tie again, feel the clarity of the sting to bring me back to the present moment.

			“Sorry,” Mark says. “I shouldn’t volunteer you like that.”

			“No,” I say, getting my feet back under me, and turn to Valencia. “We would love to help. I think between the three of us we can handle it.”

			“We’re bigger than she is,” Mark says. “I’m not scared.”

			Valencia purses her lips and raises an eyebrow, deeply suspect.

			“V, we’re some of the most highly skilled people on the planet,” Mark says. “I mean, not Booker, Booker was in the bush leagues and me and Astrid were pro-ball…”

			Booker tosses a piece of unfinished donut at Mark, pelting him in the chest. “You wanna go outside and see who’s tougher? I’ll make sure the ambulance takes you to one of the nice hospitals.”

			“I kid, you cranky bastard.” Mark puts his hands out, palms up. “We can do this. It’ll take, what, a day or two tops to find your brother? We can do a little slumber party. Watch Frozen movies, eat popcorn. Isn’t there a Museum of Ice Cream in SoHo? It’ll be fun.”

			Valencia takes a deep breath, sighs, and says, “Better you three than a stranger.”

			“She belongs with her uncles,” Booker says. “Right, Uncle Astrid?”

			“I knew you were encouraging this, too,” I tell him.

			Booker smiles and takes a sip of his coffee.

			“So it’s settled,” Mark says. “She’s housebroken, right?”

			Valencia shakes her head and mutters under her breath. “You know she knows how to use the potty, dumbass…”

			“Seriously,” Mark says, “besides what you got on you, does she need anything else? We can take her right now, you can hustle over to the airport. Get on the next flight out.”

			Valencia looks at the three of us, then slowly gets up and walks over to where Lucia is sitting, and picks her up, carrying her to the circle of chairs. She sets the girl on her lap and lifts her headphones.

			“Can you pause the show, honey?” she asks.

			Lucia complies and looks at all of us expectantly.

			“I have to run an errand, and it’s going to take me a couple of days to do it,” Valencia says. “How would you like to stay with Mark and Booker and Astrid while I’m away?”

			Her face lights up like a Christmas tree.

			“Yes yes yes!”

			Valencia sets Lucia down on the chair next to her, and she hops off and climbs into Mark’s lap. “Can I play with Kittie Smalls?”

			Booker offers a confused look. “What happened to P. Kitty?”

			“I can’t deal with the Diddy reference anymore, so I changed his name,” Mark says.

			“I love Kittie Smalls,” Lucia says.

			Valencia looks up from where she’s rummaging through her bag. “I have a change of clothes. She needs a toothbrush, some more clothes, some pajamas…”

			“There’s a Target a few blocks away,” Mark says. “It’s open until eleven. We can pick up whatever she needs. Make a list for us.”

			“Okay,” Valencia says. “Bedtime is eight-thirty. I know you’re going to sneak her candy and there’s nothing I can do to stop it, but no s-o-d-a. She’s not big on breakfast but try to get some fresh fruit into her or something, because if you don’t you’re going to have a very hangry toddler by lunchtime. Also she sleepwalks, so if you wake up in the middle of the night and find her staring at you, just try not to freak out.”

			“That sounds terrifying,” Mark says.

			Valencia takes Lucia to the couch, setting her up with her headphones. Then she returns to her chair and scooches it forward, looking at the three of us in turn.

			“Lucia is the most precious thing in the world to me,” she says.

			Mark puts his hand on Valencia’s knee. “Us, too. I won’t speak for Booker and Astrid but that little girl is one of the reasons I get out of bed in the morning.”

			Booker folds his arms and shrugs. “You know my jam. Family ain’t blood, it’s who you bleed for. And I’d bleed every drop for that girl.”

			“We got you,” I tell her.

			Valencia stands and hovers in the space, like she’s unsure of what to do. “If I leave now I can probably get a red-eye to LA.”

			“Do your thing,” Mark says. “We’ll keep in touch.”

			“But the meeting…”

			Mark looks around the room. “Any announcements? Any more shares? Nope. We’re good. Meeting adjourned. We’ll be here when you get back.”

			Valencia smiles, which she doesn’t often do, which is a shame because she has such a beautiful smile. I get up and embrace her. I wave my hand at Mark, who rises from his seat and throws his arms around us. Booker stands and puts his hand on Valencia’s shoulder. Mark grimaces and says, “Get in here, tough guy,” and pulls him into the hug.

			We stay like that for a few breaths before breaking, and Valencia tries to hide the fact that she’s crying, but she can’t. And we do her the kindness of pretending we don’t see it.

			“Thank you,” she says.

			She returns to the couch and sits next to Lucia, speaking to her in hushed tones, and the three of us look at one another.

			“So,” Booker says. “This might be the most scared I’ve ever been.”

			

			—

			“What’s the plan of attack?” Mark asks.

			“I say we split up,” Booker says. “Cover more ground that way.”

			“The two of you sound like you’re on a recon mission,” I say, surveying the overlit aisles of the Chelsea Target. Since we’ve walked through the door, acquired a red shopping cart, and stuck Lucia into the carrier at the front of it, I’ve counted twelve other people.

			“Just trying to be efficient,” Mark says.

			“Okay, we need kid toothpaste…” I tell them.

			Mark and Booker look at each other, confused. “Are there different kinds of toothpaste?”

			I sigh and glance down at Lucia, who is twisting around in the cart. “Toys?” she asks.

			I consider my language and I tell them: “How about you two geniuses just stick with me? We’ll head to toiletries, then get clothes, and yeah”—I lean down to Lucia—“we can look at the toy aisle when we’re all done.”

			“Thank you, Unca Astid!” she says.

			“I hate you,” I whisper to Mark.

			“Worth it,” he says.

			We make short work of the errands, picking out toothpaste, a toothbrush, and some kid-friendly soap, then head over to the clothing section, where we grab some outfits and pajamas for Lucia, letting her guide the way toward what interests her most—anything pink or with cartoon characters on it that she recognizes.

			“Thank god you’re with us,” Booker says, as we pile the last of it into the cart.

			“Yes, but also a little sad, isn’t it?” I ask. “For the two of you, I mean. Starting to wonder if I wasn’t here, that kid would have ended up in a burlap sack eating cat food.”

			“Give us a little credit,” Mark says. “We coulda swung this just fine.”

			“You started out looking at clothes that were meant for teenagers,” I say.

			He starts to speak, then purses his lips and grumbles, “We would have figured it out eventually.”

			“Sure.”

			We head over to the toy aisles, the shelves stocked with multicolored boxes arranged haphazardly, like a hurricane hit the section. I pick Lucia out and set her down, and she darts back and forth, overstimulated.

			“We need to get some food for her, too,” Astrid says.

			Mark checks his phone. “It’s getting close to bedtime. How about I help her pick out something and you go get some food? Take Booker for backup.”

			“Ten-four,” Booker says, turning toward the grocery section. I push the cart into his path. If they’re determined to make me the matriarch of this endeavor, it doesn’t mean I have to willingly play the role.

			Booker dutifully takes the cart and we make our way to find some food.

			“So,” he asks, “you good?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“You know…” he says, stopping in front of a section of fruit snacks. Valencia likes to go for organic stuff, so I pick out something that looks on the healthier side—as healthy as fruit snacks can get. Less sugar, more fruit, it says.

			“I swear to god if the two of you are going to spend the entire time coddling me…” I tell him.

			“Heard,” Booker says. “But when you’re in the white-hot moment of something, things can feel a little heavier than they should.” He plucks a can off a shelf. “Can kids eat soup?”

			“And there we go, back to my previous point. She likes chicken noodle,” I say. “And just because I’m hurting over something doesn’t mean I can’t do this. One thing has nothing to do with the other.”

			I even manage to convince myself I’m telling the truth.

			We fill the cart with kid-appropriate food and make our way back over to the toy aisle, to find Lucia bounding toward us holding something in her hands. My heart skips a beat when she holds it up—a human ear.

			“Look what I found!” she says.

			“The fu—” Booker says, stopping himself.

			Mark ducks out from behind the aisle, a box clutched under his arm, and his hand over the left side of his head. “Gotcha,” he says. “Okay, Lucia, give me my ear back.”

			Lucia giggles and runs away, so Mark chases her, picking her up and gently taking the ear from her hand, snapping it back onto the side of his head.

			The prosthetic, which attaches with magnets, is so good that I tend to forget the real ear’s gone. He sacrificed it, in part to make an amends, and in part to save my life. I’m still not sure how I feel about that. Was I really worth a permanent disfigurement? It doesn’t feel that way. But any attempts I’ve made to talk about it with him have been shut down.

			He seems weirdly serene about the whole thing, so I don’t push it.

			“Good prank, right?” he asks, handing me the box under his arm—a summer-style Barbie doll with dark skin and black hair—to stick in the cart.

			“That kid is not going to grow up normal if we keep pulling stuff like this,” Booker says.

			“Normal is boring,” Mark says. “So where should she sleep tonight? I figure it’s late and I live closest, so we should head back to my place. You two are welcome to crash if you want, or else I can just take the first shift and we can all meet back up in the morning.”

			“Let’s get her settled and see how we feel,” I say, turning the cart toward the checkout area.

			I’m a little relieved that we’re not going back to my place.

			Yes, it’s a different thing.

			But also, it’s not. Because the last time I had someone sleeping in my apartment who relied on me, it was Chea, and I’d prefer it if the door to that room stayed closed for a little while longer.

			

			—

			Mark returns from the spare room and heads straight for the fridge, pulling out three seltzers, and places them on the coffee table. He collapses in the armchair across from the couch where me and Booker are sitting. Kittie Smalls hops in his lap and nuzzles his chest.

			“I think she was asleep before her head hit the pillow,” he says.

			“Excellent,” Booker says, cracking the can and taking a greedy gulp. “Look at us, knocking this out of the park.” He sets down his seltzer and stretches his arms behind his head. “But I’m starting to wonder if one of us should have gone with Valencia.”

			“Valencia’s a big girl,” Mark says. “If she needed help on that she would have asked. Anyway, it’s family shit. So.” He leans back in his chair. “It’s a street-level gang thing. You don’t call in the Avengers for that.”

			“More like the Scumbag Avengers,” Booker says, then turns to me. “I’m bushed. You want to stay or go?”

			“I can stay,” I tell him.

			Booker nods. “I got a few errands to run in the morning. I can get back here around noon. Then, what, Museum of Ice Cream?”

			“That works,” Mark says. “And, Astrid, you can take my room, and I’ll take the couch…”

			Mark stops and takes his cell phone out of his pants pocket. When he looks at the screen, a shadow passes over his face. He stares at it, then puts his phone away. The jokey demeanor is gone. “Change of plans. Can you both stay? I need to handle something.”

			“Whoa, whoa,” Booker says. “After all that shit about how important this is, you’re just gonna bounce?”

			Mark places the cat on the floor next to him and stands carefully. There’s something about his face that’s making my blood run a little cold. He softens, like he wants to explain something, and then he shakes his head.

			“Something I have to do,” he says. “Can’t be avoided. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

			“You’re being ridiculous,” I tell him. “If this is something one of us can help you with—”

			“It’s better if you don’t.”

			Mark gets up, and Booker stands up in front of him, blocking his path to the door.

			“We have to be able to trust each other,” Booker says. “You’re the one who keeps telling us that. You’re not leaving until you tell us what’s what.”

			Mark locks eyes with Booker, the two of them stone silent. They look like lions, sizing each other up, waiting for the other one to pounce.

			“Will you two put your dicks away already?” I ask.

			“That’s what I’m asking for,” Mark says quietly, not taking his eyes off Booker. “Trust. And just a little bit of rope. Can you two grant me that?”

			Booker sits back down. “Fine.”

			“This sounds really sketchy, Mark,” I say.

			“It is,” he says, moving toward the front of the apartment, slipping into his boots and then pulling on his jacket. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

			He ducks out the door, closing it carefully behind him, and he’s gone.

			Booker and I sit in the silence, sipping on our seltzers. Then Booker says, “I don’t feel good about that.”

			“Me, neither.”

			“Maybe one of us ought to follow him?”

			I consider it, but chances are he’d notice if he was being followed. And clearly he wants to handle this alone. “Let’s crash out and keep our phones close,” I tell him.

			Booker stretches his arms over his head. “I’ll take the couch. You take Mark’s bed.”

			“Sure,” I tell him.

			Booker arranges the throw pillows on the couch and kicks his feet up. “See you in the morning, then.”

			“See you,” I say, then I head to the bedroom. I sit on the edge of Mark’s carefully made bed, wondering where the hell he went. For someone who likes to talk as much as he does, it’s not a good sign when he suddenly gets quiet. But if he needed us, he would ask. The whole point of the program is to ask for help, and that’s one thing he’s not bad at doing.

			I’m going to trust him.

			For now.

			I go to the dresser and pull out a pair of his shorts and a T-shirt, change, and climb into bed, thinking about the girl in the next room.

			Thinking about Chea.

			I wish Mark hadn’t volunteered us. I love Lucia and would do anything for Valencia. But I feel the same way right now that I did before going into an Agency gig—heart racing, skin prickling.

			The stakes feel too high, even though all we have to do is watch this kid for a few days.

			Because what if we mess it up?

			I’ve lived the worst-case scenario.

			It’s different, but it’s another thing convincing my nervous system of that.

			In the safety of the darkness and the bed, I snap the hair tie on my wrist, over and over, until the pain of it brings tears to my eyes.

			

			—

			A sharp cry wakes me from a dreamless sleep. I wonder who it is, if it’s a family in the next apartment over—the walls in my place are paper thin—but then I remember I’m at Mark’s. I step into the hallway just as Booker is hurrying over from the living room.

			We open the door to the guest room to find Lucia sitting up in the bed, wailing, the front of her new footie pajamas covered in vomit.

			“Oh, my little love.” I pick her up and carry her to the bathroom. She feels like a furnace. I get her stripped down. Booker appears at my shoulder with a fresh pair of clothes, his hand over his mouth, his eyes averted.

			“Are you serious right now?” I ask.

			He gags a little as I throw the soiled clothes into the shower and turn it on, and get Lucia rinsed and dressed. Then I cradle her to my chest. Her skin is flushed and sweaty.

			“She’s burning up,” I tell Booker.

			He goes to the medicine cabinet and comes back with a thermometer. I try to hold it in Lucia’s mouth but she won’t keep still.

			“Please, baby, just close your mouth for a moment…”

			“Aren’t you a doctor?” Booker asks.

			“I was a black-market trauma surgeon,” I tell him. “I patched up stab wounds and gunshots. It’s not like I came across a lot of kids.”

			“You could always try, uh…” He sticks his finger out and points it up.

			“I’m not sticking this in her butt,” I tell him. “Call Valencia. See what she says.”

			Booker already has his phone up to his head. “Straight to voicemail.” He swipes through his screen. “Her flight took off a half hour ago.”

			“Text her in case she has Wi-Fi,” I tell him.

			Booker pecks at the screen, then puts down the phone and wets a washcloth before dabbing Lucia’s forehead. “Do we have anything we can give her?”

			“Not kid stuff, and I don’t want to give her adult-strength medicine,” I say. “I don’t know the dosages. Isn’t there an all-night clinic around the corner?”

			“Good call,” Booker says.

			“What time is it?” I ask.

			“Two,” Booker says.

			Shit. Mark’s been gone for nearly four hours. Can’t worry about that now. I don’t know how high Lucia’s fever is, and not knowing is a problem.

			We dress in a rush, stuffing Lucia into her coat, and head downstairs. It’s cold out, so I don’t put her wool hat on, hoping the air cools her down a bit.

			The clinic is like a beacon on the mostly closed street. A shitty beacon, with the trash littered on the sidewalk, and the spent hypodermic sitting in our path. But I’m relieved to see it.

			It’s not too busy, thank god. There’s a bleary-eyed, maybe drunk hipster couple slumped in a chair, and an older man coughing behind a paper mask. The front desk is staffed by an older Black woman who looks at us with confusion and then concern, when she sees Lucia huddled against me.

			She stands and says, “What’s wrong?”

			“She vomited, and she’s burning up,” I tell her. “There were no symptoms when we put her to bed.”

			The woman nods and says, “Let’s get you into a room.”

			The male half of the drunk couple stirs. “Hey, we were here first.”

			Booker puts his hand on the kid’s shoulder and gently says, “Quiet now, son.” It’s threatening simply by the fact of how not-threatening it sounds. The kid is smart; he shrinks away and puts his head down.

			The nurse shuffles us into a small exam room, where she hands Booker a tablet to fill out the intake information. I sit on the crinkle paper with Lucia and the nurse produces a forehead thermometer, which she waves over Lucia’s head. She consults the display on the wall and frowns.

			“A hundred and three point six,” she says. “Let me give her something to get that down, and we’ll take her other vitals. How old is she?”

			“Almost three,” I say.

			“How much does she weigh?”

			“I…don’t know.”

			The nurse picks up Lucia and puts her on a scale in the corner. “Thirty pounds.”

			Booker looks up from the tablet, and after the nurse hustles out of the room, he says, “Yo, what’s Valencia’s last name?”

			I draw a blank. We don’t share last names in the program. Valencia might not even be her real name, or the name on any of her legal documents. All of us are living under assumed identities.

			I’m sure Mark’s name is Mark because he’s a cocky asshole.

			This…is starting to feel like a mistake.

			The nurse returns with a plastic syringe full of a dull orange liquid. I whisper into Lucia’s ear. “Drink this, sweetheart, you’ll feel better, I promise.”

			Even in a daze, the girl struggles against it, so I do my best to hold her still without fighting her too hard, and the nurse manages to get it down Lucia’s throat. She winces but it stays put.

			“Motrin,” the nurse says. “If the fever doesn’t come down, we can give her acetaminophen in three hours.” She looks back and forth between me and Booker. “Are you her parents?”

			Both of us freeze, blinking at her like a pair of deer watching a semitruck barrel toward them. It’s bad that we don’t answer immediately, and gets exponentially worse every second after that.

			“We’re watching her,” Booker says finally. “For her mom.”

			The nurse tilts her head, examining the two of us a little more closely. She glances down at the tablet in Booker’s hands. “Are you finished?”

			“Need another minute,” he says.

			The nurse steps out and goes to the front desk and picks up the phone, speaking in hushed tones, and we both realize we’re in trouble.

			Booker and I get up at the same time, but before we can move toward the door, a brick wall of a man in a security guard uniform appears.

			“Can I see some IDs?” he asks.

			“Why do you need those?” Booker asks.

			The guard says something about policy, but through the crack in the door I can see the nurse on the phone, with a look on her face like she just smelled something terrible.

			“Shit,” I say.

			“Language,” Booker says.

			I press my hands to Lucia’s head. She seems to have cooled down a bit. She’s not fussing anymore, at least. “Listen, I think we’re okay, actually,” I tell the guard, trying again to move around him.

			The guard blocks our path. He’s taller than me but not as tall as Booker. A little soft around the waist, but not from laziness. Dull, monochromatic tattoos peek out from the sleeves of his olive-green uniform, and he’s holding himself with the kind of confidence that tells me he knows how to rumble.

			I’d say ex-cop or ex-felon. The tattoos say felon; they don’t look like professional work. That, and there’s a hardness in his eyes that I recognize. He’s not carrying any weapons, but he’s seen some things, and he’s not afraid of us.

			Not necessarily a threat, but that doesn’t mean this will be fun, either.

			“I need you two to stay here,” he says, “until we get this sorted out.”

			The nurse appears over his shoulder. “Can you tell me the girl’s date of birth?”

			Booker and I look at each other. It’s in April, I think.

			“When kids are involved we take things very seriously, as I’m sure you can understand,” the nurse says. “Just so you know, we’ve called the police. I suggest you two sit tight, let me take her other vitals, and we’ll have a doctor come in and look at her. Where is her mother?”

			“I told you, we’re watching her for a friend—” Booker starts.

			The nurse folds her arms. “I can see the forms updating in real time on my computer. You left her last name blank. You don’t know your friend’s last name?”

			Neither of us say anything.

			“Exactly,” the nurse says. “We’ll let the police sort this out. Until then, please sit. Hector, will you stay in the room with us?”

			It’s hard, not being able to communicate with Booker, but I have to assume he’s thinking the same thing I am. They’re not wrong—this is a bad look, and if we weren’t half asleep and in a panic, we probably would have handled it differently.

			But we can’t be here when the cops show up. Our fake identities only go so far, and this could jam up Valencia, too. The last thing we want is for the city to get involved, because then we’ll be in the crosshairs of the Administration for Children’s Services.

			We have to get out of here, and we have to do it without hurting these people. They’re not in the game, and they’re just doing their jobs.

			I glance around the room, hoping there’s something stocked here I can use. I’m sure the cabinets are full of basic medical equipment—flu tests and stethoscopes and bandages and antibacterial wipes. Any drugs will be kept behind lock and key elsewhere in the building. There are plenty of things in here we could use as weapons, but besides Lucia being present, that would be a step too far.

			“Listen, sis,” Booker says to the nurse. “Can you and I just talk?”

			The woman furrows her eyebrows. “Don’t sis me. Let me examine the girl. Please sit.”

			“Du sprichst Deutsch, richtig?” Booker asks.

			You speak German, correct?

			It’s as much to them as it is to me.

			The two of them respond with looks of confusion.

			“Ja,” I tell him.

			“Wir drängen uns durch,” he says.

			We push our way through.

			“Dat wird es noch schlimmer machen,” I tell him.

			That’ll make it worse.

			“The hell are you two talking about?” the guard asks.

			“Haben sie eine bessere idee?” he asks.

			Do you have a better idea?

			Lucia is now fully asleep in my arms. I make sure I’ve got her firmly pressed up against me.

			“Jetzt oder nie,” I say.

			Now or never.

			Booker moves quick, spinning the guard around and pressing him against the wall, twisting his arm behind him to immobilize him. I expect the nurse to take a step away from us, but she’s also seen some shit. She moves in, reaching for Lucia. I manage to slip through the space between her and Booker.

			Booker shoves the guard toward the chair in the exam room and puts one hand on the nurse’s back, the other on her elbow, and gently but firmly guides her into the room as she struggles to get away from him. He closes the door, takes a fire extinguisher off the wall, and slams it down on the handle. It snaps off, and we hear yelling and rattling on the other side of the door, but it doesn’t open.

			“Take her back to Mark’s,” Booker says. “I’m going to see if there’s a hard drive for the security camera.”

			“The cops will be here any second.”

			“Wish me luck,” he says, dashing toward the back.

			The old man who was waiting is shuffling out the door, and the young drunk couple is now standing, terrified. “What’s going on?” the girl asks.

			I duck out the door, push past the old man, and jog down the street, holding Lucia as tight as I can.

			It doesn’t take long to make it to Mark’s, and I don’t hear sirens. That’s good.

			That said, we still have an issue with surveillance. Even if Booker destroys the footage inside the clinic, I counted six storefronts with security cameras, two ATMS, and three NYPD CCTV cameras mounted on light posts. I know Mark occasionally vandalizes the cameras on his block—it makes him feel safer—but I wonder when he last did that.

			I’d almost managed to convince myself that all the fear and panic I felt a few hours ago was just me being silly. Here we find ourselves.

			We can’t stay here. I get upstairs, grab Lucia’s bag, the girl still mercifully passed out against me, her skin clammy but cool. By the time I get to the front door, the knob is turning, and I’m relieved Booker is already back.

			But it’s Mark.

			There’s a smear of blood across his cheek, and the front of his black Henley shirt is ripped, revealing the white T-shirt underneath. He looks dirty, too, like he was rolling around in the dust. Something flashes across his face when he sees me. I can’t put my finger on it, but it feels like a cold breath across my spine.

			Then the hard look is gone, like it wasn’t even there.

			“What the hell is going on?” he asks.

			“We have a problem.”

			“Well,” he says, “now we have two.”

		

	
		
			Mark

			F Train

			Four Hours Ago

			The text arrived with no instructions, no punctuation even, but it was clear as a hammer to the face. I’ve been staring at it for most of the ride into the depths of Brooklyn, hoping that it might change, disappear—anything.

			It does not.

			This little gray text bubble of doom on my phone.

			Ekaterina now

			The devil coming to collect.

			The train pulls into Stillwell Avenue and I take a deep breath as I heave myself to standing, step off the last stop onto the open platform, into the bitter night air. Three other people get off along with me. Coney Island has fallen fallow for the winter. You don’t come here unless you live here, or you’ve been summoned.

			It’s a ten-minute walk to the restaurant. The wind is whipping off the water and I consider calling a cab, but I’m tired, and the frigid air is waking me up. I’m going to need to be sharp for this.

			Because at the end of this walk is Ulyana Semenov.

			Also known as “the Zmeya,” which, in Russian folklore, is a many-headed dragon.

			She exceeds the reputation of her name. A former Russian intelligence officer, back in the 1950s and ’60s she headhunted agents—training them, flipping American spies over to the Soviet side. She was a major player in Operation Horizon, which exposed more than a hundred foreign agents in the USSR and had them expelled from the country. One day she decided she wanted to be rich, so she became a black-market information broker, with her own fiefdom in Brooklyn’s Little Odessa neighborhood.

			The way I’ve heard it, she has a direct line from her restaurant, Ekaterina, straight to the Kremlin.

			Years ago, a brutal Russian hitter, Viktor Kozlov, came after me. He was trying to draw me back into the killing life on behalf of a client who had fantasies of taking over the world, with the Pale Horse as his right-hand man.

			It didn’t work out well for any of us.

			Kenji, my mentor and friend, and the man who got me into Assassins Anonymous in the first place, killed Kozlov, sacrificing his recovery and his life in the process. Astrid killed the man behind the plot, a move that eventually got her into Assassins Anonymous. But before all that, in a moment of fear and desperation, I came to the Zmeya seeking information.

			And she agreed to help, in return for a favor.

			It was not my finest hour, but in my defense, I was in that brittle part of my sobriety where I thought I was still invincible. I wasn’t killing, but I wasn’t sober, either. Trading on the Pale Horse name, using the power and fear of my reputation to get what I wanted, still enjoying that high.

			It was only a matter of time before the chit got called in.

			As much as I hate to be doing this, ignoring it would be worse. There’s an outside chance we can have something resembling a reasonable conversation if I show up of my own volition.

			If she has to send someone to collect me, the conversation gets less polite.

			I stop about a block away from the restaurant, taking it in, squaring myself up. Ekaterina is a massive space—a restaurant connected to a catering hall, in that opulent, Byzantine Russian aesthetic, a middle finger to the dreariness of communism.

			The last time I was here, four years ago I think, it was just before Christmas, and the place was hopping with holiday revelers. Today there’s a single figure waiting outside, bundled in a thick, black coat.

			I resume my march toward whatever fate has in store for me.

			The man is taller than me by a head, and I’m not short. Built like a battleship, with a nasty scar on the left side of his face, trailing up from his jawbone, through a milky white eye, to his forehead. I stride up to him, a little closer than is polite, to show I’m not afraid. We stand there like that for a moment, me craning my neck to look up at him, focusing on his good eye. Then he smiles and pats me on the shoulder.

			“No reason for this to be unfriendly,” he says.

			“You say that now,” I tell him. “Let’s revisit that in ten minutes.”

			“My name is Vyacheslav,” he says. “You can call me Slava.”

			“Mark.”

			“I know who you are.”

			“Do you?” I ask.

			He shoves his hands in his pockets and looks around the empty street, not a care in the world. “It is cold out here. She is waiting for you.”

			We step inside, moving through the lavish, cavernous restaurant to the door in the back, and the staircase behind it. At the bottom is a storage room filled with dining supplies. Slava reaches underneath a heavy wooden shelf, flips something, and pulls it aside. The shelf opens into an ornate lounge with a bar along the left wall, tables loosely filling the space. There are four men at the bar having drinks. They don’t look up as we walk in.

			With Slava that’s five. Smart. Show me I’m outnumbered right from the jump.

			At the far end of the space, in a booth on the edge of the gloom dripping from the corners, the cherry of a cigarette flares, followed by a puff of smoke. Slava extends a hand, beckoning me to proceed. I walk over to the table and the Zmeya.

			She looks a little older than the last time I saw her, but not by much. She must be in her nineties at this point, but whatever she’s made from was clearly built to last. Strands of wiry gray hair peek out from the golden turban wrapped around her head. Her thin, skeletal fingers are so heavy with rings it’s a wonder she can lift her hands.

			Same shark eyes, though.

			“Mark,” she says.

			“Ulyana,” I say.

			“Please,” she says, gesturing to an empty seat next to her, “join me. Drink?”

			“Diet Coke,” I tell her, as I take off my jacket and drape it over the back of the chair.

			She yells out the order, and we sit there in silence until the drink arrives. Slava puts a glass down in front of me and I take a sip. It’s warm and mostly flat. I wonder if something behind the bar is busted, or if they’re making a point.

			The Zmeya stubs out her cigarette. In front of her are three beige folders. She sits back and assesses me in a way that feels a touch lascivious.

			“You look healthy,” she says.

			“And you look like you’re going to outlast me,” I tell her.

			She laughs under her breath, a dry rattle in her chest. “Perchance to dream. How is our friend Booker? I have not seen him in ages.”

			“Same bastard he’s always been,” I say. “Let’s get to it, shall we? It’s late. I have someplace I need to be.”

			The Zmeya’s face goes dark. “Mark, perhaps a little gratitude is in order. Kozlov is dead, and you are not.”

			“You want me to thank you?” I ask. “Fine. Thank you. What do I need to do to make things square? Like I said last time, I give a mean foot rub.”

			Her face dips into a little frown of disappointment. I don’t think it’s often she gets to spend time with people as dangerous as she is. There’s a sense of camaraderie to the way she speaks, and I wonder if, back in my old life, we’d have been friends.

			Or at least, as friendly as you can be with the Russians.

			She slides the first folder across the table. I pick it up and look inside and immediately burst out laughing. I toss the folder into the middle of the table, a photograph of the president sliding out.

			“That’s my target?” I ask.

			She pulls a cigarette out of a jewel-encrusted case and holds it toward me. I wave her off. She lights it and takes a long drag, blowing the smoke away from my face.

			“You gave me veto power,” I tell her, “so I wouldn’t have to do anything that puts me in conflict with my former employers. I’m calling that. Veto.”

			“I did grant that,” she says, sliding over the second folder. “But just the one.”

			I’d expected this to be the case. As soon as I saw more than one folder, I knew I was doomed, but you take what you can get.

			I open it, and the muscles in my jaw clamp so tightly my teeth ache. I try my best to hide it, but my hand shakes a little as I hold a black-and-white eight-by-ten shot of Astrid. She’s coming out of a bodega near the church. Our church. Our sanctuary. I breathe through it, regain my composure, close the folder, and toss it on the table.

			“What is this?” I ask.

			“A favor, because I respect you,” she says. “The original order was for you to bring her in alive. Since the end result would be the same, I have negotiated for you to do it. You can make it quick and painless. The alternative, of course…would not have been.” She takes a deep drag, then stubs out the half-finished cigarette in the overflowing ashtray in front of her. “You have forty-eight hours.”

			“Counteroffer,” I tell her. “Take me instead.”

			She doesn’t look surprised, and she even seems to think about it, her eyes drifting off into the darkness, before she slowly shakes her head.

			“Nyet,” she says.

			No.

			“C’mon,” I say. “I’m giving you the Pale Horse on a platter. How can you even put a price on that? The FSB can put my head on a pike and parade me through the streets. Think of what it’ll do for morale. Make it a national holiday.”

			“Your name was not the name I was given,” she says.

			“Tell me what I have to do,” I say.

			“You know what you have to do.”

			My pulse kicks up a few notches. I box breathe through the anger, the frustration. In for four, hold for four, out for four, empty lungs for four. Try to will my heart rate down a bit. Try to keep the old programming from kicking in.

			Because it’s there, under the floorboards, begging to be let free.

			I could refuse, fight my way out of here. Five guys would not be that hard, and even though one is built like a brick shithouse, that’s a leisurely Sunday morning for me, even without a weapon.

			But maybe it goes the other way, and I end up dead, and they send someone else after Astrid. I need time. To warn her. To come up with a plan.

			The Zmeya must know I would do that, right? I’ve already made it clear that I don’t value my own life.

			Which isn’t entirely true—I like being alive.

			My eyes land on the third folder.

			I lean forward and pick it up, pushing aside the other two. The Zmeya smiles with all her teeth as I flip it open.

			The picture is taken from a distance—a brunette woman sitting on a park bench, watching a six-year-old climbing on a jungle gym in the foreground.

			Sara.

			And Bennett.

			My son.

			Seven years ago I met Sara. I fell in love with her and was ready to leave the killing life. But our first Christmas Eve together, her brother snuck into her house to drop off presents. I didn’t know him, didn’t know he was coming. All I saw was a well-built man sneaking into the house in the middle of the night, and in the eyes of a hammer, everything is a nail.

			I overreacted, snapping his neck in front of the Christmas tree because I would not let anyone upset the delicate balance of the life I was building. I would not surrender my first true taste of happiness.

			When Sara saw what had happened, she called the police, and I ran. On my way out the door I swiped a present from under the tree. Growing up an orphan, I’d never had a real Christmas before, and I wanted that much. A keepsake.

			Inside was a positive pregnancy test.

			It was my rock bottom. The thing that got me into recovery. Actually, I planned on going home and eating my gun, but then I found Kittie Smalls in a bodega, and if not for that stupid orange cat, I would have followed through.

			So I called Kenji and wound up in Assassins Anonymous.

			I eventually left Sara a massive pile of cash—a lump-sum child support payment—and made myself a promise that I’d never darken their doorstep. And I took some degree of comfort in the fact that there was no way to connect them with me.

			Or so I thought.

			“Where did you get this?” I ask, unable to take my eyes off it.

			“Does it matter?” she asks.

			I slap the folder, hard, in front of her. There’s a shuffling of chairs behind me. She raises a hand but doesn’t break her stare. I realize that a fork that’d been in the place setting next to me is now gripped in my fist.

			She glances down at it without moving her head, and she smirks. “Despite everything, you are a man of morals. You would not strike an old woman.”

			“Not in fear or anger, no,” I tell her. “But you threaten my family and then you’re just a gig, and I will not hesitate to choke the life out of you.”

			The words escape my lips before I have the chance to consider their weight.

			“Please, Mark,” she says. “We all know you are in this…recovery program. That you no longer kill. Your greatest shield is gone. I want you to think about what you do next. Because there are five men in this room.”

			“I wish them luck.”

			“And these people”—she glances down at the folder—“they are not your family. But they do mean something to you, nonetheless, which is why I must insist that you fulfill your end of the deal we made.”

			It surges up from deep inside me, from a dark and forgotten place. I knew it wasn’t gone, because this kind of thing is never gone from you.

			Something I decide every day to ignore.

			The Pale Horse’s voice scorches my throat.

			“I will kill every person in this room before I allow you to put a hand on them.”

			“Hmm,” she says.

			A hand grips my shoulder and I’m thrown back, the chair smacking the floor as I land in a heap. I attempt to combat roll into a standing position. It’s a sloppy movement that belies how out of practice I am, and by the time I get to a comfortable fighting stance, there are five men between me and the Zmeya, Slava at the front of the pack.

			He looks a lot less genial than he was ten minutes ago.

			“Choose your next action carefully,” the Zmeya says.

			Adrenaline surges through my veins like a gushing river, and the one thing I have going for me is that, me and adrenaline, we’re old friends. Whereas it might cloud some people’s judgment, I feel a sudden sense of clarity in the face of what’s staring me down.

			Threats aside, as desperate as I am to protect Sara and Bennett, I’m not yet so desperate that I feel the need to break my sobriety. I can figure this out. There has to be a way to solve this in which I keep the two of them safe and don’t kill Astrid.

			“Forty-eight hours,” I say.

			“Forty-eight hours,” the Zmeya says. “But before you go…Slava, how do you feel about the way he spoke to me just now?”

			Slava smirks. “Disappointed.”

			“Please express that disappointment,” she says.

			Slava slips forward and throws a tight hook at my head, and he’s faster than he looks. I get my arms up just in time to block it, and he follows with a low kick that catches my shin and sends me stumbling back.

			As I’m trying to get my footing he brings his knee up, and I know he’s about to throw a push kick that’s going to send his boot clean through my chest. I kick my hips back hard, trying to put myself out of range and screw with his angle. It works, a little. The toe of his boot catches the bottom of my chest. It hurts, but I manage to grab his leg, holding it tight under my left arm. I reset my feet quickly, cracking the broadside of my shin into his ribs.

			He absorbs the blow with a slight grimace.

			Then he smiles.

			Shit.

			The back of his hand snaps into my face and I drop his leg as my head jerks back. He skips toward me, winding back for a cross, but it’s a feint, and he cracks me in the face with a jab. Stars float on the edge of my vision.

			I shake it off and dip forward, throwing a hard fist into his gut with every ounce of my body weight. He bends over to protect himself and absorbs the brunt of it. I’m still low, so with both hands I grab behind his knee and stand up. He comes off his feet and lands hard on his back.

			Before I can get my footing, a body slams into me from behind, throwing me forward. I hit the floor and a boot cracks into my side, and then it’s just bedlam. I curl up and try to protect myself as they kick the daylights out of me, and I pray just to stay conscious.

			So that was less a leisurely Sunday morning, and more of a frantic Monday-morning commute, while also hungover and the trains aren’t running on time.

			Eventually, the barrage stops.

			Lying on my back, I’m staring up at some really beautiful lighting fixtures as the Zmeya’s face slowly drifts into my field of vision. “Forty-eight hours. And do not ever speak to me like that again.”

			

			—

			“Rough night?”

			The Uber driver is looking at me from the rearview mirror, so all I can see is a set of concerned eyes. The interior of the Honda Pilot is washed in red from the stoplight we’re waiting on. According to the app his name is Syed, and it looks like for the next twenty-four minutes I have a talker. I consider pulling a hundie out of my wallet and passing it to him with instructions to not speak to me for the rest of the ride, but I need to get out of my head.

			It’s too dangerous in there.

			“You should see the other five guys,” I tell him. “Barely a scratch on them.”

			“Sir, the hospital is right here…”

			We pass Coney Island Hospital as he turns onto Ocean Parkway. “Nah,” I tell him. “I’ve had it worse than this. Good night’s sleep will set me straight.”

			“You’re bleeding,” he says.

			“Good night’s sleep and a Band-Aid.”

			He doesn’t say anything to that. We cruise up the wide expanse of roadway that cleaves Brooklyn in half. I touch the side of my head to make sure my prosthetic ear didn’t come off in the scuffle, and thankfully, it did not. As we drive I get a funny feeling in my stomach, unrelated to the mountain of bullshit I’m currently perched atop, and then I realize why.

			We pass a mansion on the left—this area of South Brooklyn is full of them. But this mansion in particular is one I know, because about ten years ago I disabled the security system, snuck inside, and killed the man who lived there while his wife and daughter slept upstairs.

			Yisrael Dwek ran a real estate empire in New Jersey. He was arrested for bank fraud, turned informant, and ratted out dozens of politicians and county officials for taking kickbacks. He managed to piss off the wrong one, so he got the Pale Horse sicced on him. I owe his wife an amends. He’s on my list—I knew he was on my list—but I guess in the frenzy of the evening, I forgot that we were in his old neighborhood.

			Reminders of my old life, everywhere I look, which just adds to the overall weight of the steel-toed boot pressing down on my heart.

			There are days I wish I could disappear. Make it all go away…

			Get out of your head.

			“Hey, let me ask you a question,” I say.

			“Hmm?” the driver says.

			“What’s the hardest thing you ever had to do?” I ask.

			Syed is quiet, and I wonder if I’ve gotten too personal. Then he says, “I have family in Pakistan still. My mother. My daughter. Leaving them was hard.”

			“Where in Pakistan?”

			He laughs. “No one ever asks that.” He slows as we approach a light. “Gujrat. Do you know it?”

			“I do not,” I tell him. “Where is it? I’ve been to Karachi and Islamabad.”

			“Visiting?” he asks.

			“Business,” I tell him.

			I put just enough mustard on the word that he lets that go.

			“It is on the western bank of the Chenab, in northern Punjab,” he says.

			“Why did you leave?” I ask.

			The light turns green, and we make it a half block before he says, “Salaries are too low. It is impossible to make a living. Some friends and I would like to start a business here, and I wanted to build some savings and find a place of my own before I brought them over. It’s just taking some time.”

			“How long?”

			“Two years now.”

			“Shit,” I say. “That’s rough.”

			“It’s funny,” he says. “People think America is this great land of opportunity, but…”

			He doesn’t say anything after that, and I wonder if it’s from fear of offending me. “No, I get it. This place sucks, big-time. Unless you’re a white guy. But even then it helps to be a white guy with money.”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I drive all night, and no one asks about my family.”

			“I’m a people person,” I tell him.

			“Do you have a family?” he asks.

			Yes.

			“No.”

			“Ah,” he says. “Well, you ask about hard decisions in a way that makes me think you are contemplating one yourself. Follow your gut. Not exactly world-changing advice, I know.”

			“Still doesn’t hurt to hear it,” I say.

			“Family is the most important thing, always,” he says. “Even when you can’t be there for them, you have to be there for them. It is our privilege.”

			Privilege.

			Something about that word stings.

			We pull onto the Prospect and the ride doesn’t take much longer as we chatter about more mundane things: weather, traffic, the changing city. As Syed coasts to a stop in front of my apartment, he asks, “You are sure you’re okay?”

			“At some point, I will be,” I tell him, climbing out of the car.

			He pulls away and I rate him five stars and add a $50 tip, then stare up at my building. I imagine everyone is sleeping peacefully, and now I have to go in and completely ruin everything.

			I can tell Astrid to run and disappear. Save herself. Booker can take Lucia while I figure out how to get Sara and Bennett out of town.

			That’s the hardest part. I have enough money that I can get everyone set up with new lives and new IDs pretty easily. The problem is convincing Sara to even listen to me, after everything that happened.

			All while navigating this around my son, who’s never seen my face.

			I wonder what Sara has told him about me. He must be old enough to have asked, but all Sara knows is that I killed her brother. Not everything I told her was a lie, but enough of it was.

			And I can’t take on the Zmeya. That’s not a fight. That’s a war. It’s a war that, at full speed, I could win, but not without leaving a trail of bodies in my wake.

			The street is quiet. A cold wind blows through the caverns of the Lower East Side. I breathe it deep into my chest, feel my body temperature drop.

			Nothing beautiful lasts.

			I trudge up the stairs and when I open the door to my apartment, I find Astrid and Lucia dressed in their winter gear. Lucia appears to be sleeping but Astrid looks panicked, like they’re running away from someone.

			And in that moment I think something I’m immediately ashamed of: that Sara’s and Bennett’s lives are worth more than hers. It’s a pathetic and desperate reaction, so I push the thought away.

			But not quick enough that she doesn’t give me an inquisitive, and slightly nervous, look.

			“What the hell is going on?” I ask.

			“We have a problem,” she says.

			“Well,” I tell her, “now we have two.”

		

	
		
			Wednesday

			
				I hate it when people be holding babies and shit [after a match]…Those babies don’t need to be watching no fighting.

				—Nate Diaz, American mixed martial artist and professional boxer

			

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Lower East Side

			The cab ride to Lulu’s is quiet, Lucia nestled between us in the back seat, dozing.

			It’s also deeply uncomfortable.

			There’s something about the way Mark looked at me. A little flash across his eyes, almost imperceptible. That dead look, like all the life and light had gone from them, and he was back in work mode. He’s barely said a word since. For an external processor like Mark, silence is a foreboding thing.

			Maybe it was my mind playing tricks. And the back of a cab is not exactly the best place to discuss our current predicament.

			I press my hand to Lucia’s forehead. The fever is still down. That’s good, at least.

			We get to Lulu’s, climb out of the cab, and push through the glass door. By my money it’s the best diner in New York City: shabby, old-fashioned, and the food isn’t great, which means it’s nearly always empty.

			But Lulu has other strengths.

			Booker is waiting for us in a booth at the far end. It’s a relief to see him. This is one of our fallback locations in case of emergency, and him being here means he’s not currently sitting in a cell.

			The place is otherwise empty, save for Lulu herself, standing behind the register, scribbling on a notepad. Her frumpy, pale-yellow uniform makes her frizzy red-to-gray hair pop. She peers over her cat-eye glasses at us with a look that could be indifference, or could be disdain. She asks, “Coffee?”

			“You know it,” Mark says, as he passes Lucia to Booker. She stirs, leaning her little body against his, then conks right back out while Mark and I get our jackets off and get settled. By the time we’re seated Lulu is there with a steaming carafe and a tray of mugs, which she doles out quickly and expertly. By the time the last drip of coffee is poured, she’s gone.

			“You good?” I ask Booker.

			“Found the video feed system and smashed it,” he said. “It wasn’t elegant, but I needed to move fast. The guy working in the back said it might or might not be uploaded to a cloud server. He wasn’t sure.” Then he gets a good look at Mark—the growing bruise under his left eye, the cut at his hairline that’s weeping blood. “What happened to you?”

			Mark’s hand hovers near his face. The fluorescent light of the diner isn’t doing him any favors. “Unrelated,” he says. “We need to figure out next steps. I’m thinking we get out of town. Wait until things quiet down.” He looks at me, his gaze lingering, and adds, “All of us.”

			“Normally I’d agree,” Booker says. “But if the cops think we kidnapped a kid, and we take her across state lines, then it turns into a federal response. That’s too big for us to handle.”

			“Should we call Valencia?” I ask.

			No one says anything. I think we all feel the same: hesitance to admit that we’ve already fumbled the ball big-time. Valencia has got enough shit to worry about.

			And she trusted us.

			“Let’s table that,” Mark says. “Maybe we can salvage this. Sure, the cops were called. We don’t know what kind of information they’re working with.”

			“My concern,” Booker says, “is that there’s plenty of CCTVs in the vicinity of the urgicare. So our pictures are probably circulating.”

			“What time is it in London?” Mark asks, pulling out his phone. “Gotta be, what, midday?” He calls a number and sets the phone against his cup of coffee. The call connects, revealing the face of a Black man with close-cropped hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and a very annoyed look on his face.

			Gaius. He runs the Amber Road, a darknet marketplace for anything from drugs to weapons to kill contracts. He’s also an elite hacker—our man in the chair, whenever we need something more complicated than an email.

			“Hey, bud,” Mark says.

			“You again,” Gaius says, before squinting his eyes and focusing on Mark’s face. “You lose a fight with a bus?”

			“It was a draw,” Mark says. “Anyway, you should sound happier to see me, considering the retainer I pay you…”

			“It’s fine, just in the middle of something.”

			“You got someone over?” Mark asks, his voice taking on a conspiratorial tone. “Sexy times?”

			Gaius smirks. “Call of Duty: Black Ops 6. No-scope world champion.”

			“I don’t know what that means—” Mark starts.

			“Yo,” Booker cuts in. “You’re playing without me?”

			“Sorry, bruv,” Gaius says. “I texted you. You didn’t write back.”

			Booker takes out his phone and glances at the screen. “Right. Well, still, man…”

			“You two can sort out your hurt feelings later, but right now I need you to pause your video game and earn your fee,” Mark says. He briefly explains the current situation, then adds, “What I need from you is to nuke any CCTV footage the NYPD is circulating, and see if there’s any way to access their system to find out what they’re doing in response.”

			Gaius whistles. “That’s a big ask. Do you even know what you’re up against?”

			“No,” Mark says, “but I figure you’re about to enlighten us.”

			Gaius moves the phone back a little, then reaches behind it, producing an energy drink. He cracks it open and takes a long sip and says, “Do you know what the Domain Awareness System is, bruv?”

			Mark looks up at the two of us expectantly. We all shake our heads in unison.

			“Okay, so, the NYPD maintains its own cameras, right? The ones you see up on light poles and shit. But back in 2012 they partnered with Microsoft to create a system that can access cameras owned by private businesses. They say they have access to more than eighteen thousand cameras, but I’m willing to bet it’s more than that. They use facial recognition and machine learning algorithms to track people. They can basically feed something into the system—whether it’s a photo or even a description—and it’ll start flagging likely matches. As far as cities go, it’s probably the biggest and most advanced system in the world.”

			“We’re always being watched,” Booker says. “We sort of assumed that.”

			“Yeah, but probably not even to the extent you realize,” Gaius says. “London ain’t much better, but, man, 9/11 sure fucked with your country’s sense of personal liberty.”

			“Can you do something about it?” Mark asks.

			“NYPD ain’t exactly the Pentagon, so getting in isn’t the issue. The problem is that information is going to be so scattered. It’s a bit like whack-a-mole. Backups on backups. Finding out what they’re saying about you, though, that ought to be easy. I’m sure I can access their communications. Until then, you still got those glasses I gave you?”

			I know the ones Gaius means. They look like thick-framed Buddy Holly glasses, but they project infrared light on the wearer’s face, washing out their features on video and screwing with facial recognition. On a live video feed they’ll stand out, but they can fool a passive system.

			Mark’s face twists in embarrassment. “I broke them. Any other tips for evading facial recognition?”

			Gaius shakes his head. “You’re a dumbass. And no, it’s harder than you think. These systems analyze everything from facial structure to skin texture. Put on glasses, grow a beard, it can still get a read—chin, mouth, jawline, all that. Surgical masks can work because they obscure the lower part of the face. You know what a Juggalo is?”

			“Do I want to know?” Mark asks.

			“They’re fans of the band Insane Clown Posse. Real weirdos. They wear clown makeup. Lots of white and black. Turns out, though, the contrast messes with facial recognition.”

			“Well, we’re not dressing like clowns, but the surgical masks might work. All right, see what you can find out and text me when you have something.”

			“Heard,” Gaius says, and ends the call.

			Mark drops his head back on the booth and takes a few deep breaths. Booker catches my eye and gives me a shrug, and I shake my head.

			“So, Mark, can we talk about what the hell is going on with you?” I ask him.

			He looks up and peers at Lucia, who’s still sleeping. “How is she?”

			I don’t even bother hiding the exasperated sigh as I touch her forehead. “Fever is down. Doc says we can flip children’s Motrin and acetaminophen to keep it that way. We never got a diagnosis.”

			“Hmm,” Mark says, then he calls over his shoulder. “Hey, Lu?”

			Lulu appears, hands on hips, like an apparition that was just summoned and isn’t happy about it.

			“You a mom?” he asks.

			She nods but doesn’t offer any information beyond that.

			“Kiddo popped a high fever but meds are keeping it down.” He looks at me. “No other symptoms, really.”

			“She puked,” I say.

			Lulu shrugs. “Kids get sick. Not really much to it.”

			“We need to get some Children’s Tylenol,” Booker says. “She’s due for a dose.”

			“Hold on,” Lulu says.

			She disappears behind the counter, rummages around underneath, and then comes back with a small box, which she places down in front of us. Cherry flavored. I pick it up and hold it toward her. “Why do you have this?”

			She offers a little grin. “I have everything, sweetheart.”

			That much is true. Because underneath this diner is a stockroom full of weapons. Back in the day, people like us used to be frequent customers. Now the three of us just come for the coffee. Which is not great. But there’s something comforting about this place. Lulu knows who we are, she knows what we did. She knows how to look the other way, and she doesn’t judge.

			Another reason it’s the best diner in New York City.

			Booker reads the back and says, “How much she weigh?”

			“I don’t know, ten pounds?” Mark says.

			“She’s not a cat, you dope,” I say, putting my hand out. “She weighs thirty pounds; they said it at the urgicare.”

			I glance at the back of the box, then crack it open and turn it over. A plastic cup slides onto the table. “Five milliliters.” I dose out the medicine and give it to Booker, who gently places it against Lucia’s lips. She perks up a bit and drinks as Booker tips the cup. Lulu appears with a glass of water, and Booker holds it for Lucia as she takes a long sip. “I miss Mommy,” she says, her eyes still closed.

			“We do, too, kid,” I say. “But it’s going to be okay.”

			“Speaking of Valencia…” Booker starts.

			Mark stands and shrugs into his coat. “Gonna let you two figure out that conundrum. I have another errand to run. I’ll be in touch.”

			“Yo, you’re kidding, right?” Booker asks. “We’re supposed to be a team here.”

			Mark purses his lips—something he doesn’t want to say, struggling to get out. “I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t important. I need another few minutes of trust here. But I’m gonna say it again, I think maybe we ought to consider getting out of town. Even if it’s just my cabin. That’s not crossing state lines but it’s way the hell out of the city.”

			My hand twitches, and a big part of me wants to stand up and smack him across the face. We don’t kill anymore but the rules against violence are a little fuzzier, and this is getting ridiculous. Maybe I would, if Lucia wasn’t here, but for her benefit, I take a breath.

			“Mark, tell us what’s going on,” I say. “We can help.”

			He shakes his head, and a sad smile flashes across his face. “I got it.”

			And with that, he’s out the door.

			“Son of a bitch,” Booker says.

			“Language,” I tell him.

			“So do you want to call V, or should I?” Booker asks.

			“What did she say when you texted her?”

			Booker glances down, a sheepish look on his face. “I didn’t.”

			“Are you kidding right now?” I ask, a little too loud.

			“There was a lot happening.”

			“She’s going to be so mad,” I say.

			“Yeah, we really fu—” He stops and glances down at Lucia, her eyes fluttering, hovering between awake and sleep. “We really messed this up.”

			“We need a plan first,” I say. “Cabin is an option. It’s safe. It’s way off the grid. You got a car, right?”

			“I do,” Booker says. “We got to get back to my place, though.”

			Right. Booker lives on Staten Island, which means the subway and then the Staten Island Ferry—headfirst through a sea of cameras and cops. The roads are only marginally better. There could be checkpoints, and cabs still have to pass through tollbooths, which also have cameras.

			“So what’s the best of a bad situation?” I ask.

			Booker leans over toward the counter and raises his voice. “Lu, can you get us a car? Something of the clandestine variety?”

			“I got you, hon,” she says, picking up the phone. “And before you ask, I don’t have any masks, but you can find them at pretty much any drugstore.”

			“See?” Booker says. “No place better than Lulu’s.”

			

			—

			The driver is a toothpick-thin Hispanic man who doesn’t say a word to us, nor does he acknowledge Lucia, bundled in Booker’s arms. He just gets out of the pristine gray Toyota Camry he’s driving and holds the door for us.

			This isn’t an Uber. There are no decals, no phone on the dash. He’s wearing a cashmere sweater and slacks, no jacket, and sunglasses. As I climb into the back, the sun is rising over the city, reflecting off the windows. I try to calculate how long I actually slept last night; I have no idea.

			We get settled, Lucia between us, and I buckle her in while Booker recites his address to the driver. Without a word, the man pulls away from the curb. We make it about a block before we’re caught in a snarl of traffic, which doesn’t seem out of the ordinary until Booker mutters, “Shit.”

			“What?” I ask.

			He nods forward, and I look down the block. There’s a police checkpoint at Delancey. And we’re on a one-way street; there’s no outlet. Booker leans up to the driver. “Sorry, bro, we need to get out here.”

			“What’s the problem?” the man asks.

			“Those cops are looking for us and the kid.”

			The man glances back at us. “You steal that kid?”

			“No, we didn’t steal the kid,” Booker says. “Lulu trusted us enough to call you.”

			The man nods. “Right.”

			He spins the wheel and pulls over to an empty spot at the curb. We’re far enough away to not draw attention, and we sit there for a moment.

			“So you’re going to Staten,” the man says. “Just got to get creative, then.”

			“What’s your name?” I ask.

			“Mateo,” he says.

			“Okay, Mateo,” I tell him. “What does creative look like?”

			He turns back and winks at me. “Give me a minute. This is what we do. Move people. We got options. Let me check in with some folks.”

			He whips out his phone and taps away at the screen. Lucia tugs the arm of my jacket. “I’m hungry,” she says.

			“All right, you guys wait here,” I say, and duck out of the car. There’s a bodega across the street, so I’m sure I can scrounge up something.

			The door is clouded and scratched, and the inside looks like a bomb hit it. One of those places you walk in and have to assume it’s a front for something. I’m half-tempted to ask for an eight ball just to wake myself up, but I’m trying to stay away from drugs and alcohol. Assassins Anonymous doesn’t forbid them, but they’re good things to avoid.

			Food options are limited but I manage to find some protein bars for me and Booker, and a small package of Cheerios and an overripe banana for Lucia. I grab a big bottle of lukewarm water out of a wheezing freezer case. I pile it all on the counter and ask the man behind it, “Masks?”

			The man reaches up, grabs something off the wall behind him, and places down a cellophane packet without looking up from his phone. Inside is a small bundle of baby-blue masks.

			I put down some cash and grab my stuff, so tired I don’t even bother waiting for the change.

			As I walk to the car, my anxieties turn back to whether we’re making a mistake by not having contacted Valencia already. The problem is that Booker doesn’t want to make the call, and neither do I, so until one of us volunteers, we’re stuck in a stalemate. Once we admit to it, it becomes true—or more true than it already is.

			That we let her down.

			That I let someone else down.

			I climb back in the car and Mateo is still tapping away on his phone. “Got a lead on something. Two minutes.”

			I open up the Cheerios for Lucia and she starts popping them into her mouth, one by one. It’s like she was never sick. Whether that’s the medication, or whatever it was just passed that quickly, I have no idea. I hold up the protein bars to Booker. “Cookie dough or birthday cake?”

			He thinks about it, then plucks the cookie dough from my hand. I unwrap mine and bite it; it tastes like an old birthday cake that got dropped onto the floor of a woodshop. But it’s calories and protein, so it’s good enough for now.

			“Okay,” Mateo says, twisting around in his seat. “We’re on Essex right now. Go back up toward Houston. Right before you hit it, there’s going to be a parking lot on the left. Go in there. Driver’s name is Jabari.”

			“All right then,” I say. “What do we owe?”

			“Nah, you settle up with Lulu.”

			“Thanks, man,” Booker says, briefly grasping Mateo’s shoulder before we climb out of the car. I scan the street for cameras; there aren’t any immediately apparent but it still feels like we’re being watched, and an army of cops is going to come running around the corner. Booker and I put on our surgical masks; they’ll draw attention, but hopefully not the wrong kind.

			Booker hoists Lucia against him, her face cradled in his shoulder, and we make our way up the block, both of us watching the street for cops.

			“I hope this works,” I say.

			“Yeah.” Booker leans his mouth into Lucia. “How you doing, girly?”

			“Good, Unca Booker.”

			“You still sick?”

			“Maybe.”

			“We’ll get you someplace you can rest.”

			“Where’s Mommy?”

			“She’ll be here soon,” he says, resetting his grip and quickening his pace.

			It doesn’t take us long to reach the lot, which is recessed from the street, a wall of cars on raised platforms blocking the view of what happens inside. We walk past the gate to find a dilapidated beer truck idling in the open space. At least I think it’s a beer truck. The logo is so scratched I can’t tell the brand, but I can see half a woman’s face and part of a bottle. Leaning against it is a Black man with a frizzy beard and a heavy bundle of dreads wrapped in a yellow scarf.

			“ ’Ey, it you?” he asks.

			Booker hands Lucia to me and steps forward, surveying the truck as I scan the area for cameras.

			“No eyes back here,” Jabari says. “You good.”

			“Not sure this is safe for us to be riding around in with a kid,” Booker says, peeling off his mask and nodding toward the truck.

			“Ah, well,” Jabari says, unlatching the gate and swinging the door open. “You take the tour and you tell me that again.”

			Booker pulls himself onto the back of the truck, steps inside, and laughs. He stands at the entrance and beckons me to hand over Lucia, bringing her inside. I climb up and follow.

			The back is full of crates and pallets, but Booker stands aside so I can walk past him. There’s a small, padded room at the rear of the compartment with three jump seats. Inside there’s a temperature control unit on the wall, and a cooler on the floor in the corner. And a false wall that, when closed, will make it look like more crates.

			Jabari climbs in the back with us. “Sometimes you gotta move quietly in style, no?”

			“This’ll do,” Booker says.

			“Shake a leg on in,” Jabari says, watching us get settled before closing the door. There’s a metal sound, like a lock engaging, then shuffling, things moving around and sliding into place. By the time we’ve got Lucia buckled into the seat between us, the truck’s engine has started and we’re rolling out.

			I pull the banana out of my jacket and it’s a little mashed, but I open it up and offer a piece to Lucia. She turns her nose up at it.

			“Gross,” she says.

			Okay, no bananas.

			“I’ll take it,” Booker says. He accepts it while scrolling on his phone, then sighs and hands it to me.

			“Just got this from Gaius.”

			There’s a text that reads: Did my best bruv, sorry.

			That’s followed by a link to a notice from the NYPD. I scan the text. An Amber Alert has been issued. Two suspects traveling with a child, female, age two to three. Suspects are a Black man and white woman. It’s coupled with a photograph taken from a street camera. The quality isn’t great but if you look at it long and hard enough, you can make out that it’s us. I hand Booker back his phone and take out my own, find that the news has already picked it up.

			“Can I watch Bluey?” Lucia asks.

			“Yeah, you can, sweetheart, hold on.” I flip over to my home screen and think for a second, then turn to Booker. “Where do I find Bluey?”

			“Disney.”

			I take a few minutes to download the app and create an account, then fire up an episode and hand it over to Lucia. She happily takes the phone and zones in. The whole time the truck has been rolling slowly, stopping and going, moving with the flow of early morning Manhattan traffic.

			“You should text Mark, let him know what’s up,” I say.

			“And Valencia?”

			“Text her, too. But tell her we have it under control.”

			Booker raises an eyebrow. “Do we?”

			“We do. We’re going to be fine. I’ve been thinking about it. I don’t think we need to flee the city. Maybe we just hole up in your apartment.”

			“There’s a police precinct right down the block from me,” he says.

			“Doesn’t matter,” I tell him. “We get in your building, we’re clear, right? They’re going to assume we’re still in Manhattan.”

			“Okay, that could work,” he says.

			I’m about to respond when there’s a knocking sound on the side of the truck. Booker puts a finger to his lips, and I turn the volume on the phone down to just barely audible. Lucia holds the phone closer to her face. I hope that’s not bad for her vision.

			Booker leans against the side wall of the truck, putting his ear to it, listening.

			“Police stop,” he whispers. “They want to see in the back.”

			“What the hell would make them think to check a beer truck for us?” I ask.

			“Due diligence,” Booker says with a shrug.

			We listen as the rear of the truck unlatches and the door swings open. Jabari says something that I can’t make out, and I hold my breath.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Jericho, NY

			Eggshell siding, green shutters, a battered black Kia Soul parked in the driveway. The house looks the same as the last time I was here, years ago. Standing across the street, watching through the window with a scope as my son played in the living room, knowing I could never make contact with them, because it was the only way to keep them safe.

			Turned out I was wrong.

			This shit always catches up with you eventually.

			For as much as I wanted to stay away, I knew I couldn’t. Not forever. Part of the recovery process is making amends. Not an easy thing to do when you killed people for a living. But we have a system: find someone close to the person who died, who will understand the gravity of the death. You sit with them, tell them why you did it, and express your remorse.

			I’ve done two dozen at this point. The reactions have ranged from indifferent, to thankful, to furious. I never know what to expect. The only thing I know for sure is that sooner or later I’m going to do one and end up staring down the barrel of a gun.

			Maybe that’s why I always imagined Sara should be the last one I make, because then there was a chance I’d never have to make it. Even though she deserves it more than anyone.

			Of course, there are some amends that are impossible to make, and for that, you make a living amends. You resolve to live your life better, to make yourself and the world a better place. It would be easy enough to say that my amends to Sara could be a living one. But that would be a cop-out.

			An amends isn’t punishment. It’s not supposed to hurt. But it’s not supposed to feel good, either.

			I think back to that night when everything fell apart: Christmas Eve. The first one in a long time where I didn’t watch It’s a Wonderful Life with a bottle of whiskey and wonder if I should follow in George Bailey’s footsteps, right off the side of a bridge.

			I wasn’t in a place of depression. My life was just a void. I had piles of money and I was good at my job, but there was nothing else. Every day was like sitting in an empty room, waiting for someone who would never show up.

			Then I met Sara.

			She made me see a version of myself I never knew existed.

			I take a deep breath and cross the street, climb the porch, the sound of the hollow wood under my feet bringing me back to when we would come home from a hike or the movies. I knock on the door and wait, still entirely unsure of what to say.

			I’ll have to wing it, which is not a good place to start…

			The door opens, and there she is.

			Sara is wearing bright blue yoga pants and a charcoal sweater. She looks different. I can see the pain of what I did still etched into her face and my heart breaks all over again. She recognizes me and her eyes narrow.

			She steps back, but not in a way that seems to be inviting me in, and turns to her purse.

			“Sara…” I say.

			She reaches her hand in and pulls a small black revolver out, pointing it at me.

			And there it is. The inevitability of this moment. I would laugh if it weren’t the single least appropriate thing I could do right now.

			“Where’s Bennett?” I ask.

			“School,” she says. “What do you want?”

			“I need to talk to you.”

			Her grip tightens on the gun. Looks like a Ruger. An LCRx maybe? That’s a great gun for a novice. Semi-automatics can jam or malfunction. Revolvers are so reliable you can set your watch by them. She seems to consider putting one in my chest, right here, in broad daylight. Then she lowers it a few inches.

			“I have to be honest, Mark, I was wondering when you’d come crawling back with some kind of pathetic apology.” She shakes her head. “If your name is even Mark.”

			“I’m…well, I am here to apologize,” I tell her. “But I’ve got something more important to say. You and Bennett are in danger. I need five minutes of your time. Let me say what I have to say, and you can decide what to do with it. If your decision is to shoot me dead, then I’ll give you advice on how to best dispose of my body.”

			She steps back, still holding the gun.

			Her stance is sloppy, and it wouldn’t be hard to dive to her right, get off the line of fire, and swoop in low to take the gun from her. It’d break her finger in the process, but a broken finger is better than a bullet.

			We move inside and I close the door behind me, then back up against it, hands spread. I don’t think she has it in her to shoot me.

			She gestures at me with the gun. “Go ahead.”

			“My name is Mark,” I tell her. “But I was also known as the Pale Horse. I worked for a clandestine organization called the Agency. I was an assassin. And I was good. Some people said I was the best in the world…”

			“This is what you came here to do?” Sara asks. “Brag about how good you are at killing people? Yeah, I kinda got that when you broke my brother’s neck.”

			As she says this her eyes dart to the spot on the floor where he died.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t mean it like that,” I tell her. “I’m just trying to explain. It’s not an excuse. I could never ask you to forgive me for what I did. But I want you to know where I was at. Like, mentally.”

			“Mentally,” she says. “Okay, where were you mentally?”

			“I fell in love with you, Sara,” I say, fighting against the thickness growing in my throat. “You made me realize I was more than a killer. I was looking for an exit strategy. I was going to quit. But my brain is wired differently from a normal person’s. Everything is a threat assessment. The night your brother came into the house—I had just refused a job from my employer. I assumed they were coming to take me in. I was worried they might hurt you in the process. But I was so angry at the thought of someone taking away this thing I had found…”

			The gun shakes in her hand.

			“Do you know what it’s like?” she asks, her voice quiet and even. “Every Christmas, I try to make it special for Bennett. Because he’s a child and he deserves it. And I have to sit in front of that tree and remember what you did. This is what you’ve got for me? This sob story about how your life is hard?”

			“I’m not comparing your suffering to mine, but I’m hurting, too,” I say, and this suddenly sounds very stupid. But I’m already on the train, may as well ride it through to the station. “That was the worst night of my life. I went home with every intention to kill myself. Then I met a cat and the cat saved my life, which sounds really weird when I say it out loud. But finding that cat gave me the courage to make it another night. After that I joined a recovery program for killers. It’s called Assassins Anonymous.”

			She squints. “Like Alcoholics Anonymous?”

			“Pretty much.”

			The absurdity of it snaps her out of the moment’s crushing gravity, and she almost smirks. “That’s…a thing?”

			I nod. “For the past few years I’ve been making amends. Every day I woke up, wondering if today was the day I’d come and have this conversation. And I didn’t, because I’m a coward. But now I don’t have a choice. Someone’s after me, and they discovered my connection to you. They know that Bennett is my s—”

			She thrusts the gun at me, raising her voice to a fine point. “You don’t get to say that.”

			“Okay.” I put my hands up again. “Okay. But they want me to do something I…can’t do. And they threatened the two of you. I just need some time to figure it out. I’m asking that you and Bennett get out of town for a bit. I have a cabin upstate. It’s fully stocked. It’s comfortable. Remote, off the grid, state-of-the-art security system.”

			I move my hand slowly to my pocket and take out the notes that I scrawled on the back of a receipt I found in my wallet. I place the paper carefully on the breakfront, next to a bowl with her keys and loose change.

			“Directions to the cabin, and the security codes, including an explanation of how the whole thing works. There’s plenty of food. You’ll be safe there.”

			Sara looks at the receipt, then me. She lowers the gun—probably because of the weight, not because she doesn’t want to hold it on me—and taps it against the side of her leg. “So after all this time, this is what you come back for. To say that you need to make my life even harder. And for what? Because of some more mistakes you made?”

			“Yes,” I tell her. “ ‘Sorry’ doesn’t cut it, but right now it’s all I have.”

			She puts the gun on the table next to her and rubs her face with her hands.

			“That money you left me,” she says, “it’s gone. I gave it away. I’ve been doling it out to charities over the last few years. It felt like blood money.”

			“It is, in a way,” I say.

			“Why did you leave it?”

			“I thought it might make your life a little easier,” I say.

			“Or you could have just not murdered my brother. I have a question for you, and I want a straight, honest answer, because everything you have said thus far is absolutely ridiculous. When you left that money for me, were you really trying to make my life easier? Or were you trying to buy yourself a little forgiveness?”

			I have nothing to say to that.

			“Thought so,” she says.

			I exhale, close my eyes, center myself. “I should have rehearsed this. I’m doing a shit job. The only thing that matters to me right now is protecting you and Bennett. The people I’m dealing with, they’re serious. And dangerous. I have no idea how they found you. But I promise, I’m going to stop them, and I’m going to make sure that no one else comes after you, ever again.”

			“How can you possibly promise that? You just told me you used to be, what, the deadliest killer in the world? From where I’m standing it seems like you barely have your shit together.”

			I start to respond, and realize I can’t promise that. I can just help them this time.

			What about next time?

			Is this the rest of my life?

			Maybe the smart thing would be to take myself off the board after all. Maybe that’s the way to end this. If I’m gone, the Zmeya will have to go after Astrid on her own, and Sara and Bennett won’t be worth the hassle.

			They would be safe.

			I hear the voice of Kenji, my former sponsor, in my ear.

			Keep coming back.

			What he said to me after the first meeting I attended. Not just because he wanted me to succeed in the program, but because he knew that my continued survival was a tenuous thing in that moment.

			“I’ll go pick up Bennett,” Sara says, “and we’ll go to the cabin. After this is done we’re going to have a conversation on how to sever you from my life entirely. Because make no mistake, you will not ever be a part of my life. And I don’t want him to see your face. You will remain a stranger to him. Understand?”

			I’ve been shot, stabbed, tortured. I’ve experienced pain that left me wishing for death.

			All of it, combined together into one singular point, doesn’t come close to what I feel right now.

			And I realize the mistake I made. In some deep, recessed part of my brain, I thought that coming here might open up some kind of pathway. Not to being a family, but at least to being a part of my son’s life.

			But the look on Sara’s face makes it clear that will never happen. I choke on my regret, like battery acid in the back of my throat.

			“Turn off your phone, too, when you hit the road,” I tell her. “Just to be safe.”

			“Okay,” she says.

			And that’s it. That’s all there is to say. We stand there in the hallway, a place where, once, we were happy. And now, in the mid-morning light, that feels so far gone it’s like it never existed.

			“How long?” she asks.

			“A few days,” I tell her. “If I can’t solve it by then I’ll likely be dead and it won’t matter.”

			She looks away from me. “Okay. Now get out.”

			I turn and leave, hoping she doesn’t decide at the last minute to put a bullet in my back.

			It makes me think of something Kenji said once—the reason he decided to retire from killing. He believed every time you killed someone you carried a piece of their soul with you, and after years, he was struggling under the weight.

			I understood exactly what he meant.

			I don’t want Sara to know what that feels like.

			So I feel some measure of relief when she slams the door. I linger on the steps, knowing it’s a mistake; it’s a bad idea to be seen here. But I’m glad that I do, because it gives me the time to notice the hulking figure across the street in a black jacket and sunglasses, smiling at me.

			Slava.

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Lower East Side

			The truck shifts slightly as someone climbs into the back. “What are you hauling here?”

			The guy has a cop voice. That clipped, overconfident baritone.

			“Beer,” Jabari says. “You want one? On the house.”

			“I would if I wasn’t working,” the cop says. There’s a couple of seconds of silence. “All right, well—”

			Something clatters to the floor of our little compartment. Lucia looks up at me, my phone lying by her feet, her eyes wide. “Sorry, Unca Astid,” she says.

			Booker pulls the girl close to him and whispers shhh to her. She starts to say something and he gently places his hand over her mouth while I grab my phone from the floor, holding my breath the whole time.

			Silence.

			Then: “The hell was that?”

			“Probably a rat. They get into the trucks. Little bastards.”

			There’s a shuffling sound, like someone is searching for something. Lucia whimpers, twisting away from Booker’s hand. He leans down to her and whispers in her ear, so low I can’t hear what he’s saying.

			I consider our options. If we’re at a checkpoint, there’s going to be a squad car. Two cops, maybe three, but more nearby. One is on the truck. It’ll be easy enough to overpower him, but then we have to contend with his partner, and however many cameras and witnesses there are outside, plus NYPD squad cars have recording capabilities…

			“Okay, you’re good.”

			The truck shifts again, bodies climbing off it, and then we’re moving. I let out a long breath. Booker sits back, taking his hand off Lucia’s mouth. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he says. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I didn’t like that,” Lucia says, a grumpy look on her face.

			“Me neither.”

			“Unca Booker, I have to go potty.”

			“Shit,” Booker says.

			“That’s a bad word,” Lucia says.

			I get in front of Lucia and crouch down so we’re at eye level. “Do you think you can hold it for a bit, sweetie?”

			She shakes her head no.

			“Is it one or two?” I ask.

			“Peeps,” she says.

			I look around the compartment. There’s a discarded bottle of water in the corner but I feel like there’s no way she’s going to be able to successfully pee into that. But there is the cooler. I open it up and it’s empty. I slide it into the corner. “How about this?”

			Lucia hides her face from me, suddenly shy.

			“Me and Uncle Booker will turn around, okay? Could you please?”

			She nods, and me and Booker twist ourselves around to give her some privacy. My phone vibrates in my pocket and I take it out, expecting—hoping—to see Mark’s name.

			It’s Valencia. My heart plummets as I show it to Booker.

			“Only going to make things worse,” he says.

			“Guess so.” I answer the phone, holding my breath. “Hey.”

			“Hey,” Valencia says. “I just tried to call Mark, but he didn’t answer. I wanted to check in, see how my girl is doing.”

			She is peeing in a cooler in the back of a truck designed to smuggle people because we’re on the run from the cops.

			“We had a little issue,” I say.

			The line goes quiet, and then Valencia says, “What happened?”

			I know Valencia left the three of us in charge, but this whole thing feels like it’s square on me. Maybe I’m being too hard on myself. Or maybe I should have learned some better lessons the last time someone was in my care.

			“She had a high fever last night. Like, scary high. We panicked and took her to urgicare, and now the cops are looking for us. I guess it was a little shady that we didn’t know her last name or anything. Look, Valencia, I’m so sorry. We were exhausted and we weren’t thinking…”

			“Jesus. Where are you right now?”

			“We’re headed to Booker’s. I think we can lay low there for a bit. Once you get back we can get this all sorted out.”

			“Can I speak to her?”

			Lucia is pulling up her pants, looking curiously into the cooler. I hand her the phone and say, “Your mom wants to talk to you.”

			“Mommy, I just peed in a funny place,” she says.

			At this point I can’t hear what Valencia is saying.

			A blessing and a curse.

			“We’re on a truck…I’m okay…I had Cheerios…Mommy, I miss you when are you coming home…No, I feel okay…Okay, Mommy, I love you.”

			She hands the phone back to me, and I tense up, waiting for the deluge I’m sure is coming.

			Valencia’s voice is clear and quiet, and it cuts like a scalpel.

			“I trusted you,” she says.

			I snap Chea’s hair tie on my wrist, wishing it would hurt more than it does. “She’s fine. We’re fine. Everything’s fine. When do you think you’ll be back?”

			“I got a lead on my brother’s location, so this will be settled soon. I’ll get on the first flight back. You take her and you stay at Booker’s. Get a thermometer and monitor her temperature. You can alternate between Motrin and Tylenol…”

			“Yeah, we know. Whatever it is seems to have passed quickly. She should be fine…”

			“None of this is fine,” Valencia snaps. “We’ll discuss all of this when I get back.”

			The phone goes dead.

			I look at Booker.

			“How bad?” he asks.

			“Not good,” I say.

			“The only way out is through,” Booker says, putting his hand on my knee and giving it a squeeze. “We’ll get there.”

			I fire up Bluey again, a little nervous about the life of my phone’s battery, but we should have enough for the ride. Lucia takes it while I put the lid back on the cooler. Her urine is a little dark, which means she’s dehydrated, so I offer her some water. She sips from the bottle and says, “Thank you, Unca Astid.”

			“You’re welcome, love,” I tell her, as she disappears into her cartoon zone.

			It’s not the same, but it’s hard to not think about my last night with Chea.

			It was supposed to be a nothing gig, surveillance only, on a Belarusian gunrunner’s yacht. The whole thing was a trap, orchestrated by Viktor Kozlov—a few years prior, I had killed his brother Dmitri. And Dmitri was the one who had been keeping Chea in sexual slavery.

			Which is part of the reason I killed him.

			That last night, we almost made it. Fought our way through Kozlov and a handful of his goons, and Chea did amazing. I was so proud of her—this scared little thing I found handcuffed to a bed in Atlantic City was now a goddamn force.

			We got off the yacht, onto a lifeboat, and even made it a good distance away.

			But Kozlov managed to lob a grenade after us.

			The last thing I remember about Chea is the look on her face, because as soon as it landed I shoved her, hard. Fear and confusion as she tumbled toward the water, and I hoped she would make it under before the explosion hit.

			But I was the only one the Agency recon team found bobbing in the Balearic Sea.

			I don’t know how long I was out there before they arrived. Maybe an hour? Bleeding out from a shrapnel wound down my back, screaming my lungs raw. Hoping Chea’s head would pop up from under the dark waves, or I’d find her floating on a piece of debris.

			I wonder if this might be the last time I see Lucia, too, so I take a good look at her. Study her face. Her big brown eyes, her curly black hair, the slight curl of her lip as she lets out a little laugh.

			Another person I let down.

			I pull the hair tie on my wrist. Snap it a few times, the sting of it keeping me awake, and I wonder what use I am to any of these people.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Jericho, NY

			It’s raining. Not heavy, but steady. Slava stands with his hands inside his long wool jacket, on the porch of a house across the way, waiting for me. I cross the street. We stand there in the cold February air, watching each other, the rain pattering on the awning of the house. Slava’s face is a little busted up from our dance at Ekaterina, but I know I look worse.

			The street is otherwise quiet. No one outside.

			“It is good to see you again,” he says, with the air of someone who has run into an old acquaintance at the grocery store.

			“That true?” I ask.

			“No,” he says, “not really.”

			“You don’t seem too upset over how things went down.”

			He absentmindedly waves his hand by his face. “This is the cost of doing business. I do not blame you for the way you reacted. The Zmeya…she asks a lot of you.”

			“Does that mean you’re going to give me a break on this?”

			He smirks. “Absolutely not.”

			“Could be worth it,” I tell him. “You might regret it otherwise.”

			“I don’t know you, not really. I know your reputation. I understand that despite this program you’re in, that you are still a dangerous person. Dangerous and smart. No one gets as far as you did without being both of those things.”

			“Look, bud, you’re not the first knucklehead to think he can make a name for himself by taking a piece out of me…”

			Slava chuckles and takes a leisurely step backward, his hands still in his pockets. He’s de-escalating. Or at least, trying to make me think he is.

			“No one gains anything from a pissing contest,” he says. “The fact that you no longer kill puts me at an advantage. I would snap your neck and not give it a second thought. Is it worth it?” He makes an unsure gesture with his shoulders. “No matter what, you won’t make it easy. I prefer to go home healthy when I can.”

			“That’s a pretty positive outlook to take,” I tell him.

			“It has served me well,” he says. Then he nods toward Sara’s house. “As for this unpleasantness, I will have to let the Zmeya know you came here. No doubt you warned them. Told the woman to collect her son and leave.”

			“You don’t seem too busted up about threatening the life of a child.”

			Slava takes a step forward and sighs, looking past me, at Sara’s house. She still hasn’t left. Hopefully she listened. Hopefully she’s packing a bag.

			Hopefully.

			“How much do you know of the Donbas war?” Slava asks.

			“It was a phase of the Russo-Ukrainian War,” I say. “April 2014. Former FSB officer seized Sloviansk. Ukraine fired back. It got subsumed by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine back in ’22.”

			“It is a long story, but the pertinent information is that amongst the thousands of civilians killed were my wife and three sons,” Slava says, his voice firm and resolute. A memory transformed to fact so long ago I can barely hear the echo of the pain.

			“So, what, you lost your family, everyone’s family is fair game?” I ask.

			“I have nothing left,” he says, “but my own life. And despite…” I think I hear a quaver in his voice, and he puts his hand to his chest. “They live now only in my memory. Not even a footnote in history. To disobey the Zmeya would be to forfeit my life, and then their memory would be gone. I find it distasteful to threaten women and children. It would not be my choice. But my job isn’t to make that choice.”

			“I am sorry for your loss, but that’s pretty weak,” I tell him. “The road to hell was built by people who were just following orders.”

			“My goal, always, is to make things quick and painless,” he says. “If I were to refuse, the Zmeya would send someone else. That person would likely have fewer boundaries. Perhaps different…proclivities.”

			That one cracks me across the chin. I try to respond but all I can do is clench my fists so hard I can feel the blood pumping in them.

			Slava shrugs. “And like the Zmeya said, these people are not your family. The universe gives you a life, and from that moment it takes.”

			“You’re a nihilist?” I ask.

			“No. I just…am.”

			There’s a sadness in his voice that part of me wants to unpack, but then the front door of Sara’s house opens. She’s got a bag over her shoulder, and she doesn’t notice us as she hustles over to her car parked in the driveway. As Slava takes out his phone, I say: “One thing.”

			He pauses. “What?”

			“You should have picked a better spot to wait out the rain.”

			I noticed on my walk to the porch that the house was vacant, currently under construction; gutted walls and half-done Sheetrock are visible through the window. So I take advantage of the fact that no one’s home and slam myself into him. Our combined weight is enough to knock us clean through the door.

			It crashes into the floor, throwing up a plume of dust, the two of us hacking as we scramble to our feet. Before he can set himself, I throw a hard push kick into his gut that sends him sprawling, the phone flying from his hand.

			I risk a look over my shoulder, and whether she noticed or not, Sara is pulling her car out of the driveway. My relief is short-lived, because Slava throws his body around my legs, sending me backward. I tuck my chin to my chest, to keep from bouncing my head off the floor. Slava attempts to mount me, to get leverage, but I buck my hips, creating enough space that I can twist myself free of his grasp. I throw a boot into his jaw, then scramble to my feet.

			The cell phone is on the floor about ten feet away. I go for it, only to end up airborne again—Slava kicked my legs out from under me. I hit the floor in a full belly flop and it knocks the wind out of me. The phone is just out of reach. Slava is shuffling past me, so I knock down the workbench next to me and grab the first thing that lands within my grasp.

			A gas-powered nail gun.

			He’s still on his hands and knees, about to reach the phone. I aim for a nonfatal shot, his left ass cheek. The gun jolts in my hand, making a strong pneumatic hiss, and he cries out in pain, falling onto his side, grasping for the nail.

			I feel a little bad about that.

			But not too bad.

			As he’s on the ground, writhing in pain, I stand over him and point the nail gun at his face. He puts his hands up to protect himself.

			“I’m sorry about your family,” I tell him. “And I’m sorry for shooting a nail into your ass. But what’s going on here is between professionals, and that woman across the street, that kid, they’re not a part of this. Anyone who tries to draft them is going to find that I have limits to my mercy.”

			I close one eye, point the nail gun at his eye. I don’t know how long the nails are in here, but if I hit it true, it’s going to pierce his brain and kill him.

			And it would be so easy.

			But I’m not there. Not yet.

			I take a step back, bring the gun to the phone, and fire. A thick nail pierces the screen, shattering it. Not very elegant, but it’ll buy Sara a little more time to pick up Bennett and get the hell out of town. Which gives me time to figure out the next right action.

			Slava reaches down, grips, pulls, and screams, then holds up a blood-covered nail, throwing it into the corner.

			“You should get a tetanus shot,” I tell him.

			He climbs to his feet, seething, but makes no move to dive at me. I still have the nail gun in my hand, and I think he sees that I’m serious.

			“Whatever advantage you think you have…I wouldn’t put money on it,” I tell him. “What I am now and what I’m capable of doing are two very different things. Everyone has a breaking point.”

			He holds eye contact with me as I slowly back toward the door, and once I’m there, and it’s clear that he’s not going to pursue me, I toss the nail gun into the corner and run.

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Staten Island

			The speaker on the wall next to Booker, which looks like an old apartment intercom, crackles to life. “Where you want me drop you? Press the button to speak.”

			Booker reaches over and holds down the button. “The address I gave you, go past it, and make the right down Stuyvesant. Halfway down the block there’s a driveway. It’s the first right you can make. The hill to the parking lot is too steep for the truck but you can drop us at the bottom.”

			“On it,” Jabari says.

			The truck comes to a halt and the engine shuts off. Then the back opens, footsteps clomp across the floor, and the compartment swings open. Jabari peeks his head in.

			“Close one there, yeah?” he asks.

			“Yeah,” Booker says, climbing out. “Thanks for handling that.”

			I pass Lucia to Booker and then carry the cooler out with me. Jabari frowns. “That mine.”

			I nod toward Lucia. “She had to pee.”

			A look of annoyance flashes across Jabari’s face, briefly, before he nods. He turns to Lucia. “How was the ride, little miss?”

			“It smelled funny,” she says.

			“I’ll get it cleaned up for next time.” He stands up to his full height and looks between me and Booker. “I doubt it needs to be said, but you don’t know my face.”

			“Of course,” I say. “And we settle up with Lulu?”

			He nods. “You settle up with Lulu. Okay then, off to the next pickup.”

			We hustle off the truck, and Jabari climbs into the cab, backing it out to the street. It’s raining, and we’re in a large alley between two buildings.

			There’s a very steep hill to our right, and Booker leads the way, up into a small parking lot full of cars, then to a back entrance of the building. Maybe we should have put on our masks, but it’s a short walk, and Booker seems confident. He leads us over to the lobby of the building and we wait for the elevator.

			“I need some sleep,” Booker says.

			“Me, too. How about you, Lucia? Are you tired?”

			“Nope!” she says.

			“Great,” Booker says. “We can sleep in shifts.”

			“Or she can watch Bluey.”

			“Is this kid getting too much screen time?” he asks. “Isn’t that a thing?”

			“Extenuating circumstances,” I say.

			The elevator arrives and we ride up to Booker’s apartment on the top floor. He leads us down the hall and opens the door, but before we can go inside, he points to the floor and says, “Watch your step.”

			Sprinkled across the threshold is a thick line of white powder. I pick up Lucia and carry her over it, stepping into his darkened apartment.

			It’s such a boy apartment. There’s no art on the walls and the furniture is all secondhand and mismatched, but there is a massive flat-screen on the wall, wires dangling down to the power outlet and some video game systems.

			The things that feel most out of place are the Virgin Mary statue in the corner, surrounded by half-burned candles, and that line of white powder, which seems to extend around the boundary of the entire apartment.

			I set up Lucia on the couch and find Bluey on the television, as Booker roots around in a kitchen cabinet. I join him and ask, “What’s the powder?”

			“Borax and salt,” he says, without looking up.

			“Does the borax work better if you add salt to it?” I ask.

			“Nah,” Booker says, opening the fridge. “Borax is for the roaches. Salt is for other things.”

			It takes me a second, and then I remember what Booker is always talking about in his shares. The way the ghosts of the people he killed haunt him, appearing outside the window, sometimes at the foot of his bed. He’s seen specialists who all insist that it’s a form of PTSD, but he thinks they’re real.

			It’s not on me to judge the manifestation of someone else’s trauma. All pain is a form of haunting; a thing that hovers over your shoulder, or just outside your field of vision, always there, immaterial and terrifying.

			His trauma appears to him as actual apparitions, and while I don’t believe in ghosts, I believe in Booker.

			But sometimes the conviction of his shares makes the hair on my neck prickle…

			It also explains the Virgin Mary statue. Even with that, and the wooden rosary he fidgets with during the meetings, it’s still easy to forget that Booker is a deeply religious person.

			He comes out of the fridge with a pizza box, placing it on the counter, then opens the cabinet and removes three blue plastic cups, which he fills with water.

			“Astrid, why don’t you take the bed,” he says, his voice low and his eyes half open.

			“I’ll stay out here with her. Plenty of room on the couch. You look like you’re about to fall asleep on your feet.”

			“You sure?”

			“Sure.”

			Booker shuffles off to the bedroom, and Lucia zones in on the show. I ask her, “Hungry, kiddo?”

			She nods her head, not taking her eyes off the screen. I touch her forehead and she feels fine, so I go to the kitchen and bring the pizza and water to the coffee table in front of the couch. I flip open the box for her, and she grabs a cold slice and goes to town on it. I sprawl next to her. The second I’m prone my body gives up, and I fall into a fitful sleep, drifting in and out, keeping one eye on Lucia when I’m awake, resting when I can.

			After a little while I sense a presence in the room. Lucia is sleeping now, two slices of pizza eaten halfway. The TV is saying to click the remote if someone is still watching. I push myself up and look toward the table next to the kitchen, expecting to see Booker, but instead, it’s Mark. His hands are folding, as if in prayer, his thumbs under his chin. His eyes are hazy, staring at nothing, and there’s a look on his face that I don’t know how to decipher.

			It makes me think of the way he looked when he got back to the apartment.

			A vague kind of threat.

			He notices me moving on the couch and, without looking at me, says, “We need to talk.”

			I get up, grab my water and the pizza box, and sit across from him. His clothes are rumpled and dirty. I take a long swig of the water, which loosens my throat. With one more glance to Lucia to make sure she’s still sleeping, I ask, “What the fuck is going on, Mark?”

			Mark opens the pizza box. There are two full slices, along with the dregs left by Lucia. He picks one up, pulls off the cheese, and takes a bite. “No olives,” he says. “You must be disappointed.”

			“Pizza isn’t bad without olives,” I tell him. “It’s just better with them.”

			“Did I ever tell you how clever that was? The olive thing? I mean, the message got intercepted, but still, it was a smart play.”

			No, I don’t think he ever did tell me that directly.

			Nearly three years ago I was kidnapped off the street and taken to a black site prison. They all thought I was dead, or had left the program. I managed to steal a phone and ordered a pizza with extra olives, knowing Mark would realize I was sending them a coded message, that I was still alive.

			It worked, for the most part—the delivery boy was followed by a group of mercenaries who blew up the old church, hence our need for the new one.

			But this doesn’t have anything to do with anything. Mark is rambling, avoidant. Not like him at all. Clearly disturbed by whatever it is he has to say, and again, I want to slap him, like it might get him to focus. I take a deep breath, tilt my head down to catch his gaze, and say, “Mark, please.”

			He leans forward, his hands folded.

			“I should have told you this right when it happened,” he says. “Did I ever tell you what went down with the Zmeya, back when that whole thing with Kozlov was going on?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “You cut a deal for information.”

			“A blood pact,” he says. “Yesterday she called in the ask. It was you.”

			It hits me like a bolt, erasing the last of the fuzziness from my head. “Me?”

			“Seems the Russians are not too keen on you. Someone wants you dead, and they want me to do it. I had forty-eight hours as of yesterday. Less now, but I also probably just accelerated the timeline.”

			I think back to that moment when he opened the door at his apartment, that flash in his eyes that unsettled me to my core. It suddenly seems much darker.

			“What did you say?”

			“I told her thanks but no thanks,” he says. “Then she pulled out a picture of Sara and Bennett.”

			So he was thinking about killing me.

			And a large part of me doesn’t blame him. I think about Chea and Lucia and the things I would do to protect them. Things I might not do on a second thought, but would almost certainly get there on the third.

			“I just got back from seeing Sara,” he says.

			“Jesus. How did that go?”

			“About as well as I expected. Not my best amends. Actually, definitely my worst. But I convinced her to get out of town for a few days while I figure this out. Sent her up to my cabin. It’s a fortress. She’ll be safe there. Now we just have to figure out the other thing.”

			“This is why you told me to get out of town?” I ask.

			“Yeah, exactly.”

			I want to say I’m surprised by this turn of events, but I don’t think that I am, not really. I’ve killed enough Russians that, of course, someone with power would eventually want my head on a platter.

			It’s just supremely messed up that they’re asking Mark to do it.

			It’s funny, though: I don’t feel scared or angry. It seems I’ve been given an opportunity.

			You get into this life, you don’t expect to leave it clean. You spend a lot of time wondering when the bullet with your name on it will land in the back of your skull, putting the lights out permanently. The only regret I’ve ever felt is how senseless it would be.

			That it would be a death without meaning.

			“Do it,” I tell him.

			“What?”

			“Not here,” I say, my throat growing thick. I take another sip of water. “Let’s go someplace and make it quick.”

			“No,” Mark says, his voice quiet. Then again: “No.”

			“Mark,” I tell him as his gaze is firmly rooted on the floor. “Look at me.”

			When he finally does, his eyes are rimmed with red.

			In most recovery programs there are two types of amends, but Assassins Anonymous has a third.

			An amends of last rites.

			When Mark’s back was against a wall, his old sponsor, Kenji, broke his sobriety to save him, killing the man who was hunting Mark, and dying in the process. That final act is something we’ve unpacked endlessly in our meetings, and we’ve come to decide that it’s not a failure.

			It’s a gift we can give to one another.

			To sacrifice yourself for someone else is the least selfish thing any of us can ever do. And while it doesn’t erase a lifetime of killing, it’s nice to think that maybe it removes a few spots of blemish.

			“This isn’t about me, and this isn’t about you,” I tell him. “This is about Sara and Bennett. I’m sorry that they got dragged into this. I truly am. If it means keeping them safe, then do it.”

			“Absolutely not,” Mark says. “I do this, then the Zmeya lords it over me the next time she wants something. It’s never going to end. I’ll be working for her. There’s got to be a better way.”

			“You can argue all you want,” I say. “I can climb up to the roof right now and end this and you can’t stop me.”

			Mark sits back in his chair, his body going slack. The fight gone from him. He breathes in and out and says, “No, if I’m off the board, they won’t hurt Sara and Bennett. No reason to.”

			He looks up at me, the sadness dissipated. “I don’t know if I’ve ever said this to you. Maybe I should have. Maybe it’s been obvious from my shares.” His eyes go a little misty, and his voice drops to just above a whisper. “I’ve struggled with suicidal ideation for as long as I can remember. In my darkest moments…it felt like it was the only way to make the pain go away. But right now, this one time, it could actually mean something. It could keep them safe.” He sits backs and sniffs, placing his hands flat on the table, and pushes a smile onto his face. “May as well put a period on the end of that sentence.”

			I place my hands on top of his as I struggle to keep my composure. I search for something to say but my mind is a black void.

			When Mark and I first met, he didn’t know I was Azrael. He knew me through my side hustle, and I patched him up a few times—bullet and knife wounds that would have raised too many questions at the hospital.

			Then Kozlov brought us together. I used Mark to root him out so I could kill him for what he did to Chea. It was a strange and stressful time for both of us, which culminated in us having sex, just once. Sometimes I wonder why we did that. I think we were both at very low moments, and needed the intimacy of another person.

			Then he learned the truth, and Kozlov died, and it fixed nothing for me, and I joined Assassins Anonymous, and he became my sponsor. We never pursued anything further. I think we both knew it would be too messy.

			I prefer this. Mark is a rock in a stormy sea, and I never wanted to do anything to jeopardize my purchase upon it. The idea of him not being here—not leading the meetings, not cracking his stupid jokes—it’s not a place I want to live in, either.

			“Please stop that, Mark,” I tell him. “Please.”

			“I don’t see another way.”

			“But it doesn’t change anything,” I say. “It’ll fix things for them, but the Russians will still be coming after me. The choice is between one body or two. I say one is better.”

			“You can run,” he says.

			“Not for long.”

			“Astrid…no. I’m not doing it.”

			“Then I’ll do it myself.”

			“I’ll stop you.”

			“You can try,” I say, offering a smirk.

			“You really want to—” Mark starts, but then we realize Lucia is standing next to us.

			“Unca Mark,” she says, climbing into his lap. “You’re back.”

			Mark hugs her tight. “Yeah, I am, sweetpea,” he says. He turns his face, burying it into her shoulder, and it looks like he’s about to come undone.

			A door opens, and Booker comes shuffling out, barefoot, in a tank top and sweatpants. “Having a party and didn’t invite me?”

			“Unca Booker, I’m sleepy,” Lucia says.

			Booker takes her from Mark, puts his hand to her forehead, and, seemingly satisfied, carries her into his bedroom. He comes back and pulls out a chair and sits across from us, looking back and forth between our crumpling expressions.

			“What’d I miss?” he asks.

			“The Zmeya wants Mark to kill me, and said she’ll kill Sara and Bennett if he doesn’t,” I say. “We’re now arguing over which one of us has to die to make this right.”

			Booker leans forward and drops his head into his hands. “Jesus. Mark, I told you.” He sits up. “Didn’t I tell you? I told you not to take that deal.”

			“Too late for that,” he says, then gestures to me. “Let’s get a third-party opinion on this. I say that with me gone, Sara and Bennett are safe, and you all can run. Astrid thinks if she’s not in play, then everything settles down. Who’s right?”

			“Neither of you, you gloomy bastards,” Booker says. “Why does everything have to be about dying with you two?”

			“Kinda comes with the territory,” Mark says.

			“I vote that no one dies,” Booker says. “I mean, Valencia is definitely going to kill all of us when she gets back. So, no one dies until then.”

			“You spoke to her?” Mark asks.

			“We’re dead men walking.”

			“Gotcha. Okay, well, that’s a not-right-now problem.”

			Booker grabs the last slice of pizza from the box. Mark goes back to eating his cheeseless slice, and I pick up one of the slices that Lucia didn’t finish. Booker doesn’t need to say it. When you’re an addict, one of the most dangerous places to be is HALTing—hungry, angry, lonely, tired. We’re not lonely, but the other three are certainly coming to bear, so it’s good to solve one of our issues.

			Booker finishes his slice and says, “We have to take out the Zmeya.”

			“How do you propose we do that?” Mark asks. “Which one of us gives up our recovery?”

			Booker slowly shakes his head. “None of us. How much do you understand about Russian organized crime?”

			“A little,” I say.

			“Same,” Mark says.

			“Well, listen up, children,” Booker says, resettling himself in his seat. “It’s time for a history lesson on the Russian mob.”

			He explains that in the 1970s, the Soviet Union loosened emigration restrictions, and there was a flood of Soviet immigrants to Brighton Beach, which got it the nickname Little Odessa. Crime followed, as it does, with Russian gangsters focusing on their own communities instead of branching out. And it was mostly small-time stuff—until the first vor arrived.

			Booker spells it for us: v-o-r. It’s the equivalent of a godfather in the Italian mafia, and the Latinate root of the word, vore, doesn’t surprise me at all.

			Hunger.

			When the first vor arrived, his job was to impose order over the chaotic Russian crime factions in Little Odessa. They had built an empire that covered everything from gambling to drugs to trafficking to murder for hire to insurance scams, and just about everything in between. The vor was aided by the newness of the Russian threat—American investigators didn’t have access to that community, nor did they have a lot of Russian speakers, which allowed them to lay down some deep roots.

			“The thing you have to understand about the Russian mob is they’re a different breed of criminal,” Booker says. “The Italians draw lines along family. The Russians are loyal to opportunism, and opportunism alone. Today’s enemy might be tomorrow’s friend, based on what’s on the table.

			“The other thing is that Italians won’t flip, because once you do, you’re out of the club. The Russians don’t tend to hold grudges that way. The Zmeya is a vor. One of the biggest. But the moment she looks weak, plenty of folks will line up for their chance to shove her off the throne and sit on it themselves.”

			“So we don’t necessarily need to kill her to take her out?” Mark asks.

			“Exactly. She’s not the one who ordered the hit on Astrid. She’s just the conduit. That ain’t gonna go away. But we cut her off at the knees, it’ll cause enough chaos to slow the Russians down for a bit.” He sits back and spreads his arms. “We just gotta take her power, not her life. And where does power come from?”

			“Money,” Mark says.

			Booker picks up one of Lucia’s half-eaten slices and takes a bite. With his mouth full, he says, “Her people are loyal because they’re scared of her, but also because they get taken care of. You take away the money, you turn the fear in a different direction.”

			“What’s the play, then?” Mark asks.

			Booker gets up, goes to an alcove past the kitchen, and pulls out his phone. He dials a number, waits, and then has a very terse conversation in Russian, but low enough that I can’t make out what he’s saying. Finally he says, “Spasibo”—thank you—and ends the call.

			He comes back with a laptop. He closes the pizza box to give himself some space and pecks at the keyboard with two fingers until he finds what he’s looking for, then turns it around so we can see the screen. It shows a Gothic church.

			“Had to call a buddy to confirm because sometimes they move stuff around, but that right there is the seat of the Zmeya’s power,” he says. “Every dollar and cent she takes in goes through a vault underneath that church.”

			Mark laughs, a little too hard for a little too long, and we both look at him.

			“Just…that’s literally in the John Wick movies,” he says.

			“Well, it tracks,” Booker says. “The Russians take this shit seriously. Orthodox Christianity is literally written into the Russian constitution. They claim freedom of religion but really the church decides who can be recognized. And a church is a pretty damn safe place to keep money.”

			“It’s a little cliché,” Mark says.

			“Doesn’t matter if it’s cliché or not,” Booker says, growing annoyed. “I say we hit this, we burn it to the ground, destroy every cent inside. The Zmeya is toast after that.”

			I pull the laptop over and survey the church. It’s in Brighton Beach—no surprise there. Surrounded by homes on each side. Which means whatever we do to it has to be contained enough to not spread to the surrounding neighborhood. And we have to make sure everyone is out first.

			But it could work.

			And while I’ve never met the Zmeya, I know her reputation. She is absolutely someone worth deposing.

			“Gonna be a big job,” I say. “When do we leave?”

			“We don’t,” Mark says.

			“The hell?” I ask.

			“The Zmeya wants you. If we’re committed to this everyone-lives gambit, then you rolling in there just means you’ll have a target on you. Anyway, someone has to stay with the kid. I say you hole up here, me and Book go. But we need to move quickly. I ran into one of her crew, watching Sara and Bennett.”

			“Who was it?” Booker asks.

			“Slava.”

			Booker nods. “He’s a weird one. Chillest guy I’ve ever met who would also slit your throat without thinking twice.”

			“I suspect he and I are very not chill considering I shot a nail gun into his ass,” Mark says.

			“That’ll do it.” Booker closes the laptop and gets up. “I’m going to get dressed. Mark, why don’t you check in with Gaius and see where things stand with the NYPD. As long as they’re not hot on our trail, we just have to run them down a little until V gets back and she can clear this up.”

			“Sure, gonna hit the head,” Mark says, whipping out his phone. As soon as the bathroom door closes, I grab Booker’s arm.

			“Maybe we should wait for Valencia,” I tell him.

			“No time,” he says. “You’ll be fine.”

			I want to tell him that no, I won’t be, because a little kernel of fear just blossomed in my chest. Something about being left alone with Lucia makes me think of dark water and salt.

			Mark comes back over to us with a defeated look on his face.

			“Gaius already reached out, I just missed the text,” he says. “There’s a camera on a building across the street and they caught you getting off the truck. They know you’re in the neighborhood.”

			“God damn it,” Booker says. “Camera must be new.”

			“Great, so we can’t stay here,” I say. “Okay, how about this. Booker, I’ll take your car to my apartment in Brooklyn. The cops won’t be looking for us there.”

			“Not a good idea,” Mark says. “You have to get to the car, get out of here, and make it through the tollbooths, which have cameras. And what if the Russians go there looking for you? The NYPD will take Lucia, but they won’t hurt her.”

			Booker grabs a piece of paper and jots downs some notes, then hands it to me. “Just because they know we’re in the neighborhood doesn’t mean they know where we are. Escape route. Just in case.”

			“Got it,” I say, examining the paper—a hastily drawn map that shows a route up the fire escape, across the roof, down the stairwell of the next building, and through a door built into the back of a theater. The idea of hustling Lucia up a fire escape does not feel good to me, but hopefully it won’t come to that.

			“Don’t open the door for anyone,” Booker says. “With any luck, even if the cops canvass, they’ll knock and move on if no one answers.”

			“This isn’t my first rodeo,” I tell him. “You two try not to get killed, okay?”

			“We’ll do our best,” Mark says. Then he turns to Booker. “Let’s go shopping.”

			They each give me a quick hug, then they’re in their coats and pulling on surgical masks before quietly slipping out the door. Lucia is still sleeping on the couch, so I go and sit next to her. It’s overcast out, and the whole world feels gray.

			I snap the hair tie around my wrist.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Lower East Side

			Astrid follows me the whole cab ride over to Lulu’s. Not physically.

			But the way it felt, when she put her hand on mine…

			It was a kind of comfort I haven’t known since back when things were good with Sara.

			“Hey,” Booker says as the cab pulls to the curb.

			We climb out and I catch him over the roof of the car, giving me a raised eyebrow. “Yeah?” I ask.

			“Get out of your head,” he says. “Whatever it is, we’ll sort it out later. Right now I need your game face.”

			Fair enough.

			As we approach the diner, the Closed sign is flipped around, but before I can even knock, Lulu is opening the door for us. She gives me a judgmental look, standing in the frame, not letting us in just yet.

			“Got your message,” she says.

			“You’re a peach,” I tell her.

			She grunts and steps aside. Booker and I file past her, pulling off our masks. She leads us into the kitchen, the steel surfaces sparkling like they’ve never been used, and brings us to a door in the back, behind which is a stairwell.

			We follow her as she flicks on lights, down the stairs and into a room about the same size as the interior of the diner. It’s outfitted with enough weaponry to overthrow a medium-sized nation.

			Booker reaches his hand out and gingerly runs it along a Magpul FDP SBR carbine hanging from hooks on the chain-link fencing covering the walls. It’s a beautiful piece of machinery: lightweight polymer that folds down to the size of a laptop battery.

			“All right, bud, put it back in your pants,” I tell him. “You know the drill.”

			Lulu leads us over to the corner. “I sorted out the nonlethals. I have some things to take care of. Get yourselves strapped and meet me upstairs to settle.”

			She leaves us alone in a room full of deadly weaponry. It’s a little bit like bringing an alcoholic to a whiskey-tasting event, but we’ve been in recovery long enough that we can admire the ambiance without sampling the more devastating wares.

			Booker pulls over a metal cart and we grab the items we need. The bulletproof vests are only level two, which isn’t good for stopping much more than a nine-millimeter round, but they’re better than nothing. We find some Byrna SD pistols, which use CO₂ canisters to fire small, round pepper projectiles. Each tube of ammo includes five rounds, and we end up with eighty rounds, split between the two of us.

			We pass on anything that delivers an electrical current; those can induce cardiac arrest, which makes them risky.

			If we accidentally kill someone, it still counts, because we knew the risks.

			But I do grab two pocketknives with reverse Tanto blades. Knives are useful for more than slitting throats. These are nice and grippy, and the steel feels strong.

			As I’m adding two sets of night vision goggles to our pile of goodies, Booker turns with a childlike grin on his face, holding up a rifle stock with a funnel on the barrel.

			“The hell is that?” I ask.

			“Large-target net gun,” he says. “According to the box, they fire with a .308-caliber blank. Effective range of twenty to thirty feet, designed for large animals.”

			“That seems a bit like overkill, don’t you think?” I ask.

			Booker examines both sides of the weapon. “I really want to try it, though.”

			“You’re carrying it, then,” I say.

			Booker smiles. “Deal.”

			He adds it to the pile and grabs a duffel bag from a shelf, packing our gear, while I go looking for the last thing I want for this—and I’m getting a little disappointed that maybe Lulu doesn’t have any in stock—but then I find them: flash-bang grenades.

			But as I examine the fine print on the casing I discover they’re actually sting-ball grenades. They still flash, but they also disperse a hundred .31-caliber rubber pellets. I hand one to Booker and he examines the strip on the outside that explains the efficacy.

			“Oh shit, these look fun,” Booker says.

			“I know,” I tell him. “There’s only six. You think we need that many?”

			“Doesn’t hurt.”

			“Doesn’t hurt us,” I say, packing them all into the bag. “Does Lulu do returns if we don’t use them all?”

			“Never had to ask, but I doubt it,” Booker says. “Now, how are we burning this place down? I haven’t seen anything explosive other than grenades, and that’s not big enough a boom.”

			We search the room, opening drawers and checking behind things, until Booker says, “Ha!” and holds up a handful of road flares.

			“Couple of these, get the whole place going,” he says. “And it gives us time to make sure everyone is clear.”

			“Rock and roll,” I tell him, shoving the flares into the bag and throwing it over my shoulder.

			We climb the stairs and make our way to the front, where we find Lulu filling out some paperwork on the counter. I heft the bag and place it down next to her. She rummages through, examining what we took, before she says, “Twenty.”

			“What about the rides?” Booker asks.

			“I’ll take two for those.”

			“What was that, exactly?” Booker asks. “Uber for criminals?”

			Lulu puts down her pen and looks at him. “Exactly what it is. It’s a network for people who need to get around the city without being seen. You want the app?”

			“There’s an app?” I ask.

			“Of course there’s an app.”

			I take out my phone, unlock it, and hand it to her. It takes a couple of minutes; the phone has a Tor browser hooked into the dark web, which she’s likely going through to sideload the app. When she hands me the phone back, I swipe through until I find it: a simple black square. I open it up to a jankier, less polished version of a rideshare interface. I swipe through the various options; there’s a surcharge for a quick getaway.

			“This thing is dope,” I tell her.

			“If you have a crypto account, you can link it and pay through that,” Lulu says.

			“Done and done,” I tell her. “Speaking of, will you take that for all this? I don’t have that much cash on me, and I know you don’t like to work on credit.”

			“No, because if you get yourselves killed then I’m on the hook for all this,” Lulu says, holding out her own phone, which is displaying a QR code. I open up my crypto wallet, scan the code, and send the twenty-two grand.

			“So where are you boys headed today?” she asks.

			Me and Booker look at each other, then back to Lulu. “Probably better if we don’t say,” I tell her.

			“Oh bullshit,” she says. “I’m probably going to see it on the news in a few hours.”

			“Church of the Mother of God, down in Brighton.”

			“You’re hitting the Russians,” Lulu says, offering a low whistle.

			“That a problem?” I ask.

			“Stay here,” Lulu says. She disappears into the kitchen, and Booker and I strip off our shirts and put on our bulletproof vests. We’re just getting our shirts back in place when Lulu returns, carrying a folded piece of paper.

			“Least you boys could have done was wait for me,” she says, placing the paper down on the counter and unfolding it.

			It’s the schematics for the church. Which is a little surprising to see. I knew Lulu liked us, but I also know she tends to stay neutral in most things. This diner is basically the Switzerland of New York City’s underworld.

			“You sure about this, Lu?” I ask.

			“Just because I take their money doesn’t mean I like them, and I’d prefer not seeing you both get executed. You’re good customers.” She points to a portion of the map, showing a back entrance to the church. “You two are the professionals, but it seems this would be the best way to go in. There’s security all over the place, but the hallways leading to the main corridors are narrow, which means they can’t overwhelm you, and there’s an access point here”—she shifts her finger—“that looks like it goes down to the basement, which is presumably where they’re keeping whatever it is you’re looking for.”

			Her analysis tracks; it’s exactly what I would have thought to do. Granted, these are Department of Buildings plans, according to the text in the corner, and the Russians could have renovated or changed things since they were filed, but it’s still a good starting point.

			“You would have been a hell of an intelligence officer,” I tell her.

			Lulu folds the map and hands it to me. “Too much work. I like my diner. Have fun out there.”

			Booker and I take our map and our bag and head out to the sidewalk, then I call up the app and order a ride, with a drop-off location a few blocks from the church. The app tells me we only have to wait three minutes for our driver, though it doesn’t say anything about their name or the type of vehicle.

			“Lulu is the best,” Booker says.

			“A real sweetheart. Unless she’s calling the Russians now to tell them we’re on our way. But I trust her.” I pause and think about it. “I ninety percent trust her.”

			“Ninety percent is better odds than we get most days,” he says.

			“True.”

			We wait in the crisp February air, the block silent. The sun is starting its downward descent and there’s a hum in my ears. That feeling I get before it’s time to work. I tell myself it’s okay. This isn’t a relapse. We’re going to burn the place to the ground but we’re going to do it without killing anyone. It’s risky, but it’s the best option of a bad situation.

			That’s what I tell myself. Whether it’s the truth is a whole other conversation.

			Booker seems to be on the same page as me. “This is a public service. The Zmeya is into some nasty shit. Drugs, trafficking. We’re doing a good thing.”

			“You ever wonder if we should be doing shit like this?” I ask. “I mean, we got the skills, we got the time. Maybe we should be doing more.”

			Booker nods. “Scumbag Avengers.”

			“Not like that,” I say. “I’m serious. Everything we do, it’s reactive. Us trying to clean up a mess. What if we were proactive?”

			“Because it’s a slippery slope,” Booker says. “Where do we draw the line? We gonna be like superheroes, scouring the city for petty thefts?”

			“I don’t know, man, just something to think—”

			Before I can finish, a battered white cargo van slams on the brakes at the curb, in the empty space in front of the fire hydrant we’re standing next to. The tinted window rolls down, revealing a girl who can’t be much more than drinking age, with spiked-purple hair, her face covered in so many piercings it’s a wonder she can keep her head upright.

			“You my passengers?” she asks.

			“I sure hope so,” I say.

			“I’m Edith,” she says. “Back door is open. Climb in and buckle up, cowboys.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Staten Island

			At this point I think it’s okay to assume that Lucia is fine—whatever came on hit her hard and fast, and some sleep knocked it out. For as beautiful and adorable as this kid is, I also kinda want to sell her to a circus for all the trouble she’s caused.

			She padded out of Booker’s room for more cartoons but dozed off again on the couch. Frustrations aside, I’m glad she’s feeling better. Being on the run with a kid the NYPD thinks is kidnapped would probably be way harder if she was still spiking a fever.

			I sit on the couch next to her, careful not to jostle her awake, and drop my head back, staring at the ceiling. I feel trapped and antsy. I wish I was out there with the boys. Not just because it feels sexist and reductive to leave me with the childcare duties, but because they’re off stopping a very bad person, which feels like a noble thing to do.

			I’ve done a lot to piss off the Russian community over the years. I have killed enough high-ranking bastards that, of course, someone decided it was time to punch my ticket, and now here we find ourselves. I still think it would be easier to just surrender myself to them, and I wonder if that’s part of the reason Mark left me with Lucia.

			He knows I’m not going to leave her alone.

			She’s my tiny little chaperone, to make sure I don’t do something foolish. It was a clever gambit, even though it pisses me off. Like I’m too fragile to be out in the field.

			I’m hovering on the edge of sleep, my thoughts becoming stray and jumbled, when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I wonder if maybe I did fall asleep, and how long I might have been out, but the light outside doesn’t seem to have changed much. Mark and Booker can’t be done already.

			It’s a FaceTime call from an unknown number, so most likely Gaius. It always makes me a little uncomfortable answering these, but our phones are all set up with virtual networks to bounce the signal around, and FaceTime calls can’t be surveilled like phone calls since they transit over data.

			It’s been working out fine for us now—until the day that it doesn’t.

			I hit the green button to take the call and Gaius has a look of concern etched on his face.

			“I got in contact with Mark, but he said to reach out to you,” he says. “You don’t have a lot of time. I’ve been keeping an ear to NYPD communications. They canvassed the neighborhood with the photos from the urgicare and someone tipped them off that Booker lives in that building. They’re assembling outside and they’re discussing whether they need a warrant to come in. Since they think a kid is in danger they’re going with probable cause.”

			Shit. The screen goes blank and I gently shake Lucia awake. She looks at me with sleepy eyes before stretching her arms over her head. “Unca Astid, I have to pee.”

			Great. Better now than in ten minutes.

			“Okay, sweetheart, but we have to move quick.” I pick up Lucia and bring her to the bathroom, then grab our things and find the paper with Booker’s escape route. I want to look at it one more time to be sure, because it’s our only option, and it sucks.

			Out to the window, onto the fire escape, up two flights to the roof, to the other side of the building, over the wall and onto the next building, which is currently under construction. From there we head down to street level, where we can find the back entrance to an old theater. At least the instructions are clear and detailed.

			The toilet flushes and I push into the bathroom. Lucia is trying to wash her hands. I lift her to the sink and help her, then bring her into the living room, where I get her jacket and hat onto her, and bring her to the window. It takes a little effort to get it open, and then I pick up Lucia as there’s a knock on the door.

			“NYPD.”

			Lucia does not look happy to be on the fire escape, and I don’t blame her; I’m not a fan of heights, either. But we don’t have much of a choice. I climb out with her just as the knocking on the door increases in force, and I tell her, “Don’t look down, sweetie. We’ll be just fine.”

			I put her on the ladder leading to the next landing, but she won’t climb.

			“You have to go up.”

			“I’m scared,” she says.

			“Think of it like the playground. You like the playground?”

			“No.”

			“Shit. I mean, uh, okay. Listen, kid, I promise you, if you can just climb up the ladder, I will buy you all the ice cream in the world.” She continues to linger in that space, so I put my face close to her ear. “Please. For me. Can you be brave? It’s important.”

			She hesitates, then says, “Okay.”

			Lucia starts to climb, and I close the window with my foot—I don’t want it to be obvious that we went this way—and follow her. As we make it to the next landing, I hear a faint crashing sound from downstairs. Great. They aren’t messing around.

			At least it’s clear up here. There’s got to be someone watching the back of the building, but from this angle they probably can’t see us. I doubt they’re covering the whole block.

			We make it to the roof and I help Lucia climb onto it. The sun is setting, bright and nearly blinding. I run the map through my head, pick the direction, and go, walking carefully so as not to make too much sound. I don’t want anyone in the apartments below to hear us.

			It’s easy enough, walking to the next building, stepping over the waist-high wall, and making our way to the stairwell that Booker marked off.

			I don’t know how much of this Lucia is going to relay to her mom. I hope not too much. We’re never going to be trusted with this kid again. Hell, I wouldn’t blame Valencia if she told us to screw, left, and tried to find another homegroup. The next closest meeting is down in Philly, and it’s not like there’s anything to hold her here.

			Not the thing to worry about at this moment.

			I kneel next to Lucia and tell her, “You were so brave, kiddo. Just a little bit longer, okay?”

			There’s a sound that might be footsteps coming from the other roof. Maybe they figured we climbed up, or just sent someone out to be sure. Either way, we have to move. We duck inside and head down the stairwell, enough light coming through the windows that we can navigate safely. When we hit the bottom, there’s an exit in front of us, which leads into the alley running behind the buildings, and the door to the theater.

			It’s cracked open with a small chunk of concrete, the ground littered with spent cigarette butts. I am so thankful for smokers; no one ruins security measures better than they do. I take Lucia’s hand and we slip inside, moving through the darkened backstage area, and into the main part of the theater, which is, mercifully, empty.

			“Woooooow,” Lucia says under her breath.

			Wow is right. The main theater space is gorgeous; it’s done in the Baroque style, I think. The space is humongous, the gold and brown and red hues warm and beautiful in the amber light, all leading up to an intricately painted dome ceiling. I take Lucia’s hand and we stay low, sticking against the wall, then shuffle up the aisle.

			At the doors, I stop and peek my head around. To the left is the box office, and to the right is the lobby, as well as a bank of doors leading to the street. Farther to the left is an open office door, the inside of the box office, where a woman sits with her back to us.

			I check my watch. It’s close enough to rush hour that we might be able to blend into the crowd at the ferry terminal down the block. Maybe it’ll be enough to evade the cameras and the cops.

			My other options are limited; the keys to Booker’s car are somewhere in the apartment, and the car is parked in the lot behind his building. We could wait until they leave, but they’ll probably keep someone on the building.

			I tuck my hair under my wool hat and do the same for Lucia, to make us less identifiable. If I stay low, I can get past the ticket window and the woman in the box office might not see us. Lucia is short enough to walk by. I tell her, “Just follow me and stay quiet, okay? Stay close.”

			I get down on my hands and bear crawl across the carpet, keeping Lucia next to me, and I make it halfway to the exit when I hear, “Hey.”

			On our left is a staircase leading upstairs and a large mix of parents and kids staring at us in confusion. I stand up and say, “Thought I dropped something. Sorry, had to take her to the bathroom.”

			A short woman at the front with big, glittery red glasses who seems to be leading them smiles and shrugs. “We’re just about finished up here,” she says, assuming I’m part of the tour, and no one in the group corrects her.

			The kids descend the stairs, and it’s a marvel how quiet they’re being. This is good. The cops are looking for me and Booker and Lucia, which means they might pay less attention to a group. As we step outside I look for the first mom who seems amenable to making a new friend. The one I choose is wearing big fuzzy Uggs and a puffy jacket and expensive Lululemon pants.

			“Hey there,” I say. “Where are y’all coming from?”

			The woman turns and smiles. “We’re from Francis Prep. It’s right across the water,” she says, gesturing with a massive, sparkly Starbucks cup. “We’re headed back down to the ferry.”

			Good god, something finally breaks my way…

			“I’m Jennifer,” I tell her. “And this is…” I consider making up a name for her, but realize she might dispute it, “Lucia.”

			“Gwyneth, like Paltrow,” she says, putting her hand delicately to her chest, and it takes all my strength to not roll my eyes. She points to a snot-nosed blond boy who looks like he’s probably going to grow up to testify before Congress. “That one’s mine. His name is Declan.”

			I stifle the laugh. I’ve never met a healthy Declan.

			The woman looks down at her phone, which is gripped against the cup. “Well, the next boat leaves soon, so we better hustle…”

			“Actually, could I walk with you?” I ask. “We’re headed down that way, and I’ve heard really good things about Francis Prep. I would love it if you could tell me a little about the school. As long as it’s not a bother.”

			The woman smiles and leans forward, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Honey, I would love that. The moms here are a little square, and the one dad who offered to chaperone seems intent on figuring out which one of us wants to blow him. Which, if he can’t figure that out on his own, it’s never going to happen.” She turns to Lucia. “Do you want to ride the boat with us?”

			Lucia nods, clinging to my side, suddenly shy.

			“She’s sweet,” Gwyneth says. “Let’s go.”

			I consider putting on the masks, but figure if we’re the only ones in the group wearing them, it’ll draw more attention. As we make our way down the hill, we pass a handful of cops who barely give us a glance once they’ve assessed we’re part of a school trip.

			And after we’ve crossed the street and made our way through the waiting area for the bus stops and descended the stairs into the terminal, only then do I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Prospect Park Expressway

			“So I have to ask…”

			Booker rolls his eyes at me from his seat on the bench across from me. The tone in Edith’s voice pretty much spells out what the question is going to be.

			“What’s that?” I ask, playing dumb.

			“You’re him, aren’t you?” she asks. “The Pale Horse.”

			“Guilty,” I say.

			“Thought it was you,” she says. “I recognized you.” She pauses, weaving the van into the next lane, which is currently moving faster, then says, “I’m sorry, was that rude of me to ask?”

			“No, not rude,” I say, which is mostly the truth. It’s certainly uncomfortable. The whole point of this job was to stay invisible, to blend into a crowd and disappear. But when my identity was outed on a video posted to a dark web forum, I turned from a mythological wraith into any other person you could run into on the street. It certainly took the air out of the mystique.

			“Funny,” she says. “Always figured you’d be more of a Jason Statham type.”

			Booker lets out a laugh that’s just bordering on a cackle.

			“I love this,” he says.

			“Shut your stupid mouth,” I tell him.

			“Word is you quit, got into some kind of recovery program for killers,” Edith says. “That’s pretty wild. What do you do, sit around and talk about your feelings?”

			“It’s a little more complicated than that,” I say. “But it’s also pretty much that, yeah.”

			“I gotta say, I respect it,” she says. “Go out on top of your game, you know? I remember hearing whispers about you, and I was like, man, I want to be like him when I grow up. Have a cool name that the earth quakes when people hear it. I don’t have one yet, though. Been working through some options. My mother is Cherokee, so I thought Uktena was cool. It’s a giant horned serpent. But it feels like a bit of a mouthful. Not like the Pale Horse. I mean, you gotta love those biblical references, they’re just so foreboding…”

			Booker arches his eyebrow and smiles, probably thinking the same thing I am: Does she have gills? When does she stop to breathe?

			“How old are you?” I ask, cutting her off.

			“Twenty-six,” she says.

			“You’re a little too young to have this much bloodlust,” Booker says.

			“Hey, you don’t know me,” Edith says. “I’ve got my reasons.”

			“We all do, kid,” I tell her. “But one day you’re going to find those reasons don’t help you sleep at night. The center doesn’t hold.”

			We drive in silence for a bit, me and Booker exchanging glances, like, What do we even do here? It’s clear from the confidence in her voice that she’s taken a life. She’s young, still early in the game, and she’d be a great candidate for the program.

			But who are we to tell her that? The thing about recovery is, you can’t force someone to do it. They have to want it. Even in the case of an intervention, the decision is ultimately up to them.

			And who are we to stage an intervention with someone we just met?

			Except, I know where this road ends. You either die or you run and hide and live out the rest of your years alone.

			We found a third option: community and understanding in fellowship with one another.

			For as stable as that’s been lately.

			“Tell me about your first,” I say, because now I’m curious.

			Edith drives in silence for a few moments before she says, “I’m trans. Did you clock that?”

			“I did not,” I tell her, which is true.

			“I prefer ‘they’ and ‘them’ but I’m not gonna lose my shit if you call me ‘she.’ Call me ‘he’ and I’ll smack you in the teeth. ‘It’ and I’ll cut your nuts off and feed them to you.” Edith brings the van to a gentle stop at a red light. “There was this guy. He had a thing for girls like me. It wasn’t a good thing. He, uh…” They pause, and I wonder if they’ve lost interest in telling us, but then they say, “You’re smart. You can figure it out. I wasn’t the only one, and his dad is some kind of mega-rich Wall Street guy, so of course the law didn’t apply to him. I slid a knife into his throat. You know what the funny thing was?”

			“The knife slipped right in,” Booker says, a dark and wistful tone to his voice. “How easy it is. You figured it would take more force.”

			Edith laughs under their breath. “Exactly right. It was easy as breathing. And I thought, I took one scumbag off the street, and I can still sleep at night, so may as well put those skills to use.”

			“Skills,” I say, and exhale, hard.

			“So now that I’ve bared my soul to you, I get to ask a question,” they say. “Why did you quit?”

			“I killed an innocent person,” I say.

			“And you?” Edith asks Booker.

			“Just the weight of it got to be too much.”

			“Did you have a cool name?”

			“Nah, I was a mercenary,” Booker says. “I was just me.”

			“And what are you up to today?” they ask. “Anything fun?”

			“Running an errand,” Booker says.

			“I get it, I get it,” Edith says. “Well, fellas, this has been a gas. But we’re here.”

			Edith pulls the van to the curb. Booker and I climb out the back, and I walk around to the driver’s side window. Edith rolls it down and we stare at each other, finally seeing something familiar.

			It’s the eyes. I didn’t get a good look at their eyes when they picked us up, but I can see it now. You start killing, something happens to your eyes. A lot of people would see a hardness, but I see what the hardness is hiding: an emptiness.

			“I know you’re out of the game, but you’re here now, and I have to ask: what’s the one piece of advice you would give me?” they ask.

			I root around in my pocket and come out with a business card. It’s the image of a paper crane, with the log-in information for a dark web forum that contains the contact information for Assassins Anonymous.

			Years ago, when I first met Kenji, it was on a rooftop in Prague. We’d both been sent by different organizations to kill the same man. I was at the height of my reign as the Pale Horse, whereas he planned to complete one last job and then seek out the program—eventually becoming the New York chapter’s homegroup leader.

			And when I hit my rock bottom, I found that paper crane, unfolded it, found this information, and he saved me.

			They all did.

			I lack Kenji’s fine motor skills and could never get the paper cranes folded right. Plus they’re probably a pain in the ass to carry around. But the message remains the same, and while it might be nothing, handing it to Edith, it might be something.

			“Become an astronaut,” I tell them, passing it over. “Alternatively, if you ever find that you want to get out of this life, or you just need someone to talk to, you look us up, okay?”

			They take it, with the same level of confusion and toxic pride that I did.

			For a moment I think they’re going to toss it on the seat next to them, but then they pick up a small wallet sitting in the console and carefully place it inside. They look at us like they’re going to say something to us, but then they hand me their card, roll up the window, and speed off.

			“Think we’ll ever hear from them?” Booker asks.

			“I hope we do,” I tell him.

			We watch the van disappear around the corner, and then Booker turns to me. “You ready?”

			“Sure thing,” I say. “I never planned on getting into heaven, so I may as well seal the deal. Let’s go burn down a church.”

			“Actually,” Booker says, “I lied. We’re not going to the church.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Financial District

			The ride across the water is twenty-five interminable minutes, but at least it’s safe.

			Listening to Gwyneth drone on about her kid’s school and her new yoga class and the cool restaurants she likes to hang out in feels only slightly less painful than shoving a sewing needle into my ear.

			But the ruse worked. There were a couple of cops on the boat, doing lazy and aimless sweeps of the crowded benches, but we were huddled in tight with the school group, and no one gave us a second look. Lucia found another little girl with an iPad, and the two of them spent most of the ride playing some kind of video game that involved cupcakes.

			It’s funny, the way people think spy craft is all gadgets and shit. The reality is much more mundane. It’s being able to blend in and walk with confidence. The easiest place to hide is in plain sight.

			The boat docks and everyone around us shuffles to their feet, gathering their things. Gwyneth is telling me about this new kind of yoga she’s trying called doga, because you do it with your dog, and she still hasn’t asked me a single thing about who I am, but that’s working in my favor, so I let it slide.

			We make it off the boat and through the terminal. As suspected, there’s a police presence here, but it’s lighter. They’re focused on Staten Island, not Manhattan. Surely I’m going to pop up on some kind of facial recognition software now, and they’ll be alerted, but there’ll be enough of a delay that we can get out of this neighborhood and somewhere safe.

			“You and your daughter seem great, Jennifer,” Gwyneth says. “Why don’t you take my number. Francis Prep is a little hard to get into but I could always put in a good word.”

			It takes me a minute to remember that “Jennifer” is the name I gave her, but then I tell her, “Sure.” I take out my phone and she rattles off the number. I put the number into my calculator app, and then close it.

			“Thanks so much,” I tell her.

			“I’m sorry if I talked a lot,” Gwyneth says. “I spend a lot of time with a five-year-old, and my husband spends a lot of time at the office, and”—she pauses, unsure if she wants to share more, but then she puts the wall back up—“I just want to say I appreciate it.”

			Well, shit, now I feel bad.

			“You seem like a good mom,” I tell her.

			I’ve got nothing to base that on, but her kid is alive and seems healthy. She smiles when I say this, then takes his hand and waves as she departs. Lucia waves bye to her new friends and I take her hand, a little stuck on what Gwyneth called Lucia.

			Your daughter.

			Lucia looks nothing like me, plus her skin is about twenty tones darker than mine, so I don’t know if it was more rude or less rude to just blanketly assume she was my daughter.

			Chea was from Cambodia, so it was the same deal: she looked nothing like me, but now and again, people would call me her mom. And there was a certain degree of…pride, I think, that I felt. I never wanted to be a mom. I still don’t. The idea of being pregnant is horrifying. The worst kind of body horror.

			I always thought of kids like kittens or puppies. Fun to play with but otherwise better to hand off to their owners, so they can deal with all the messy stuff.

			But I think my real fear was that I was too broken to raise a child.

			I was fucked up enough; why put that trauma on someone else.

			That’s what my parents did.

			But then I found Chea. After I killed Dmitri, my employers at the Agency wanted me to kill her, too, thinking it would be a kindness after all she’d been through.

			But I saw enough of myself in her that I wanted to break the cycle. I saw an opportunity to protect her from the harshness of the world.

			And when she asked me to train her, I thought it would make her strong.

			It felt good, until it didn’t.

			“Unca Astid?” Lucia asks.

			I look down at her and consider trying, again, to explain the difference between an uncle and an aunt, but it hasn’t worked thus far, so I give up. “Yeah, sweetie?”

			“I’m hungry,” she says.

			“Sure, kiddo, let’s go find some food.”

			We walk a couple of blocks until we find a pizza place. It’s empty, and I order a plain slice for Lucia, two slices with olives for me, and a big bottle of water. As we sit and wait I check my phone. Nothing from Valencia. I consider texting her an update, but I’m not sure that’s going to help anything.

			Nothing from Mark and Booker, either. I check the news, and then flip over to a police scanner app, setting the location to South Brooklyn. Nothing out of the ordinary, so I have to assume that church isn’t a smoldering heap yet.

			The man behind the counter presents our order on paper plates. I grab them off the counter, then take a plastic knife and fork to cut up Lucia’s, but as I try she makes a face and says, “I know how to eat pizza.”

			Then she dips her head down and blows across the surface, hard, practically sputtering, before gently lifting the edge of it from the plate and placing her mouth on it. It is an awkward, beautiful moment, and I take a second to appreciate how wonderfully weird little kids can be.

			And it makes me think again about the best thing to do here.

			Handing myself over to the Russians means I’ll be dead by midnight, most likely, but it’ll keep everyone in my orbit safer. Presuming Booker and Mark walk out of the church in one piece, which I suspect they will.

			I wish there was someone who could take Lucia now. It’d get the NYPD off her. But I don’t have any real friends outside the homegroup. Nobody that I would trust Lucia with, at least.

			And then I get an idea.

			Lucia finishes half her slice and is attempting to drink from the bottle, which is a little too big for her to handle. I grasp it with one hand, tilting it so she can sip, as I use my other hand to cram the rest of my pizza down my throat. When I’m done chewing, I tell her: “Time to go, sweetheart.”

		

	
		
			Mark

			South Brooklyn

			Booker didn’t want Astrid to know where we were going, in case she got any funny ideas about following us. And just because we trust Lulu 90 percent doesn’t mean that last ten isn’t significant.

			Then there’s Edith. There’s no way to know what team they’re playing for, and while they dropped us off a few blocks from the church, they could be clever enough to put two and two together.

			Booker explains all this as we’re walking over to Ekaterina.

			“The idea of hitting the church is silly anyway,” Booker says. “Even if we clear some of their stash, a lot of their money is probably in crypto, and the whole point of that is it’s decentralized. Smashing up a computer ain’t the same as burning a pile of money.”

			“Wait, what about your contact? The one you checked in with?”

			Booker laughs. “Oh yeah, the second he got off the phone with me, he called her. He’s been playing me for years, but the reality is I’ve been playing him, exactly for a moment like this. So he calls her, tips her off, and you know what she’s gonna do?”

			“She’s going to pull all her people out of Ekaterina and send them over to the church.”

			Booker points a finger in the air. “Bingo. The restaurant isn’t going to mean a lot for the Zmeya’s bottom line, but it’s personal. She won’t be happy.”

			“You think she’ll back off?”

			Booker considers it. “Remains to be seen. But I’ll tell you what: her soldiers are going to smell the blood in the water.”

			“I’m glad we’re not burning down a church,” I say.

			“You worried about your ledger all of a sudden?”

			“No, it’s just too on the nose.”

			“You and your goddamn movies.”

			“What do you do with your time?” I ask.

			“Read.”

			“Read anything good lately?”

			“New Colleen Hoover is good.”

			I stop, and Booker walks another few feet before he realizes I’m standing there. He turns and looks at me, then shrugs.

			“Isn’t Colleen Hoover a romance author?” I ask.

			“Yeah, and she writes really readable books about complex human relationships.”

			We walk a little more. “I guess that makes sense,” I tell him. “I tend to avoid action movies. I mean, I watch them, but they’re not my preference.”

			“Because of all the things they get wrong?” Booker asks.

			“That’s part of it,” I say. “I lived that shit enough. I’d rather laugh. But yeah.”

			“You know what drives me nuts?” Booker asks. “When a grenade goes off, and there’s a fireball. It’s a concussion blast, not incendiary.”

			“Right? What about when someone gets bopped on the head with a gun, and they are neatly rendered unconscious, before waking up a short time later?”

			“Yo, if you get hit in the head hard enough to get knocked unconscious, you need to get your ass to a hospital.”

			“Exactly,” I say. “Or when someone insists on removing a bullet in the field.”

			Booker’s voice rises; he’s getting excited. “Exactly! Bullet generates enough heat that it’s sterilized. You risk further injury taking it out like that. Leave that shit in.”

			“Or when people fight for ten minutes without breathing hard.”

			“You gotta watch Daredevil,” Booker says. “Most realistic fights I ever seen. They get gassed real quick.”

			“Thought you liked to read.”

			Booker smirks. “I watch TV sometimes, too.”

			We resume our march toward Ekaterina, and then there it is, down the block. We duck next to a bodega on the corner, making sure there are no visible cameras.

			“So what’s the plan?” I ask.

			“There’s a back entrance to the kitchen at the rear of the catering hall, and the door is usually propped open. We need to get down to the Zmeya’s lair and clear it out. If she left anyone behind they could get trapped down there. Probably best to start the fire there, too. Then we call 911 on the way out. We need the fire to hit hard and fast, but we also need to make sure it’s put out before it endangers any of the surrounding properties.”

			“We should tell them there’s no one inside when we call,” I say. “Don’t want any first responders getting hurt in the process.”

			“Good call,” Booker says.

			“This is risky,” I tell him.

			“It is, but it’s the best we got. C’mon, we’re going to cross here and go the long way around to the back. Less eyes.”

			Booker leads me across the street and I feel a twinge. We’re deep in a suburban neighborhood, and it looks a little bit like Sara’s neighborhood, but then again, they all do to me.

			“You’re thinking about them,” Booker says.

			“I am.”

			“They’re safe. You did the right thing. That cabin has security, right? They’ll be good there.”

			“For now. I have no idea how the Zmeya linked them to me. If she did it, someone else can.”

			“This sounds like a Gaius problem,” Booker says. “Maybe he can help with that. Until then we have to handle what’s in front of us. You good?”

			“No, I’m not,” I tell him. “But I will be.” Then I take my phone out of my pocket. No texts, which feels like a good sign. Astrid hopefully got somewhere safe with Lucia.

			“Phones off,” I tell Booker. “If we’re going to be sneaking around, we don’t want a text alert giving us away.”

			“Ten-four,” Booker says, taking out his own phone and turning it off. We hit the corner and we’re about to head down the block when Booker mutters, “Oh shit.”

			I turn to Ekaterina and realize that our plan just went a bit sideways as a limo pulls to the curb, the driver gets out to open the door, and a bride in a resplendent white gown steps into the street.

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Lower East Side

			As Lucia climbs around one of the empty booths, Lulu asks, “You sure about this?”

			“No, I’m not,” I tell her. “But you’re the only person I can think of who will keep her safe until Mark and Booker get back.”

			“And if they don’t get back?”

			“They will. But Valencia can’t be far behind. Point is, this is the only thing that makes sense for everyone.”

			Lulu drops her voice so Lucia can’t hear us. “You killing yourself doesn’t seem to make a whole lot of sense,” she says. “But the girl will be safe until someone comes to get her. I live right upstairs.”

			“Thanks, Lu. Take care of yourself, okay? I’m going to say goodbye.”

			For the first time since I’ve known her, Lulu’s face seems to soften. She reaches her hand to my shoulder, gives it a squeeze—and then the tender moment is gone. She goes back to doing the paperwork on the counter.

			I go to the booth where Lucia is sitting and slide in across from her. She’s coloring in a cartoon placemat with some off-brand crayons, and she doesn’t look up at me. I snap the hair tie on my wrist to build up my courage.

			“Hey, Lucia,” I tell her.

			“Yeah, Unca Astid?” she asks, without looking up.

			“I want you to know something. Can you look at me for a second?”

			Lucia puts down the crayon, folding her little hands on the half-colored-in placemat.

			“You are amazing,” I tell her. “Your mom is amazing, and Booker and Mark, and Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi. Families don’t all look the same…”

			Tears spring to my eyes and I blink them away. There’s only one safe way to do this. I hand her the crayon she had been using to color in a lion, which for some reason she is making pink, and I pick up a green crayon so I can color in the giraffe, because a green giraffe feels fun to me.

			And also, if I say these things while looking her in the eye, it’s going to be the end of me.

			“I didn’t have much of a family growing up,” I tell her as we color. “I did, but they weren’t good to me. Not like the family you have. I hope you know how loved you are, sweetheart. Any of us would do whatever it takes to make sure you’re safe. No matter what happens, I want you to remember that. The things we do, we do because we love you. Does that make sense?”

			“I love you, too, Unca Astid.”

			And that’s it. I come undone, choking back the sobs, hiding my face with my hands, doing my best to not let her see, but she does.

			I don’t remember much good from my childhood. I don’t remember much at all. I blocked it out. When your dad sells you because he wants a new Jeep, you tend not to look on your childhood in a friendly kind of way. But all that, that thing that brought me to the killing life and molded me into what I am—I’m not mad about it.

			I’m happy with the person it made me.

			Because at the end, I tried to be a little better today than I was the day before.

			And for a brief moment in time, I got to be part of a real family.

			The tears are flowing freely now, and she’s still coloring her pink lion, but then she looks up at me, and she puts down her crayon, and she places her hand on mine and asks, “Why are you sad?”

			“I’m not sad,” I tell her, and I get out of the seat and stand next to her and I kiss her on the top of the head. “I’m just thinking about how lucky I am, to know a little girl like you. You’re the best of us, Lucia. The best thing any of us has ever been a part of.”

			I linger in that space, the smell of her hair, the smallness and the gentleness of her energy. And then I turn to the door. I sniff, wipe away the tears, look at Lulu. She nods to me, not needing to say it. Lucia will be safe.

			“Hey,” she says. “You should at least go around the corner and grab a sandwich at Katz’s. Last meal.”

			“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I tell her.

			I step outside into the brittle air, resisting the urge to scream until my lungs are raw. I look up and down the empty block and take out my phone, sending a text to both Mark and Booker.

			If you haven’t done it yet, call it off. There’s only one way this is going to end, and that’s with me. No sense in pretending. Thank you, both of you, for everything. It’s been fun. Lucia is with Lulu. She’ll watch her until you get back. Tell Valencia I’m sorry.

			Months ago I saw Mark typing his password into his phone and committed it to memory. Not that I ever thought I’d wind up here, it’s just how my brain is wired. Information is valuable.

			And he left his phone on Booker’s table for long enough that I was able to slip it away and pull the Zmeya’s number up, from the text message she sent him.

			It rings a few times and then goes to voicemail. There’s no greeting, it just beeps.

			“This is Astrid. I’m going to walk over to Katz’s. Send someone and I’ll go with them quietly after I finish eating.”

			I hang up the phone and slip it into my jacket pocket. Then I extend my arm, turning up my wrist, and consider the hair tie. I pull it taut, to give it another snap.

			It breaks at the seam.

			I hold it between my fingers and feel the entirety of Chea’s loss. It nearly brings me to my knees.

			Then I shove the broken hair tie into my pocket.

			At the very least, it feels like it’s confirmed my decision.

			A pastrami sandwich, fries, and a celery soda. Then I die. If I had to pick an end, this wouldn’t be it, but it’s not a bad one, either.

		

	
		
			Mark

			South Brooklyn

			Over the course of about ten minutes, four more limos show up, spilling guests into the restaurant and then, presumably, the catering hall. More folks arrive from the surrounding blocks, decked out in formal wear.

			“Great,” I tell Booker. “I guess we should abort.”

			“Not necessarily,” Booker says. “There’s going to be so many people there, it’ll be easier to blend in.”

			“We’re going to ruin some poor girl’s wedding day,” I say.

			“This is a mob wedding. I recognize half the people going in.”

			“Well, that’s even worse, because there’s probably some FSB guys in there. Someone recognizes us, it all goes sideways.”

			“Then what’s the play?” Booker asks. “We walk away now, Astrid stays in the crosshairs. Maybe we need to be a little aggressive.”

			“Aggressive is dangerous.”

			“So is doing nothing.”

			I box breathe, trying to calm my nervous system. This feels like a mistake.

			“I’ve been through the kitchen,” Booker says. “Inside the back door, they keep boxes of spare catering uniforms. We slip in, get dressed, and blend in with the staff. Get downstairs, start the fire there. Plenty of time to clear the building.”

			“What if this isn’t the call?” I ask.

			“I don’t know about you, but I spent the whole ride down here gaming things out in my head, and this is the only thing that makes sense right now,” he says. “It gets them off our back for now, keeps Sara and Bennett safe. ’Cause I’ll tell you this: I don’t know how the Zmeya figured out your connection to them, but I bet she’s not advertising it. I know how this woman thinks. She wants to keep you in her pocket and she knows this is the way to do it.”

			I glance around the corner at the restaurant. The flow of guests seems to be slowing down.

			“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

			We find some thick shrubbery next to a house where it looks like no one is home and stash our bag along with our heavy coats, keeping one pellet gun apiece, and the road flares. I keep a friction baton, too. Feels like a waste to bring all this cool stuff and not use it, but we can keep it for a rainy day. With our weapons stashed, we make our way down the block and around the corner to the rear driveway, behind the catering hall portion of the building.

			“Wish we kept the net gun,” Booker says under his breath.

			“Yeah, because that’s real subtle,” I tell him.

			We make it to the driveway, which is empty, and move down toward the parking area. Booker holds up a hand and we both press against the fence. He touches his nose, but I can smell it, too: cigarette smoke. We slide against the fence until we get to the edge, and Booker peeks his head quickly around, then comes back and nods at me. We wait until we hear a metallic clunk, and step into the lot.

			The back door is propped open with a green can of crushed tomatoes. God bless smokers. Booker puts up his palm, hand out flat, indicating I should wait. He ducks inside, and I make sure there are no sight lines from any of the homes surrounding us. There are not. After a minute, Booker comes back out and hands me a folded uniform.

			We strip and redress as fast as we can, tossing our clothes into a dumpster. Which is too bad; I really liked my Henley. We step inside and enter the chaos of the kitchen. It’s so loud and there are so many bodies that nobody pays us any attention. The uniform is basic—a black chef’s coat with red trim and matching slacks. The waitstaff are mostly Black and Hispanic, which means I stand out a slight bit more than Booker does, but everyone is so stressed out by the clattering of pots and the passing of dishes that we float easily through the scrum.

			When we get to the service station, we each grab a tray of hors d’oeuvres. For the life of me I cannot identify what I am carrying—it’s a small bundle of gray meat and white cream on a cracker—and it smells vaguely fishy. Booker grabs more of the same and we make our way into the dining hall, which is so ostentatious it makes my teeth hurt.

			The place is packed, full of folks in fancy dress, the walls gilded and covered in gaudy artwork. Gold trim as far as the eye can see. The room is lit in red and blue and green lights. It’s like a fever dream, Russian music blasting so loud it’s a wonder that anyone can hold a conversation.

			We work our way along the edge of the room, toward the end of the banquet hall and the door leading into the main restaurant, which will bring us to the stairwell down into the Zmeya’s lair.

			Booker stops to allow a beautiful woman to pluck something off his tray, and as we pause, I catch a face across the crowd. Big, bald head, cauliflower ears, and a nose that’s been broken more than once. He’s looking at me like maybe he recognizes me. I lean over to Booker. “Angry guy, three o’clock.”

			Booker manages a glance without making it obvious, and then mutters under his breath. “God damn it.”

			“Who is it?”

			“Davit Nozadze. He’s an enforcer. Used to be a Georgian heavyweight boxer. They called him the Sandman. Thirty-seven fights, thirty-seven knockouts. Then he hooked up with the FSB.”

			“I think he was mean-mugging me,” I say.

			“Maybe he recognizes you, maybe that’s just how his face is,” Booker says. “But I see a lot of players in this room. Someone’s going to spot us for sure unless we move.”

			We hustle our way toward the front of the hall, doing our best to not draw attention, and just before we make it to the door, the music stops, and a spotlight hits us.

			We pause, caught on the edges of the light, and I imagine the entire room pulling out guns and aiming them at us. Because this was a stupid thing to do.

			Instead, double doors directly to our left are thrown open, and the bride and groom come waltzing in as the DJ announces them in Russian. They move to the center of the room, and with everyone’s attention on them, we slip through.

			The storage closet with the secret doorway is empty. We stash the trays and pull out our pistols as we descend the stairs.

			“Want to take bets?” I ask. “How many on the other side?”

			“Five,” Booker says.

			“Three,” I say.

			Booker undoes the latch underneath the shelf and opens the door.

			And we are both wrong.

			There are more people than I can count at first glance, sitting at tables, seated at the bar. There’s music playing in here, too, but it’s lower, and worse than that, there is the most perfect moment of silence, between one song and the next, so that there is no missing the sound of the door opening.

			It may as well be accompanied by a record scratch.

			Just as we’re trying to enter, another guy is trying to leave—his hand is outstretched, reaching for the doorknob. He’s young and handsome, with a rockabilly pompadour that he’s actually pulling off. He looks at us with confusion, but then recognition sets in.

			He, along with the rest of them, know exactly who we are.

			“So,” I say to Booker, “guess not everyone went to the church.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Lower East Side

			There isn’t much of a line at Katz’s. But it’s just after the dinner rush, and it’s cold, and sometimes you’re about to die and the universe decides to give you a little break.

			I get my ticket and go to the counter with the shortest line and before long a devastatingly handsome Black man—tall, muscular, cheekbones for days—is trying to make small talk with me as I collapse into myself. I offer hmms and yeahs until he catches the drift that I’m not in a chatty mood.

			As he’s assembling my sandwich—fatty meat, mustard, rye bread—I say: “Sorry, rough night.”

			He throws me an arched eyebrow as I say this. “Come again?”

			“If I seem like I’m being a dick,” I tell him. “Rough night.”

			He smiles. It’s the kind of smile you want to wake up next to. He says, “Nothing to it. Ain’t nothing a Katz’s sandwich can’t fix.”

			I take it from his proffered hands and don’t have the heart to tell him that this sandwich isn’t going to solve my problems and will most likely be my last meal on this earth, that’s too much to put on a stranger. I thank him and he winks at me as he marks my ticket and hands it back to me, and I head for the fries. Once I’ve got that and my soda I sit at a table, taking small, slow bites, savoring the food and the atmosphere.

			The life of it. The history of the room. The pictures on the wall. Katz’s has always been one of my favorite places to eat in New York. Sure, it’s a little touristy, but there aren’t a lot of rooms where the people sitting at the tables are locals and tourists, every race, every age, and every one of them knows the weight and importance of places like this. It feels like it’s been removed from time, existing in a liminal state. Rare for a city that’s constantly changing. You turn around too long and your favorite bar is now a bank.

			Places like this last. And it may suck when you want a sandwich and the line is stretched down the block. But every now and again you walk by and it’s not crowded and even if you’re not that hungry you stop in, because it feels a little bit like a miracle.

			Sometimes miracles happen.

			But they usually happen to people who deserve them.

			As if on cue, a tall, burly man sits across from me, gingerly lowering himself onto his seat. He’s got a nasty scar on his face that extends through one of his eyes. I know I’m going to hear a Russian accent before he opens his mouth.

			“Astrid,” he says, settling himself carefully. “I am Slava.”

			“Hmm,” I say, swallowing the wad of sandwich in my mouth. “Mark shot you in the ass with a nail gun.”

			He nods, as if acknowledging a simple fact.

			“Sucks,” I say, taking another bite. “I don’t know how much of a rush we’re in, but you can get a sandwich if you like.” I hold out my ticket. “On me.”

			He looks at the ticket, then the counter, then my sandwich, and he nods. He takes the ticket from me and goes to wait on line. He comes back a few minutes later with a Reuben sandwich and sets it down. He takes a bite and his shoulders drop a little, a look of pleasure spreading across his face.

			“I have never been here before,” he says.

			“Are you serious?” I ask. “This place is an institution.”

			“I don’t get out of South Brooklyn much,” he says. Then he eyes my drink. “What’s that?”

			“Celery soda,” I tell him.

			“That sounds awful.”

			I nudge the can closer. “I wouldn’t drink it any other day, but for some reason, with the sandwich, it hits.”

			His hand hovers near the can, like he’s asking permission, and I nod. He picks it up and takes a short swig. “That’s very strange. But you’re right, it works.”

			“Alchemy,” I tell him, and we proceed to eat our sandwiches in silence.

			It’s amazing how this man is going to march me out of here, take me someplace private, and probably put a bullet in my head. I don’t know what it says that I don’t feel the urge to fight back.

			Maybe that’s because this is how things were always meant to end.

			Maybe that’s because the program works.

			Could be a little of both.

			“I’ll have what she’s having,” Slava says.

			“What?”

			“The movie When Harry Met Sally.”

			“Right.” I give a little laugh. “You boys and your movies.”

			Slava shrugs. “It’s a good movie.”

			“Will it be quick?” I ask.

			Slava wipes his mouth with a napkin and says, “I haven’t gotten any direction, but I’m not inclined to draw things out.”

			“That’s kind of you.”

			He shrugs.

			“What happens to Mark?” I ask. “Can’t imagine you’re too thrilled with him.”

			“When someone offers you a gift, but you refuse it,” Slava says, “to whom does it belong?”

			“The person who offered it?” I ask.

			“Correct,” Slava says. “It is the same with anger. I accept these things as part of the life. He is the Pale Horse. Even if he is resigned to no longer killing, he is still a dangerous man. As for his business with the Zmeya, I am simply a messenger.”

			“That’s an evenhanded way of looking at it.”

			“I have learned that the more personally you take things in this business, the sooner your time in this business ends. It has kept me alive so far. There is no sense in deviating from the path.”

			“You’re the most thoughtful killer I’ve ever met,” I tell him. “Though it’s still pretty lame that you’re threatening Mark’s kid.”

			“I have no intention to hurt the boy,” Slava says. “Or the woman.”

			“And if the Zmeya orders it?”

			He doesn’t say anything to that, but I can feel his uneasiness.

			There is something human in him.

			“Well, hey, if you’re ever looking to leave all this shit behind, I’m sure Mark and the others would welcome you into Assassins Anonymous.”

			He puts down his sandwich and looks at me. Like, really looks at me, as if he’s examining an abstract painting. “They would welcome me, even after what I am about to do?”

			“They would,” I tell him. “The whole point of the program is to drop our trauma and baggage. To forgive. I can see them being a little raw about you killing me, but if you were truly looking for redemption, to make amends…they wouldn’t stand in the way of that.”

			“Do you really believe that?” he asks.

			“I have to.”

			He nods. “It is interesting. The entire concept of recovery. I am not sure it’s for me. I don’t have trouble sleeping at night.”

			“It’s not about that,” I tell him. “It’s about looking at your impact on the world. It’s about knowing that you can grow and change. Be better.”

			Slava picks up his sandwich and takes a bite, chewing it slowly, then reaches forward to the can of soda. He gives me a questioning look, and I nod. He takes a sip and shakes his head. “How does that work?” he asks quietly, almost to himself. Then: “There’s a lot to think about there. But the only thing that matters is the present moment.”

			“Zen,” I say.

			“It’s getting late,” he says, scarfing down the last of his sandwich. With a mouth full of food he says, “Best we get this done. I want you to know that I appreciate this conversation. And I will make it as quick as I can.”

			I look down at my own plate. There are a few fries, and one bite of my pastrami sandwich. Maybe two if I stretch it out. If only I could take smaller and smaller bites and just sit here forever.

			“Do you know Zeno’s paradox?” I ask.

			“Something about turtles,” he says.

			I take a small bite of the sandwich. “Zeno used the example of Achilles and a tortoise. So Achilles is very fast. The two of them would race, and the tortoise would get a head start. Let’s say a hundred meters. Achilles has to cover that distance, but then the turtle has advanced. Then he has to cover that distance, even though the turtle has advanced again. The idea is that it’s impossible to traverse an infinite amount of space in a finite amount of time.” I pop the last of the sandwich in my mouth, chew, and swallow. “I always thought it was stupid. There’s no way Achilles doesn’t catch that fucking turtle.”

			Slava shrugs. “The Greeks, you know?”

			“The Greeks.”

			I get up from the table, push in my chair, and put out my hand. “You ready?”

			Slava nods and stands, and the two of us move to the front, where I pay for the meal. Slava reaches for his wallet, on instinct, and then we look at each other, realizing the futility of him paying for his half, and I think I see a little bit of sadness flash across his face.

			Maybe it’s sadness.

			I’m going to tell myself that.

			We step out the door into the cold night air and I breathe deep, savoring it, when a voice yells, “Hands where I can see them!”

			There are at least six police cars parked outside the restaurant, and a cavalcade of cops, taking cover with guns drawn. Slava is already inching away from me, back into the restaurant, probably to go find a back exit.

			Well. I guess the night’s not over yet.

		

	
		
			Mark

			South Brooklyn

			It happens so fast I barely see it: Booker grabs the guy with the pompadour and presses his pellet gun to the man’s throat. Which is risky, because the barrel is painted orange, to mark it as a nonlethal weapon. Booker hooks his arm so that the rest of the people in the room can’t get a clear look at it.

			Now that I’ve had a second to get my bearings: there are ten of them, besides the one Booker is holding.

			Not the best odds.

			“Everyone stay nice and calm,” Booker says. “You’re all going to march single file out of the room and start evacuating everyone from the premises, or else this dipshit right here takes a deep breath through the side of his neck.”

			Hands hover near waistbands and the inside of suit jackets, but no one draws. Not yet.

			I wonder if there’s a language barrier here, though surely at least a few of these guys speak English. Maybe it’s just the suddenness of how this is going down.

			And I know Booker speaks Russian…

			Then I realize why he went with English.

			To give us an edge. Let them think we won’t understand them.

			And it was a smart play, because the guy Booker is holding twists and manages to get a look at that orange barrel and yells, “Eto ne nastoyashchiy pistolet.”

			It’s not a real gun.

			Which gives us an extra fraction of a second to react.

			Booker throws the guy forward and he crashes into a table, sending the men standing around it down like bowling pins. Then Booker and I both aim at the four men seated at the bar, firing the pepper pellets. Ten shots between the two of us, and we land all of them. It creates enough confusion, and they provide enough of a human shield against the other men in the room, that we’re able to vault ourselves behind the bar while they hack and gag.

			As we hit the ground, bullets slam into the wall of liquor bottles above us, sending shards of glass and liquid raining down on us. Booker tosses a flash grenade over his head, and within seconds there’s a boom I can feel in my bones, alongside a blinding burst of light.

			Then, the sound of screaming.

			A few of the pellets ricochet and hit us, and even though they’ve lost a bit of momentum on the rebound, they sting like hell. I can’t imagine how bad it must be to take one of these full-force.

			I follow that up with another grenade. After the blast, we launch ourselves over the bar, The men in the room are disoriented—out of the eleven, two are on the floor choking from the pepper spray bullets. Four men on the right side of the room have their guns out, but they’re swinging blindly, afraid to fire because they can’t focus.

			I go low and head straight for them, doing my best to stay off-line from their weapons, and crack the baton at their hands, breaking them. The guns clatter to the floor as they yelp in pain. I take no joy in that, but they’ll live, so I can justify it. We’ll see how I feel about it later.

			I turn to find Booker bodychecking a man into the wall, and the odds are quickly improving in our favor.

			Which is good, because there’s less of a chance they can dogpile us, like the last time I was here.

			And it’s bad, because the less of them there are to take up space, the more of a chance someone is going to pull out a gun and start firing.

			That’s seven down and disabled, leaving four.

			And the remaining four play it smart, teaming up so they can face us each, two on one.

			The first guy to come at me catches my arm on a downswing and knocks the baton out of my hand, then pulls a gun. But it’s a sloppy draw, so I’m able to snatch it from his grip, twisting it around so the trigger guard breaks his finger.

			I disassemble the gun and toss the pieces around the room as the second man comes at me with a knife, swinging wide. I use my forearm to block his and manage to get control of his arm against my body, the knife pointed away from me, but my positioning is all wrong; I can hold the arm in place, but if I move my hands, he’ll slip free.

			I try to twist him against the wall, to get under him, so I can get him airborne, but something strikes me behind the knee and I go down, hard.

			The man scrambles on top of me, and he brings the knife up with both hands, ready to plunge the point of the blade into my face.

			But it leaves him wide open, so I smash my fist into his kidney and he scrunches down to protect himself. I throw another jab into his throat. Not strong enough to crush his trachea, but enough to keep him from breathing easily for the next couple of minutes.

			He falls to the side and I roll away, then find the man who hit me behind the knee. He’s trying to train his gun on me. I take out another flash-bang and toss it, tucking my face and clamping my eyes closed. I can feel the heat of the flash this close to it, and then pellets slam into my head and back. It hurts, but at least I was expecting it. I get up to find that the man with the gun is gripping his eye, screaming, blood streaming from between his fingers.

			This is not how I wanted things to go down.

			Booker is on the other side of the room, his back against the bar, arms up to protect his head against a man throwing wild but powerful punches. Booker is looking for an opening, so I give him one, picking up a chair and throwing it behind his attacker. Booker delivers some elbows to create room, then follows that with a push kick, sending the man toppling over the chair.

			Everyone is incapacitated or scrambling for the door. There’s a gun lying at my feet. I don’t like it, but we need them to understand we’re serious. I pick it up and fire once into the ceiling, then sweep it around the room.

			“Ty znayesh’ kto ya,” I say. “Vse, seychas zhe.”

			You know who I am. Everyone out, now.

			The ones who can, run. The rest of them drag themselves to their feet and scramble for the stairs. When we’re sure the room is clear, Booker pulls two road flares out of his waistband, handing me one.

			“Are we slipping?” he asks.

			“The blade that kills also saves.”

			“Where’s that from?”

			“It’s a samurai thing.”

			“Whatever,” he says, opening the cap and lighting the flare. It roars in his hand, and I can feel the heat on my skin as it spits sparks and illuminates the room. “Let’s burn this bitch down.”

			He tosses the flare behind the bar, and all those broken liquor bottles provide more than enough fuel. The fire whooshes across the back of the room. I strike my own flare and throw it, with an incredible amount of satisfaction, at the table in the back where the Zmeya holds court.

			Where, all those years ago, I made the blood pact that brought me here.

			And then we run.

			Once we get up to the storage room, I crack the fire alarm on the wall and pull the lever. I’m met with a flashing light and a harsh trill that stabs my eardrums. Before we can even make it to the banquet hall, people are streaming past us, more concerned than scared. I cup my hands to my mouth and yell, “Fire! Ognju!”

			Pandemonium hits.

			People start running, some for the entrance, others for the kitchen. Booker ducks his head in and I tell him, “Take the front. We need to clear the space.”

			I make sure people are moving out, that no one trips and falls and gets left behind. By the time I get to the kitchen, it’s mostly clear, people jockeying to get out of the narrow back door, then I do another sweep.

			There’s an office, but it’s empty, and by the time I make it to the main ballroom, the last of the wedding party is exiting. I hop onto the stage to make sure it’s clear and that there’s no one else back there.

			The acrid smell of smoke is already filling the room.

			I run through the large double doors to the restaurant, nearly colliding with Booker.

			“Clear,” he says.

			“Me, too,” I say. “C’mon, let’s get outside and make sure people have some distance from the building.”

			We make it out to the front, where some people are running down the block and others are milling in circles, confused about what’s going on. Booker and I wave our arms, yell for people to move. I’m feeling like maybe, just maybe, this might work out.

			And then something slams into the back of me, throwing me face-first into a minivan parked at the curb, with enough force that the window shatters.

			I turn to find Davit Nozadze bearing down on me, hands up in a classic boxer stance.

			He throws a fist at my face, and I put my arms up to block him, but it’s a feint, and then he ducks and throws a hard fist into my midsection. I clench my abdominal muscles at the last second but his fist lands like a hammer, throwing me back into the van again, knocking the wind out of me.

			Booker is lost in the commotion. Nozadze rears back to throw a kick and I manage to get out of the way with millimeters to spare. His foot lands on the side of the van, denting the door panel.

			Christ, he’s strong.

			He uses his momentum and throws a backhand at me, which I manage to block with my forearms. I hop back a little, trying to create some distance.

			I need to think this through.

			He’s a bruiser, and he’s fast, and he can throw a good kick, but at the end of the day he’s still a boxer, so that means he’s not used to fighting with his legs. The next time he comes at me I throw a hard roundhouse at his shin, and he can’t get his leg up in time to check it.

			It’s a sharp and precise shot, but he makes a face like someone just brushed against him in the subway.

			“Your reputation does not precede you,” he says. “I thought the Pale Horse would put up more of a fight.”

			“You’re not the first person who tried to make their name off mine,” I tell him. “It never ends well for anyone. Myself included.”

			“We shall see,” he says, then he ghost-steps forward with an impressive amount of speed, throwing a hook at my head that I just barely manage to block.

			My salvation arrives in a dull thump that rocks the pavement, and then the sound of crashing and breaking. The front windows of the restaurant explode outward.

			Must have hit a gas line.

			Nozadze is momentarily distracted, so I move in low, throw a cross and a hook into his torso, then come up with a strong uppercut that staggers him. He stumbles back before regaining his footing.

			The crowd has descended into pure chaos.

			People dart around us and through us. Someone knocks me back into the van, then someone else runs into Nozadze, and he spins around, trying to get his footing back, but he trips at the curb and stumbles into the middle of the street.

			He gets his bearings and looks up at me with a smile, ready to rumble.

			And then he gets creamed by a car, his body tossed high into the air, landing on the pavement with a sickening thud, and I don’t even need to go over and check for a pulse.

			His neck is kinked at an inhuman angle.

			His body is still.

			He’s dead.

		

	
		
			Astrid

			NYPD, Seventh Precinct

			The interrogation room is surprisingly clean. It smells antiseptic, like it was just scrubbed. The walls are painted a light blue. The shade is nearly the same as our meeting room in the basement of the church, which is a little funny. And the mirror, behind which I’m sure are several people discussing my fate, is scratch-free.

			I wonder if they renovated it recently, or if the grungy interrogation rooms you see on Law & Order are just a TV thing.

			The door across from me opens, and an older, bald Black woman in a neat pantsuit comes into the room and sits across from me. She places a file folder on a table and waits a good beat, probably to make me nervous.

			I’m not nervous. I’m frustrated.

			And I think I know what happened.

			Initially I thought that I got caught on a camera. But I can’t stop thinking about the way Lulu suggested Katz’s as a final meal. Did she call the cops, figuring it was better for me to be arrested than dead?

			I don’t know if I should thank her.

			Because I don’t know how this is much better.

			“I’m Detective Reese,” she says. “Where’s the girl?”

			“Je ne parle pas anglais,” I tell her.

			“No English, right,” she mutters, slowly opening the folder, surveying the paperwork inside. I’m too far away to see it, and I make no move to get any closer.

			“Want to hear something funny?” she asks.

			“No hablo inglés,” I tell her.

			She offers a little smirk. “You have to know that we’ve been looking for you after that little kerfuffle at the urgicare. We take issues involving children very seriously. And now here you are.” She leans forward and reads off the sheet. “ ‘Jennifer Moore.’ ”

			The name on my ID.

			“We looked into you, Jennifer Moore,” she says, putting a large emphasis of distrust on the name. “And you don’t have a record. You don’t have much else of anything. There’s a paltry credit history, and no housing information. No work history. Can’t find you on Google, can’t find you on social media, can’t find you on any of the systems we have access to. Almost like you just blinked into existence one day. Weird, right?”

			“Ich spreche kein Englisch,” I tell her.

			“Another funny thing.” She takes a stack of photos and slides them closer to me. It’s a surveillance photo of me and Booker at the urgicare. I guess the security footage did make it to the cloud. “Nothing on facial recognition, for you, or the man you were with. Nowhere. Nothing on the internet. At this point, everyone’s on the internet somewhere.”

			Seems that Gaius is earning his retainer.

			Then she turns over the photo and shows me another—me and Slava sitting in Katz’s.

			“Your dinner companion, we did get a hit on,” she says. “Vyacheslav Lebedev. Now, he’s got a record. A very long one. Known player in Russian mob circles down around Brighton Beach. Since I don’t know much about you, I’m going to have to judge you on the company you keep.”

			“Eu não falo inglês,” I say.

			“Stop being cute,” Reese says, her face suddenly going dark. “There’s a girl out there, what, two, three years old? You were with her, she was sick, the second you were questioned, you fled. You want to know what that looks like to me? That looks like trafficking.”

			I must give something away when she says the word trafficking. A twitch or a jerk, because her expression changes to a knowing smile. She knows she got me. She just doesn’t know on what.

			Of course Lucia isn’t being trafficked, but given my experience with that kind of thing, it doesn’t feel good to be accused of it.

			What am I going to say?

			I’m a former assassin in recovery who spends her time with other former assassins in recovery and we’re all trying to take care of this little girl for another former assassin and once she’s back we can get this all cleared up, and nobody has to die, but until then, trust us?

			“We just want to find the girl,” Reese says. “You’re looking at second degree kidnapping, easy. That’s a beat of five to twenty-five. If anything untoward happened to that girl, if a hair is out of place on her head, then it goes to first degree, which is fifteen to forty. Not to mention whatever other charges will get piled on top. I’m not going to sit here and pretend like I know what the hell is going on at this particular moment, but if you tell us where the girl is, we can make this whole thing go a little easier on you.”

			That’s not even an option.

			I tell her where Lucia is, it blows up Lulu’s spot. It hurts Valencia, because it subjects her to a whole lot of scrutiny that could still end up with Lucia taken away from her.

			And the Russians will kill me anyway.

			That’s if the Agency doesn’t get to me, now that I’ve been exposed. If my image hasn’t already pinged their servers, it will soon, and there’s no way they’re going to be cool with this. My head is full of information that could topple governments, starting with this one.

			Which means as soon as they can create an opening—and they are very good at creating openings—I will be dead.

			“Non parlo inglese,” I say.

			Reese nods. She carefully assembles everything back into the folder and comes around the table, sitting close to me. She drops her voice.

			“I don’t think the kid is yours,” she says. “Her skin is too dark.” She taps the picture of Booker. “Or maybe she is. But the nurse said you didn’t know her last name. And she looks Hispanic to me. You got any kids of your own, Jenny?”

			I don’t respond, and Reese laughs.

			“Right, right, you don’t speak English,” she says. “Running out of languages?”

			“Eigo ga hanasemasen,” I tell her.

			She nods. “Look, I been doing this a long time, and sure, there are some real pieces of work in this city. But”—she ducks her head, getting a good look at my eyes—“you got something in there. Something that cares. I can see it. So, help me help this girl. Maybe this guy pushed you into something? Maybe you feel trapped? I’m right here. We can protect you.”

			That earns a laugh. A deep, body-shaking laugh.

			Protect me? With what? The NYPD may be bigger than some countries’ entire standing military forces, but they’re bush league compared to the circles I run with. I want to tell her that she can’t save me, that the only person who can save me is me, and I’ve lost interest.

			“Okay,” she says, putting the folder under her arm. “Okay. We’re going to hold you for a little bit. See how this shakes out. I suggest you get comfortable.”

			She gets up, and without another word, or another look back, goes for the door.

			It slams, hard, behind her. The sound echoes through the room.

		

	
		
			Mark

			South Brooklyn

			The people around me seem to be running in slow motion, and I can’t take my eyes off Nozadze lying in the road, his body in a bloody tangle.

			That wasn’t me, right?

			I didn’t knock him into traffic. Someone ran into him. They knocked him in the path of that car. At that point I was a bystander. Just trying to survive the fight.

			It’s hard to ignore that I made the choices and created the conditions for it to happen.

			“Hey!”

			I turn to find Booker, his face a little bloodied, standing next to me.

			“We need to go,” he says.

			But I’m still frozen in place, and his gaze follows mine to Nozadze lying on the pavement.

			“Shit, man,” he says under his breath. He grabs my arm and pulls me with him, which is enough to snap me out of my daze, and we run off, making it down to the corner and around the block to where we left our gear. We grab it and keep going toward the end of the block when a white van screeches to the curb, and Edith leans out the window.

			“Need a lift, fellas?”

			Booker and I look at each other, wondering if this is the smart play, but not seeing any other options, we open the back door and climb in. They drive about ten feet before a car skids to a halt in front of us from a side street. They slam on the brakes and we’re thrown forward inside the back of the van.

			There are two men in the car. The driver, the closest one to us, throws open the door, wielding an AK-47. The passenger pops out his side, holding a small black handgun, using the car as a shield and resting his arms on the roof.

			The two of them steady themselves, taking aim at the front of the van.

			Before Booker or I can react, Edith whips a pistol out of a mount on the dash and leans out the window. They fire a few quick shots. The heads of both men snap back. Edith slams the van into reverse and, with the gun still in their left hand, spins the wheel and whips us around the car. It all happens so fast the bodies are only just hitting the ground as we pass.

			Booker has to be thinking the same thing I am: Is that on us, too?

			Edith turns down another block, taking us farther away from the restaurant, keeping the van steady and at the speed limit.

			“You’re a hell of a shot,” Booker says.

			I can’t see Edith’s face, with the way they’re focusing on the road, but I can hear the smile in their voice. “Yeah, not to brag, except I will a little: I could shoot the nuts off a fly at a hundred paces.”

			“What are you doing here?” Booker asks.

			“I was in the neighborhood getting some food. Only place in this city you can get decent pelmeni. There were reports of a fire at Ekaterina. I’ve heard rumors about what that place is. Figured that’s where you went.” They gun the engine a little, catching a yellow before it turns red. “I’m going to take the Shore Parkway until we get to JFK, then the Van Wyck up to 495 back into Manhattan. It’s the long way but it’ll keep us clear of any kind of response. Sound good?”

			“That’s good, yeah,” Booker says. “Should we go through the app to book this officially?”

			“Nah,” Edith says. “This one’s on me. Professional courtesy.”

			“Thanks for that,” Booker says, and then he turns his attention to me. “You good, man?”

			No, I’m very much not. I’m struggling for words but nothing is coming out.

			Booker leans close to me.

			“You do that?” he asks, his voice low, so that Edith probably can’t hear us. Except, I think they do, and then they clock the vibe that we need a moment alone. They turn up the metal music they’re listening to, offering us a little privacy.

			Booker doesn’t have to clarify what he means.

			Breathe in for four, hold for four, exhale for four, empty lungs for four.

			Breathe in for four, hold for four, exhale for four, empty lungs for four.

			Breathe in…

			Exhale.

			Box breathing fails me. My pulse is roaring.

			“He recognized me,” I say. “Guy hit like a freight train. I was holding my own, but then he stumbled. Someone else knocked him into traffic.”

			“Okay, so you didn’t do this.”

			“But I did, Book. We made the decision to do this. We knew the risks. Someone died. Three people died.”

			“Anything and everything is a risk,” Booker says. “You didn’t intend to kill him. You didn’t commit the act.”

			“I’m not so sure it makes a difference.”

			“That’s something we need to sort out in a meeting,” he says. “Right now, the important thing is the Zmeya is going to be a little occupied for the time being. She’ll know it was us. That’s one thing taken care of. Now we get back to Astrid and Lucia.”

			“Right, right,” I say, taking out my phone and turning it on.

			It takes a moment for the phone to find the network, and then a text from Astrid pops up. I open it, read it, and my heart sinks in my chest. I hold up my phone to Booker and he reads it, moving his lips as he does, then he grimaces and hands the phone back to me.

			“Shit…” he says.

			“We need to stop her, maybe there’s still time…”

			Booker seems to deflate a bit, leaning forward into himself. Then he throws the flat of his hand against the side of the van. Once, twice, three times.

			“Hey,” Edith says.

			“Sorry, sorry,” Booker says. Then he leans toward the front and tells Edith the address to Lulu’s diner.

			“Got it,” they say, navigating through traffic. A fire engine roars past us. Booker takes out his phone and starts scrolling, presumably to track news reports about Ekaterina. Not much will be available but I’m sure he wants to know if the body count rises.

			I think we got the place clear.

			I think.

			This entire situation is spiraling out of control. This is the goddamn problem. It’s so easy to get inside our damn heads about how capable we are, how strong we are. But I’m stumbling through this world like everyone else, I just happen to be a good shot and speak multiple languages.

			Let go and let god.

			God doesn’t make mistakes, but we’re defined by them.

			Let go…

			Booker looks up at me and says, “News from Gaius. Astrid got picked up. She’s being held at the Seventh Precinct.”

			This is going from bad to incomprehensibly worse.

			“That’s a death sentence,” I say. “If the Russians don’t get her, the Agency will. We need to get her out of there.”

			“Don’t worry, I have a plan,” Booker says.

			“Hey, guys?”

			The two of us stop and look up at the front. I catch a glimpse of Edith’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

			“I’m not trying to eavesdrop, I’m really not,” they say. “But, tight spaces. Just wanted to say that if you two need an extra set of hands, my dance card is clear right now. And I gotta say, it would be a hell of an honor to ride alongside the Pale Horse…”

			“I am not the Pale Horse,” I tell them, even though I’m saying it in my Pale Horse voice. Booker’s eyes go wide, and Edith flinches, but the rock is already tumbling down the mountain. “My name is Mark, and all I wanted in this world was to leave this shit behind, but it turns out, we don’t get that option. You’re a kid, so do yourself a favor. Go get a grown-up job. Put on a suit. This way lies ruin. There’s not a goddamn thing that’s fun or noble about it.”

			Edith mutters, “Sorry.”

			We drive the rest of the way in silence.

		

	
		
			Thursday

			
				Listen, if you train with me every day for five years, and somebody pulls a knife on you and you run? Then I’ve succeeded.

				—Martial artist Mark Mikita, in The Disaster Diaries by Sam Sheridan

			

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Seventh Precinct

			The whine of the metal door rouses me from a dreamless sleep.

			A rotund, ruddy cop says, “Jennifer Moore, your lawyer is here.”

			That’s interesting. I don’t have a lawyer.

			He leads me out of the cell, and I wonder who this could be. Most likely it’s someone from the Agency, here to shove a cyanide pill down my throat. Could be the Russians, though that’s less likely. They’ll wait until I make it to the Tombs or Rikers, where they’ll pay some skell to shove something long and sharp between my ribs.

			When the door opens, I hold my breath, waiting for what’s coming.

			Sitting at the table in a very smart, finely tailored pantsuit, her hair styled into a neat bun, is Lulu.

			As I enter she winks at me and then looks over my shoulder. Detective Reese is behind me with a sour look on her face.

			Lulu gets up and offers her hand to the detective, who steps around me into the room. “I’m Louise Whitlock, Miss Moore’s attorney. Can you please tell me what you’re charging my client with?”

			Reese frowns. “Kidnapping, for starters.”

			“And who did she kidnap?”

			Reese opens the folder she has under her arm, pulling out the pictures she showed me last night. “Well, these pictures show…”

			“Oh, you have pictures,” Lulu says. “Is that it? Do you have a complainant? An alleged victim? What’s the girl’s name?”

			“Well…”

			Lulu puts up her hand. “Let me ask you this. What exactly will she be arraigned for when you take her in front of a judge, which really should be within the next few hours?”

			Oh shit.

			I don’t think I’ve ever heard Lulu say more than ten words at a time, and certainly no more than a hundred total. She’s like a completely different person now. Firm, but confident, and scary.

			Lulu makes an exaggerated motion of turning up her wrist and looking at her watch. “Unless you are formally charging her with something, we’re leaving.”

			“Now, wait a minute—” Reese starts.

			“My client has waited plenty of minutes,” Lulu says. “This was a simple misunderstanding and it will all be cleared up soon, but in the meantime, the fact that you held her overnight is unconscionable.” Then she turns to me. “Let’s go, Jennifer.”

			My body moves on its own accord, my brain clouded in a haze. Maybe it’s lack of sleep, and maybe it’s disbelief and confusion over how this is playing out. Reese’s sour expression has turned to one of anger. She raises an eyebrow at me, like she’s trying to impart some kind of message. I don’t care. Lulu leads me out of the room and we don’t say a word to each other, not while I’m getting my stuff back, not while we’re riding the elevator down. Not until we’re outside the police station and a block away.

			“Didn’t know you had that in you,” I tell her.

			“I contain multitudes,” Lulu says. “Booker is at the diner. He asked that you meet him there so he can fill you in on some stuff. Mark took Lucia back to his place.”

			“It was you, wasn’t it?” I ask. “You sent me to Katz’s, then called the cops so they’d pick me up.”

			Lulu turns to me and hits me with that hard stare she sports in the diner. “You’re a good kid. Seems pretty stupid for you to kill yourself like that.”

			“It was my decision,” I tell her.

			“It was a selfish one. Lucia needs you. The rest of them do, too. You don’t see that, but they do.”

			“What the hell do they need from me?” I ask.

			“What do any of us need from each other?”

			She lets the line linger like the shot on the chin that it is, then spins on her heel and walks off toward the diner, leaving me to wonder at the answer.

			

			—

			Booker is sitting in a booth when we arrive, nursing a cup of coffee. He waits for me to sit across from him, and he stares me down until Lulu places a cup of coffee in front of me.

			He takes a sip and says, “Dumbass.”

			“Thought it would be the easier solution,” I tell him.

			“Well, it wasn’t, clearly,” he says. “Lucky for us, Lulu doesn’t play.”

			“How’d things go at Ekaterina?”

			Booker pushes his cup of coffee aside and takes his wooden rosary beads out of his pocket, wrapping them around his left hand, then folding his hands as if in prayer. He walks me through it, my heart sinking deeper into my chest, until he gets to the end, and it tumbles off the shelf, breaking on the floor.

			“The guy went after Mark, and he tripped,” Booker says. “Mark didn’t push him. Had nothing to do with it.”

			I take a sip of my coffee. “Mark doesn’t see it that way.”

			“No, he thinks that by us being there, we set the events in motion. We chose to stir shit up. Had we not done that, had we chosen a different way, that guy would be alive.”

			“Right,” I say, wishing I could disagree with all of this. I risk another sip, the liquid scalding my lips. The pain feels good. “This whole thing is a mess.”

			“Yeah, it got out of hand.”

			“I feel like an idiot.”

			Booker shrugs. “Humans are imperfect. We do the best we can with what we got. Whole point of the program. Doesn’t so much matter what happened. Only thing that matters is what happens now.”

			“Where’s Valencia on all this?”

			“On her way back,” he says. “She texted me a little while ago. She’ll be on a flight leaving in a few hours. Once she’s here, Lulu’s going to take her to the cops, give a statement. She thinks she can make this whole thing go away.”

			“And what about us? Cops might still be looking for us. Want to know our side.”

			Booker smiles. “Oh, don’t you worry. I got a plan for that.”

			“Which is?”

			He finishes his coffee. “You and I are going on a cruise.”

		

	
		
			Mark

			Lower East Side

			Bluey is a pretty good show. Lucia really seems to dig it, and the bright cartoon dogs who are committed to kindness serve as a decent distraction from the maelstrom in my chest.

			The sweetness of their misadventures only lasts for so long, before my mind wanders back to the image of Nozadze. I catch myself tapping my fingers on my knee, bouncing my leg. Nervous energy that needs to be dispelled. I can’t remember the last time I got some sleep. But I know that even if I try to take a nap, I won’t get any rest. I’m too amped. My brain feels like a garbage disposal with a fork in it.

			“How you doing, sweetpea?” I ask Lucia.

			“Good,” she says, without taking her eyes from the screen.

			I put my hand to her forehead. She feels cool to the touch.

			All this running around, over, what, a blip of a fever? Kids are absurd.

			I wonder if Bennett gets mysterious, fast-moving fevers, too.

			I wonder what he’s like. If he’s gotten any of my traits. I’d like to think that without me in his life, he’s a sweet, happy kid. Who knows what I would have imparted to him had I been around. Maybe that dark thing inside me would have infected him without me even knowing it.

			I think back to what Syed told me in the cab. The privilege of being there. I squandered that. And for the first time, I got a taste of what it might feel like if they were gone. Not just from my life, but…

			None of this is helping my serenity.

			“You hungry?” I ask.

			“No.”

			“Sleepy?”

			“A little.”

			“How about a nap?”

			“Okay, Unca Mark,” she says, suddenly losing interest in the TV. I pick her up and carry her into the guest bedroom, where I plop her on the bed, and pull the covers up over her head. “There you go, all tucked in,” I say as she squeals with delight.

			She pulls the covers down to her neck. “The blanket goes here.”

			“You sure about that? I think it goes here.” Then I pull it back over her head.

			“Unca Mark!” She pulls the blanket down.

			“Okay, I’m still not so sure but I’m trusting you on this.” I lean down and peck her on the forehead. “Get some good rest, okay, kiddo? Mom will be home tonight.”

			She nods and yawns, her eyelids suddenly very heavy. Kittie Smalls hops on the bed and snuggles in the blanket next to her, but she barely registers it. I suspect she’ll be zonked by the time I leave the room.

			Back in the living room, I sit and finish watching the episode of Bluey, and then watch two more. They’re short, and they’re sweet, and they’re providing exactly what I need: a distraction from the thing I should be doing.

			I check my phone. Booker says he and Astrid are good, and they’ve got a plan to get off the NYPD’s radar. Valencia is getting on a plane soon. Ms. Nguyen wants an update for her and Quraishi. I consider texting one of them, any of them, back.

			Instead, I go to the bookshelf and grab a couple of hardcover novels, place them on the coffee table, and prop my phone against it.

			Then I call up Jean Lavigne’s contact number.

			My sponsor.

			It’s been a while since I had a proper sponsor. Not since Kenji died. That’s the problem with Assassins Anonymous; there aren’t a lot of members to choose from. Booker and Valencia sponsor each other. I sponsor Astrid, but she’s still a little fresh in the program to take on my shit. Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi coupled up, which is technically a violation of how things are supposed to work if they’re coupled up in a biblical way, too, but, whatever, rules are for nerds.

			So I’m left out in the cold.

			I was so busy organizing and leading our homegroup that I’ve mostly just been unpacking things with anyone who was free. But it got to the point where I found that I needed a lifeline. That deeper connection that comes from this kind of partnership.

			And there’s no one better for the job than Lavigne.

			Back when I was in the game, he was a French hitter who ended up assigned to a target I needed to take alive. I got the green light to kill him, but as an act of professional courtesy, I slowed him down, taking his ear off with a sniper rifle. When I ran across him at an AA meeting in London and he discovered my identity, he was still carrying some resentments.

			Three years ago, when Astrid was captured and held at a black site prison, we called on him for help.

			And he agreed, asking that I offer him my ear as penance.

			He said that while we all live with constant reminders of who we were and the things we did, he had the added burden of a disfigurement to contend with.

			So I let him slice off my ear.

			It was not a fun day.

			But it seemed to bring him some degree of peace, and he’s fine with the fact that I’m wearing a prosthetic, so it’s not the worst thing in the world. After that I figured we’d never speak again.

			Except, we kept on speaking, until we made an agreement to sponsor each other.

			We knew that, given how things went down between us, and despite the recognition that each of us had changed, we would still be honest with each other in ways that no one else would. We were bonded by pain and blood.

			I tap his name on the screen, and it connects almost immediately. He’s sitting in his apartment in London, which is full of lush plants and sunlight. He looks chipper.

			“Bonjour, Mark, comment vas-tu?” he asks.

			“Pas bon du tout,” I tell him.

			Not good at all.

			He holds out his hand, palm up, gesturing for me to share. I sit back on the couch and walk him through the events that have transpired since Tuesday. I finish with an explanation about what happened to Nozadze. He listens, the expression on his face impassive, making me wonder sometimes if the video has frozen, but then he’ll nod or blink, and I know he’s still there.

			Once I’m done I sit forward and wait for him to respond.

			And as is his habit, he chews on it for a moment, then asks, “Do you feel like you broke your sobriety?”

			“I don’t know,” I tell him. “I wasn’t trying to kill him. I didn’t push him. But he’d still be alive if we hadn’t gone there.”

			Lavigne nods. “We live with the burden of our conditioning. We were made into weapons, so it’s no wonder that when backed into a corner, we feel the need to attack. And it’s easy for us to say that we’ll work around that. But the risk is always present.”

			“So you’re saying I did break my sobriety?”

			“I am drawing no conclusion, one way or the other,” he says. “We’re just talking. Ultimately, you’re the one who needs to decide. Yes, Nozadze would be alive had you stayed home. There’s wisdom in walking away from a fight. We tend to forget that.”

			“Right, but how could I walk away from that? Astrid was in danger. So were Sara and Bennett. I couldn’t just…stand by and do nothing.”

			“I’m not saying you had to do nothing,” he says, with a smirk that annoys the shit out of me, because of how goddamn handsome he is. “I’m just saying that perhaps there was another way.”

			“I’m all ears. Actually, I’m one ear thanks to you, jerk-off.”

			He laughs and shakes his head. “At this point, it’s not worth stressing over what you could have done or should have done. I think maybe the best thing to do is add Nozadze to your amends list and carry on from there.”

			“Sucks to think that list is still growing.”

			“Recovery is a process,” Lavigne says. “My list continues to grow. I owe you an amends for demanding your ear. I should not have done that. I’m not ready to fully admit it, nor am I ready to make that amends. But it was not in line with the life I’m trying to lead now.”

			On instinct I reach up and brush the prosthetic attached to the side of my head. “Really wish you would have had that realization before you cut my ear off.”

			He gives a little shrug. “C’est la vie.”

			“I’m missing an ear.”

			“So am I,” he says, turning his head to show the mottled lump of skin where his used to be.

			I had sent him a link to the company that made my prosthetic, which did an amazing job, but he insisted that he’d rather keep his scar present, as a reminder of the life he’s trying to avoid going back to.

			He sighs, looking around his London apartment like there might be an easy answer written on the wall. Not that there ever is. “The best thing you can do is focus on extricating yourself from this current mess. Have you heard from the Zmeya?”

			“No,” I say. “The working theory is that once she’s weakened, someone will swoop in. I doubt the ask on Astrid’s life goes away. That’s coming from a higher level, probably somewhere in the FSB or the Kremlin. But it’ll slow things down a bit. They’re not going to send just anyone after her.”

			“Then the goal right now is to lay low, keep the child safe, and get Astrid out of town.”

			“Yeah, she and Booker are working on that right now.”

			“Good, good…” he says, trailing off.

			“How are you? Anything you want to unpack while we’re on?”

			A flicker of a smile crosses his face. “It has been a minute, no? I met someone. We are dating. I told him all about my past. It does not seem to have changed the way he looks at me.”

			“Hey, good for you,” I say. “Go get a slice of that happiness.”

			“Thank you, Mark. And I wish you the best. This is difficult. I’m here if you need me.”

			“Thanks, bud. See ya around.”

			We end the call and I get up to stretch my lower back, then head over to the window. Orchard Street looks quiet, but then a cop car cruises slowly down the block. My heart skips a couple of beats, and I wonder if it’s going to pull to the curb outside my apartment.

			But it doesn’t; it keeps going until it disappears.

			It should be safe here, but it doesn’t feel that way. The cabin isn’t really an option. I don’t think Sara would appreciate the company. Maybe I should be considering other places to hide out, but I’m too exhausted for that.

			I sit back in the couch, not really sure if I feel much better, but it’s something. There’s not much to do now but wait for Valencia to come home, and the day finally catches up with me, and then I’m fighting to stay awake…

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Bayonne, NJ

			The cargo ship towers above us. I’ve never seen one this close. I feel a little dizzy, looking at the top of it. The shipyard smells like brackish seawater and gasoline, and I have to hike the collar of my jacket up against the biting wind.

			“You sure about this?” I ask Booker.

			He nods, his hands in his pockets, shoulders bunched up against the cold. “Lulu hooked it up. We need to get the heat off us now.”

			“By the time this whole thing is through, one of us is going to owe her a kidney or something.”

			Booker grins. “Not it.”

			We watch the dockworkers going to and fro, setting up the shipment, wondering who it is we’re even supposed to be meeting, until we hear a guttural voice yell, “You my passengers?”

			We turn to find an older woman, thick in the neck and arms, wearing a navy longshoreman’s coat. Her gray hair is styled into a buzzcut, and the lines of her face tell a story of a hard life at sea. She offers a big, tattooed hand that nearly crushes mine.

			“Beatrix,” she says, then shakes Booker’s hand. “You can call me Trixie.”

			“We’re not exactly passengers…” I start.

			She puts her hands up. “I know, I know. Follow me.”

			She leads us to a metal gangplank, and we climb through a door in the side of the ship, which is low enough that Booker has to duck to get under. The interior hallway is painted white and orange. More of that gasoline smell, but at least it’s warm.

			“Bet you never knew you could ride one of these as a passenger,” Trixie says, leading us through the bowels of the ship.

			“People actually do that?” Booker asks.

			“It can be a little pricey, and it’s not fast. You’re not going to get the kind of amenities you would on a cruise ship. We got a pool table, though, and a nice little home theater setup. This does the job if you’ve averse to flying, shuffleboard, or drunken tourists.”

			She walks quickly, not waiting to see if we’re keeping up. I’ve generally got a good sense of direction but after a few twists and turns I can’t tell which way is north anymore.

			“We get a lot of adventurers, people who want to see what it’s like working on a rig like this. Supposed to be environmentally friendly, too, since we’re already in transit. We can only take a dozen passengers at a time. Don’t have any for this trip, which works in your favor. I tell my crew to jump, they’re already in the air before they ask how high. Civilians are a little harder to control. And to be honest, the folks who hitch with us tend to be odd ducks…”

			She stops at a door, which requires a key card to get in. She swipes through, steps inside, and as the door is closing behind her, I catch a glimpse of video monitors and computer equipment. After a few moments of me and Booker standing there in a state of bewilderment, she steps out and closes the door behind her.

			“Okay, security camera is off, and you can get off my ship now,” she says.

			She leads us back the way we came, the whole time telling us about the biggest perk of booking passage, which is Kauri, the Māori cook, who apparently once owned a restaurant with two Michelin stars and gave it up to work for her. We get through the door and down the gangplank, until we’re standing back where we started.

			“Here’s how this is going to go down,” she says. “You’ll notice that when you came onto the site, the port facility security officer waved you through. They’re supposed to do a security check, but they didn’t. You’re welcome. We’ve now got video of you getting on the ship, but the cameras malfunctioned after, which they’re prone to do, so there’s no video of you leaving the ship. For all I know, the two of you are lounging around your cabin. The cabins are nice, too. Should have shown ’em to you.

			“We set out for Cuba in about an hour. We’ve already gotten a report from the NYPD about keeping an eye out for folks suiting your description. The notice they sent us got lost in the shuffle, and we’re going to miss it until we hit international waters. We’ll eventually report that you’re aboard, but that’s more an ass-saving measure for us than anything else.

			“At which point, I’m told whatever issue you’re fleeing will be cleared up. The NYPD won’t be breaking their backs looking for you anymore, and anyway, once they hear the word ‘Cuba,’ all they see is reams of paperwork that they do not want to deal with. Bingo bango.”

			Booker laughs. “Hell of a system you got set up here.”

			“Not the first time we’ve had to use it. Cops always look at the airport, the train stations. They even check the cruise ships. But these behemoths”—she nods toward the cargo ship—“they never think criminals are all that smart.”

			“We’re not criminals,” Booker says, which may be technically true—we’re not anymore—but it still feels like a weak defense.

			“Makes no matter to me,” she says. “You settle up with Lulu, so we can avoid any kind of paper trail, and from here, I wish you godspeed.”

			And with that, she’s off, back to the gangplank.

			We return to the truck purporting to haul soda shipments, but in reality is not dissimilar to the beer truck Jabari took us to Staten Island in. Our driver today is a skinny white guy with face tattoos who introduced himself as Gore. He didn’t say much beyond that—not the chatty type.

			As we approach the truck he tosses his cigarette and unlatches the back. We climb aboard and get ourselves settled in the back compartment, and then the truck is moving.

			“Risky,” I say.

			Booker shakes his head. “I think it’s brilliant. The cops will think we’re gone. They’ll stop looking. Valencia clears things up. Then we just have to deal with the Russian problem. But we bought ourselves some time.”

			“We also have to deal with the Mark problem,” I tell him.

			“Mark isn’t a problem. We’re in the white-hot middle part. Things just gotta cool off, and he’s got to decide for himself where this puts him in terms of his recovery. We’ll get there. We just have to work our way through this. Remember, none of us claim to be saints, and all that jazz. We need to get everyone in a room and figure out next steps. Which…”

			“Which what?”

			“I don’t want to say it.”

			“You wouldn’t have hinted at it if you didn’t want to say it.”

			Booker takes off his sunglasses, and his gaze drops to the floor. “Only way you’re going to be safe, I think, is for you to go.”

			“Go where?”

			“Anywhere but here. You know how to disappear. You know how to build a new life. West Coast. Middle of the country. Hell, go to Bali. Live on a beach. You got some money socked away, right?”

			“Enough. But what then?”

			He shrugs. “Couple of years, maybe…”

			“And what about the group?”

			He falls silent. His voice grows small. “There are chapters around the world. They’re not always easy to find, but they’re out there.”

			“Book, I…”

			My throat grows thick. When I look back at him, he’s got those rosary beads wrapped around his hands. He looks up at me, his eyes misting.

			I’m used to signs of vulnerability and emotion from Mark, but not from Booker. Booker is a rock; that hard-ass bravado is his shield, and that’s fine. We all have one. We need it. But his has always felt like ten feet of concrete. I reach my hand up, to put it on his knee, to reassure him, but I’m not sure if it would be welcome.

			“You think this feels good? You think I’m suggesting this lightly? Astrid, we’re family. But this thing that’s hanging over your head…any one of us would do whatever it takes to protect you. All we did was cut one head off one snake. Three more are going to grow back. You understand that, right?”

			“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

			“And it’s a hell of a lot better than you icing yourself. Jesus, with that.”

			“Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

			“Well, it wasn’t. I get it. We’re all trying to punish ourselves because we think we deserve punishment. And maybe we do, for the things we did. But we’re all trying. We all want to be better. That’s got to mean something. For ourselves and for each other. So we’re going to get Lucia to Valencia, we’re going to get you out of town, and we’re going to finish this by making sure that Sara and Bennett are safe. No more fighting, okay?”

			On instinct, I reach for the hair tie around my wrist, then realize it’s no longer there—snapped and in my pocket. Booker sees me fiddling with my hands and holds up the rosary beads.

			“I want to tell you something that I haven’t told the others.” He pauses and takes a breath. “You know that when I lay my head down at the end of the day, I see ghosts standing at the foot of my bed. All those people whose lives I took. But even before that, even when I was a kid, I could see them. My dad died when I was six, but I remember around when I turned ten, I caught a glimpse of him standing at my bedroom door in the middle of the night. But I wasn’t scared. He was smiling. Like he wanted me to know he was with me. I don’t know why. I stopped trying to understand it.”

			“Booker…” I start.

			He shakes his head. “Just let me finish. So yeah, I see ghosts. And maybe I am nuts. I only share about the ones that scare me, because those are the ones relevant to the discussion. They’re the ones I need to make amends for. But the truth is I see them everywhere. And I swear to you, Astrid, I swear”—a single tear cuts down his cheek, and his voice cracks—“if I ever see you standing there like that it’s going to fucking break me.”

			I put my hand on his knee. He drops his head onto my shoulder to hide his face, and he stays there like that for a moment. It’s so big I don’t know how to take it, other than to tell him, “I’m sorry.”

			But also, he’s right.

			I have to sacrifice the one thing I’ve truly come to care for and cherish: this life I built. The one that saved me.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Lower East Side

			Sleep is a fickle bitch.

			It happens in stops and starts, and when I finally fully wake up, my brain feels like it’s full of quicksand. I sit up, registering an unexpected weight on me. There’s a blanket that’s been pulled up to my chin, but is only covering half my body. Lucia is sitting on the couch, watching something on her tablet with the sound turned down. I can just barely hear it.

			After a moment I realize, yup: Bluey.

			I should have gotten into children’s animation or something. Seems like a solid payday and I probably wouldn’t have had to kill so many people.

			“Hey, kiddo,” I say.

			“Hi, Unca Mark.”

			“Did you put this blanket on me?”

			She looks up at me and smiles. I can’t tell if it’s because she’s proud of herself, or because she’s expecting some kind of reward. Maybe it’s a mix of the two.

			“Hey, can I get a hug?” I ask.

			She puts down the iPad and crawls across the couch, then across my body, resting her head against my chest. I take a deep breath and hold it in. Then I kiss her on the top of her head.

			“You’re the best, you know that?”

			“I know,” she says.

			I laugh as she goes back to her iPad, and I head to the kitchen, to sort out something for her to eat. I look at the food we bought her at Target, but I don’t have the energy to cook. There’s half a leftover pizza in the fridge, which has only been in there for a few days, and I lean into the living room.

			“You want your pizza hot or cold?”

			“Cold!” she says with an incredible amount of enthusiasm.

			This kid is going to turn into a pizza, but what’s the point of having uncles if they’re not going to spoil you? I bring the box and place it down on the coffee table and grab a slice, picking off the cheese because I’m also too tired to go find my Lactaid. She takes her own slice, awkwardly trying to maneuver it into her mouth while watching the iPad. I turn on the TV, so both her hands are free.

			“You want to watch a movie?” I ask.

			“Inside Out.”

			I want to tell her that Inside Out is emotional terrorism—I cannot watch what happens to Bing Bong without crying like a baby. But it’s also about how it’s okay to be sad, which is a very worthwhile message. Maybe not the best thing for me to be watching in this current state of mind, but who am I to argue with a toddler?

			We start the movie, the opening piano strains already getting to me, when my phone buzzes with a video call from an unknown number. Which means it’s probably Gaius.

			“Listen, kid, I’m going to take this call in the other room,” I say. “Try not to burn the house down.”

			“Mm-hm,” she says, her mouth full of pizza.

			I go into the bedroom, and it’s already almost dark. I must have slept for a while. I answer the call and Gaius asks, “Where you at, bruv?”

			“Home, why?”

			“Okay, so, you got me monitoring NYPD communications for this situation with the kid, right? Well, you just popped up.”

			“How the hell can I pop up?” I ask. “I wasn’t at the clinic. And you created me a fake identity. I paid quite handsomely for that.”

			“No, man, it’s this thing down in Brighton Beach. They got witnesses saying you shoved some guy in front of a car.”

			“I didn’t shove him. He tripped.”

			“Well, they’re saying you pushed him. They pulled some surveillance and uploaded you into the system. Nothing took on facial recognition, because I did do my job, thank you very much, but I think someone recognized you.”

			“Recognized me ho—” I start, then realization sinks in.

			They recognized the Pale Horse.

			It stands to reason the Russian mob, and maybe even the FSB, have someone in with the cops down in South Brooklyn. Someone who knew my face could have looked at the video.

			“What are they planning?” I ask.

			“They’re on their way. Right now. Using that video, they matched you off facial recognition in your neighborhood, showed your picture around, managed to trace you back to your building. You got a few minutes, maybe. I tried to call you before.”

			I check through my notifications: three missed calls.

			“I was sleeping,” I tell him. “Thanks for this. Listen, I need to get ready.”

			“Be safe,” he says, and ends the call.

			I go to the living room and find Lucia sitting on the couch, zombie-eyed as she watches the movie, and then I hear it, cutting through the frantic cartoon dialogue, distorted by a megaphone:

			“WE HAVE THE BUILDING SURROUNDED! COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR HEAD!”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Lower East Side

			The truck sits idling, and I figure we’re stuck in traffic. Booker and I have been riding in silence, letting the emotion of the moment settle between us.

			But whatever peace I’m feeling is interrupted when a ratty speaker crackles to life, and the driver’s voice comes over.

			“Can’t stop here. Some kind of police activity.”

			Booker and I pull out our phones, checking to see if we have any updates, or if we can see anything on the police scanner app, but service has been spotty back here. Too much metal messing with the signal, probably.

			The driver was supposed to drop us around the corner from Mark’s, and police activity in this city could mean anything. But my stomach sinks, and when I meet Booker’s gaze, it’s clear he’s thinking the same thing.

			I find the intercom and press the button. “What kind of police activity?”

			“Squad cars. A SWAT van. The street you wanted me to drop you on is blocked.”

			“Shit,” Booker mutters.

			“What do we do?” I ask.

			“We get out, first camera that tags us, we blow the cover we just built,” Booker says. “I hate to say it, but I think we need to go.”

			“Lucia’s in there with him.”

			“Which means the cops won’t go in guns blazing.”

			“And what if they don’t know Lucia is in there?” I ask.

			Booker doesn’t have anything to say to that. We sit there for a couple of minutes, trying to figure out what the next right move is. I don’t think we have one.

			Mark will find a way out. That’s what he does.

			Then it dawns on me: something Mark mentioned to me. I press the intercom and tell the driver, “Take us to Chinatown, please.”

		

	
		
			Mark

			Lower East Side

			I risk a peek around the corner of the wall and through the window. Orchard Street is washed in swirling patterns of red and blue. Six marked squad cars, three unmarked, two SWAT vans, and there’s already a sniper on the roof across the way.

			I’m not even upset; I’m impressed at how quickly the NYPD was able to mobilize. I get that they’re the biggest and most well-funded police force in the world, but to me they’ve always looked like kids playing dress-up.

			That said, there are a lot of them out there.

			“Unca Mark?”

			Lucia’s voice is small—she knows something is wrong—but she’s not scared, either. This kid never ceases to amaze me. I look down into her big brown eyes.

			“Yeah, sweetpea?” I ask.

			“Are those bad guys outside?” she asks.

			“It’s complicated,” I tell her. “Whatever you do, don’t go near the windows, okay?”

			Given the placement of the windows and the building next door, there’s only a small sliver of the living room that would be visible to a scope. We’ve got some room to play with, but it’s better to stay down.

			Kittie Smalls comes tottering out of the shadows, rubbing up against our legs, probably in search of treats. Lucia pulls on his whiskers and roughly pets his head. I’ve given up on trying to separate them. The first time she manhandled him, I pulled her away, afraid he might swipe at her. But he kept going back to her, again and again, letting her mush his face with reckless abandon, until I accepted that the cat may be a little dumb, but at least he’s good with kids. And playing with him will keep her close to the floor.

			My cell phone rings with a number I don’t recognize.

			Could be the cops; they surely have a Stingray set up outside, tracking and collecting all the cell phone data on this block. Thank you, Patriot Act.

			Could be the Zmeya, telling me she’s sending an army of Russians to kill me.

			Could be someone trying to sell me insurance.

			Doesn’t matter. I click a button to send it to voicemail.

			“YOU HAVE FIVE MINUTES. THEN WE’RE COMING IN.”

			Great. They know I’m in here, but they don’t know about Lucia. Otherwise they’d be treating this as a hostage negotiation, and they wouldn’t dare storm the place and risk hurting her. They also know how dangerous I am, because they’re trying to get me to surrender before they even bother stepping foot inside.

			The lights go out. They found the building’s breaker. I wonder if they’re really planning to come in. Maybe the best thing to do is comply. Walk out, hands up, and accept the fact that I’ll be dead within six hours. No way the Agency lets anyone take me alive.

			It’d save a whole lot of people.

			I look again at Lucia, playing with the cat like our little world isn’t on fire.

			No, until I put her in Valencia’s arms myself, the job isn’t done. I will not risk this kid ending up in the foster system.

			It’s where I was raised.

			It made me who I am.

			And that’s not happening to her.

			“Hey,” I tell her.

			“Yeah, Unca Mark?” she says, without looking up.

			“I love you, kiddo,” I say, my throat thick. “You know that, right?”

			“Fruit snacks?” she asks.

			The emotional weight is punctured like an overfilled balloon.

			Kids are simultaneously the best and the worst.

			“Stay here,” I tell her, and I bear crawl across the floor, staying out of the sight of the windows, until I get to the kitchen. There are no sight lines in here, so I stand up and root around in the cabinet until I find a box of fruit snacks and slide two packages across the floor to her.

			Then I pull up a loose floorboard under the kitchen table, and several more, keeping an eye on Lucia as she digs into the packets, until I’ve got the safe fully revealed.

			“Remember,” I tell her. “Don’t stand, okay? Stay down there. Then we’re getting out of here.”

			She makes an affirmative noise, her mouth already full of gummies.

			I press my thumb to the scanner on the lock and it hisses, disengaging, and I open the top. From underneath the piles of cash I pull out a bulletproof vest, tactical goggles, a pistol loaded with pepper spray rounds, and my trusty friction baton. Just in case.

			At the very bottom is my old Sig Sauer P365. It’s been years since it’s been fired. Everything looks right and tight but you never know what the march of time can do.

			Gunpowder loses its potency.

			Have I, though?

			This thing was like an extension of my arm. I never used to waste a round. However many bullets I had was however many dead bodies it would make. I could end the world with this thing.

			Then I got into recovery and the weight of it increased, to the point that it felt heavy and clumsy. All those bodies—I could finally understand the gravitational pull of them on my heart. The way my actions rippled out, radiating pain into the world.

			I never wanted to fire this thing again. I thought the roar it made would be relegated to memory.

			It feels good, nestling it back into the bottom of the safe.

			Trust the program. It works if you work it.

			As I’m closing the lid of the safe, my phone vibrates with a text. I take it out: maybe it’s Astrid or Booker with some kind of update.

			It is not.

			It’s a picture…

			Sara and Bennett sit on chairs in the foreground. In the background is Slava, holding a gun. Sara and Bennett can’t see the gun from where they’re sitting, but I have to imagine, given the expressions of fear on their faces, he showed it to them.

			They’re in my cabin.

			Slava must have had a partner with him who was able to intercept Sara on the way out.

			A switch flips in my brain.

			I open the safe, take out the Sig and the leather holster, and get it situated on my belt. It fits seamlessly against my body. I toss the rest of the gear back in. I won’t need it. Then I call the number back. It connects, but the person on the other end of the line doesn’t say anything.

			The Pale Horse’s voice spills out of my mouth, toxic enough to strip the paint off the walls.

			“You just pulled the pin, and it’s not going back in,” I tell the Zmeya. “What happens next, you asked for. I am going to kill you slow. I am going to savor it like the best fucking meal I ever had. The last thing you see is going to be me ripping your throat out with my goddamn teeth. Then I will destroy your entire empire and erase your name from history. Finally, and just for fun, I will track down and kill everyone you’ve ever loved. If you’re even capable of that particular emotion, you goddamn fucking monster.”

			Silence from the other end.

			This was inevitable; a blade doesn’t stop being a blade when it’s not drawing blood.

			“You think you had one up on me because I’m in recovery?” I ask, my voice shaking the foundations of the building. “Now you get to see what my fucking relapse looks like.”

			There’s a pause.

			Then the Zmeya says, “We will be waiting.”

			I resist the urge to smash the phone against the wall, then stalk into the living room, no longer worried about sight lines as I’m formulating a plan. I can stick Lucia in the bathtub, which ought to shield her from stray fire. I’ll take the fight outside. These cops can’t touch me.

			I’ll kill each and every one of them, because they’re in my way.

			Simple as that.

			Then I’ll go fulfill my promise to the Zmeya.

			I feel more alive than I have in a very long time.

			When I look for Lucia, she’s gone. I expect to see her eating her gummies, but she’s not. I get down, searching for her, and call out her name.

			No answer.

			I don’t have time for this shit.

			Then I hear something.

			A sniffle, from the side of the couch. I find Lucia cowering in a ball, her face stained with tears, looking at me with wide-eyed, body-shaking fear.

			She’s looking at me like I might hurt her.

			And my heart splits clear in two. It cuts through the blood fog in my head, and I fall to my knees in front of her, but she slides away from me.

			“Sweetpea…”

			She hides her face from me.

			No, not from me. From the Pale Horse.

			All that rage and hatred is immediately dissipated by the shame that I feel.

			“I’m sorry, Lucia,” I tell her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for you to hear all that. That wasn’t okay. Grown-ups shouldn’t talk like that.”

			She peeks an eye at me.

			“Sometimes adults make mistakes, and I made one just now,” I say. “I’m sorry. I promise, I’ll never do that again, okay? I swear.”

			She gives me a hesitant, tentative nod.

			“We need to go.” I extend my arms to her. “Can I pick you up?”

			She stares at me, then nods her head again. I hold her against me and kiss the top of her head, gently, like I’m holding something that might shatter, which truly, I am.

			I think about what Lavigne said.

			That the best thing to do is to walk away.

			So that’s what I’m going to do. It should have been the first place my mind went.

			I can’t live someplace that I don’t have a way to bug out. I was pleasantly surprised to find that, underneath this building, through a rusted iron door in the basement behind some old shelves, there was a tunnel. The best I can tell, it’s part of an old network of smuggling tunnels the Chinese Tong gangs used in the late nineteenth century.

			I put Lucia down and grip the sides of the bookshelf and muscle it out from the wall. When I get it open, it reveals a darkened shaft. It took six months of work, completed after I bought the building last year, but the ladder will lead down to the basement.

			The cops will eventually come in and find an empty apartment. I doubt they’ll find the safe, or anything else that can jam me up. They might find the passageway, but by then we should be long gone.

			That said, this plan sounded a lot easier when it was just me, and I didn’t have a kid in tow. At least the cat I planned for. I find Kittie Smalls’s backpack carrier and stuff him inside. He puts up a bit of a fight but I’ve already got some treats in there to distract him. As I strap it to my back I lead Lucia to the opening and show it to her. She immediately clings to me. It’s a tight squeeze, but the three of us will fit.

			“Scary,” she says.

			“How about this,” I tell her. “How about I tell you a story?”

			She nods her head against my chest. I strap an LED headlamp to my forehead as there’s a sound from outside: the shuffle of footsteps. Probably a team of cops ready to bust down the door.

			I step into the alcove, securing myself on the rungs of the ladder, Lucia still clutched to me, and I tell her, “This is a story about a dragon.”

			There’s a handle on the wall, connected to a rope; I pull it down, which swings the bookshelf into place, sealing the shaft. As I descend the ladder, I hold tight to Lucia, careful to keep my balance, as there’s a crashing sound upstairs.

			“This dragon, he was…he wasn’t a good dragon. He burned a lot of villages, and he stole a lot of gold, but one day he decided he wanted to be a good dragon.”

			We descend farther into the dark. I use my good arm on the ladder, and it’s straining but it’s holding up. My bad arm—bad because of the bullet I took to the deltoid a few years ago—is screaming. Lucia’s arms are wrapped around my neck but I’m still clutching her as tight as I can; I don’t want her to fall and get hurt.

			I breathe through the pain, focus on the story.

			“So this dragon, he stops burning villages, and he stops stealing gold, but the thing is, he’s still a dragon. He can still breathe fire. It’s not like he can stop being a dragon, right? And it’s hard, because that’s how everyone sees him. They’re afraid of him, even if he wants to be their friend.”

			“What’s the dragon’s name?”

			“Steve.”

			“Can I name the dragon?”

			“Sure.”

			She pauses, then says, “Spicy.”

			“Spicy the dragon! Perfect. So Spicy the Dragon accepts that he’s always going to be a dragon and that’s fine, but he should stop breathing fire on everyone. But one day he’s just hanging out, and then, out of nowhere, a whole bunch of evil knights show up to mess with his friends and family. So he figures, I’ll just breathe fire on them and make them stop.”

			Lucia slips in my grasp a little, so I reset my grip. I lean forward and I can just barely see the bottom of the shaft in the light from the headlamp.

			“But his friends and family are like, ‘No, Spicy, don’t do that, that’s not who you are anymore.’ And so Spicy thinks, ‘Maybe I should just fly away.’ ”

			I feel a huge measure of relief when my feet hit the ground and I lower Lucia down, my shoulders immediately thanking me. There’s a steel door with a combination lock set in it, and I spin the dial to the correct numbers, then swing it open.

			We’re in the basement, which is just a storage area for the tenants, and a washer and dryer. We cross the room, to another bookshelf, which I pull aside to reveal the Tong tunnel.

			As I’m doing that Lucia says, “There should be a princess.”

			“You’re right. The hero of the story is Princess Lucia.” She beams when I say this. “And Princess Lucia tells Spicy the Dragon to stop being such a jerk. And you know what?”

			“What?” she asks, as I get my shoulder into the shelf and push it to the side.

			“They lived happily ever after.”

			“Unca Mark,” she says, “that’s not a very good story.”

			“I’ll work on it.”

			We step into the tunnel and I yank down on the lever that’ll slide the shelf back against the wall. We’re plunged into darkness, the headlamp struggling to illuminate the space. The brick walls are old and worn, and there’s the sound of water dripping somewhere. I’ve inspected the tunnel, so I know it’s safe. Lucia grips my hand a little tighter and I tell her, “You are very brave, you know that?”

			“I know,” she says.

			I take the lead. It’s a bit of a walk—the equivalent of about eight blocks—but I’ve done it before. I can’t think of anything else to add to the story. Telling stories to kids isn’t really my strong suit and that whole thing with the dragon was pretty lame.

			Spoiler alert: the dragon is me.

			And it’s probably a good thing I didn’t go into children’s animation.

			Maybe I would have been better at this stuff if I hadn’t killed Sara’s brother. If I had left the life like I’d planned. If I had the chance to be a dad to Bennett.

			I imagine what that would be like, and not for the first time.

			Making pancakes in the morning. Going to Coney Island in the summer, sledding in the winter. Christmas mornings. Good Christmases to wash away all the bad ones.

			All those things I didn’t have, bouncing from foster home to foster home, with guardians that felt less like parents and more like indifferent roommates. The others like to joke how obsessed I am with movies, but that’s all I had to teach me how to be human, and I think I may have taken some of the wrong lessons. Because every time I get backed into a corner, the people I love end up seeing the worst side of me.

			The look on Lucia’s face, up there in the apartment…

			Maybe I’m not suited for that life.

			Doesn’t matter. I still need to get to Bennett and Sara. She can hate me, she can never speak to me again, that’s all fine. That’s what I expect will happen. The important thing will be making sure they’re safe.

			“Unca Mark?” Lucia asks.

			“Yeah, sweetpea.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“We’re going to a mall. We can get some dumplings. Do you like dumplings?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Good. I’m going to take you to have the best dumplings in the world. It’s just a little longer. Are you doing okay?”

			“Yeah,” she says, but the smallness of her voice makes it hard to believe her.

			We keep moving. It’s a straight shot; there are a couple of corridors that branch off the main passage, leading to dead ends, but I know where we’re going.

			Another door, this one bolted with a padlock and a chain. I key in the combination and open it into an abandoned bathroom that’s stripped down to the studs, then lead Lucia through a darkened, shuttered storefront strewn with trash.

			We pop out into a dingy underground shopping mall. It’s empty, save for us. The surrounding businesses are shuttered, too. Most of the places in here are. A few of them are open, on the various levels—travel agencies, or vendors hawking bulk clothing. The best part of this place?

			No working security cameras.

			I grip Lucia’s hand and we make our way through the barren hallways marred with graffiti, until we step out into an area that’s got a few people standing around a food stall.

			And seated at a table in the corner, already digging into plates of dumplings, are Astrid, Booker, and Valencia.

			Lucia screams her head off. “Mommy!”

			Valencia looks up and her face breaks. She launches herself at the girl, and the two of them embrace, Valencia hugging Lucia so hard it looks like she’s going to pull the girl into her own body.

			My heart soars, seeing the two of them together.

			I was able to do this, at least.

			After whispering some things in her ear and kissing her on the cheek, she gets up and hugs me, hard.

			“I’m sorry, V,” I tell her. “We made a mess of this.”

			“You’re here and my baby is here, that’s all that matters.” She pulls away from me and looks me in the eyes, then frowns. “You’re not okay, though.”

			“No,” I tell her. “No, I am not.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Chinatown

			We eat in silence, Lucia on Valencia’s lap, Booker and Mark slumped down in their chairs, both of them clearly exhausted. I’m right there with them. My body feels forty pounds heavier. I thought reuniting Lucia and Valencia would help, but it’s not making any of our other problems go away.

			The dumplings help, at least. By far the best I’ve ever had, and I’ve spent a lot of time in Hong Kong.

			I’ve never heard of this place; it’s a small stall in the basement of a mostly fallow mall. The people working behind the counter don’t speak English. I was able to order in Mandarin, but most people in line ahead of me were pointing at the pictures on the menu taped to the wall.

			Mark had told me this was his bug-out location, so I figured he would be here, and when Valencia said she was back, we just told her to meet us.

			Despite everything, it does soothe my soul to see her and Lucia together. That girl has been through a lot in the last few days, and she looks no worse for wear. And Valencia doesn’t look like she wants to kill any of us.

			As the number of dumplings dwindles, Mark puts down his plastic fork and takes out his phone, placing it on the table. Booker and Valencia each look at it, then pass it to me. Mark doesn’t need to explain it; I haven’t met Sara and Bennett, but from the ruin of Mark’s face, I can tell it’s them.

			“The Zmeya has them at my cabin,” he says, his voice soft and robotic. “I’m leaving from here, heading upstate to get them.”

			“Like hell you are,” Booker says. “We’re going. All of us.”

			“Yeah,” Valencia says. “We’re in.”

			“First off,” Mark says, “you just got your girl back and we’re not separating the two of you. Second, this is my fight.”

			“It’s not a fight,” I tell him. “It’s a rescue mission. And you’re always going on and on about family. Well, this is what family does. The same way that you guys tracked my ass down to Brazil and risked everything to save me from myself.”

			“That was different,” Mark says. “There are civilians involved.”

			“It’s not different at all,” I tell him. “Civilian or not, we don’t treat this by degrees. Every life matters. Which means it’s every hand on deck. If not for them, for each other. Do you remember how many people I killed?”

			“Look, relapses happen—” Booker starts.

			“Yeah, they happen,” I say, cutting him off, “but we can’t take a free pass every time things get hairy. I learned that lesson the hard way, and if the rest of you hadn’t shown up when you did, I would have killed Madeline Mather, and then hunted down every single person in her little pedophile ring. And then I wouldn’t be here.”

			Mark shakes his head. “Putting my foot down. None of you are coming.”

			He won’t meet our eyes when he says this, and I think I know why: he knows this doesn’t end with the Zmeya alive, and he wants to spare us the involvement.

			Valencia places Lucia down on the chair next to her. The little girl immediately climbs onto the lip of the table to reach for another dumpling and Valencia says, “This is your kid, Mark. You would do the same for Lucia. You did the same for Lucia.” She looks at me and Booker. “The three of you could have handled this a hell of a lot better, but it could have been worse, too, and it wasn’t. So we’re going to do this, and we’re going to do it together.”

			Then she raises a harsh eyebrow that says the conversation is over.

			“Glad that’s settled,” Valencia says. “And hey, maybe next time, just give her some Tylenol and stick her in a cold bath. I thought you were a doctor, Astrid.”

			“I dealt with bullet wounds, not toddlers.”

			“Gotta be honest, V, thought you might break your sobriety once you got back to us…” Booker says.

			Valencia takes a breath, then puts her hand on Lucia’s shoulder. The girl has inhaled an entire plate by herself. She is a dumpling vacuum. She’s probably just happy to be eating something other than pizza.

			“I guess I’m getting soft in my old age,” Valencia says.

			“How’d things go with your brother?” Booker asks.

			“All clear. He’s coming out here to stay with me until he gets on his feet.”

			“That’s good to hear.” Booker pats the table to get Mark’s attention. “Now, where’s this cabin?”

			Mark rattles off the address and Booker looks it up on his phone. “A little over five hours. It’s snowing up there. That’s good. It’ll give us some cover.”

			“Cover is great, the problem is the security,” Mark says. “I gave Sara the codes to get in. Which means whoever took her has those codes and can now turn those security measures against us.”

			“How tight is it?”

			“Tight,” Mark says. “Cameras, motion detectors, rough terrain…”

			Booker’s face drops. “Is all that really necessary?”

			Mark shrugs. “I’m paranoid, I have expendable income, and I have a lot of time on my hands. It’s a bad combination.” He takes out his phone. “I’m going to text Lulu. There’s some stuff we need that I think will make our lives a little easier.”

			Valencia looks at her watch. “I need to meet Lulu, actually. We’re going to the police precinct, show the records for Lucia, get all that cleared up. Did you guys know she was a lawyer?”

			“Lulu is a lot of things,” Booker says. “The rest of you might know that if you hung around the diner more.”

			Valencia gets up and Lucia gives each one of us a hug, and the two of them take off. We sit there in silence for a few moments, picking at the last of the dumplings.

			“What do we do about the cops at your door?” I ask.

			Mark shrugs. “That’s a not-right-now problem.” His phone buzzes and he picks it up, glancing at the screen. “Lulu can get us what we need. Two hours, at the diner. Figure if we set out from there, that gets us to the cabin by first light. Not ideal. Rather do this under the cover of darkness. But the snow will help. I just have to remember the reverse of everything.”

			“You don’t know your own security system?”

			“Never thought I would have to break into my own cabin.”

			“How are you, by the way?” I ask. “The whole thing with, what’s his name?”

			Mark looks up, his eyes vacant. I’ve seen him at his worst—full-on Pale Horse mode—and this is something different. There’s no anger, there’s no rage. There’s just an emptiness, like there’s a black hole inside him and it’s pulling him inward.

			It is somehow more terrifying.

			“Nozadze,” he says. “I spoke to Lavigne. It helped a little. But we’ll sort that out…”

			He pauses.

			“At the next meeting,” Booker says.

			“At the next meeting, yeah,” Mark says, though it’s not terribly convincing.

			Booker leans forward and puts his hands on the table, trying to catch Mark’s gaze, but he’s averting his eyes. “Look at me.”

			Mark looks up.

			“You’re at the top of a slippery slope right now,” he says. “I’m not going to ask you, because I know the answer. Killing her might solve the problem for Sara and Bennett, but it’s not going to solve the problem for you.”

			“What do I matter in this equation?” Mark asks. “I’ve been living on borrowed time as it is. Maybe this is the best way to solve things.”

			“Mark, I tried that,” I tell him. “I marched myself right to the Russians, ended up arrested, and either way I was going to end up dead. I thought it was the right thing. But if we keep up this escalating game…”

			“We’re going to make this work,” Booker says. “Now, stop moping, get your ass up, and let’s go work.”

			Mark stands, pushing his chair into the table. He takes the empty trays and walks them over to the trash, dumping the empty plates, before he walks the trays back over to the counter. The old man behind it lights up and the two converse in Mandarin. Mark looks like his old self—friendly, enthusiastic. Then he turns, and his face drops.

			“Let’s go work,” Mark says, back to that robotic monotone.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Lower East Side

			The outfits I ordered are already laid out on the table at the center of the weapons room when I walk in. How Lulu managed to do this while at the same time clearing up the thing with Valencia and Lucia, I have no idea. That woman is a goddamn saint.

			“Got everything you need,” she says, standing in the doorway, wearing a handsome pantsuit. “Someone’s dropping off a van for you, so I would start getting ready.”

			“You look good, Lu,” I tell her, nodding toward the outfit. “I like this side of you.”

			“You’re not my type,” she says, before heading back upstairs to watch Lucia.

			Valencia, Booker, Astrid, and I face away from one another, to provide a modicum of privacy as we get changed. We pull on the black thermals, followed by tactical bulletproof vests, and then the snow camo gear.

			It’s a white pattern broken up with sticks and leaves, to help us blend in, with an inner polymer coating that will hold on to our body heat. Apparently we’ll sweat like we’re doing hot yoga, but it’ll keep our surface temperature down, making us invisible to infrared.

			Once we’re all dressed we turn to the table. We’ve got the bag of stuff that we took to Ekaterina, plus the gear I requested from Lulu: a drone we can use for surveillance, more flash-bang grenades, earpieces so we can stay in contact, and plenty of pepper pellet rounds.

			Alongside all that is a cylinder inside a canvas shoulder bag, with a nozzle at the end. Astrid holds it up and asks, “What’s this?”

			I take it from her and turn it over. It’s heavier than I thought it would be, maybe a little unwieldy, but if we’re up against multiple opponents, it’ll come in handy.

			“Sticky foam gun,” I say. “Back in the mid-nineties it was used in Somalia by UN peacekeeping forces. They needed to contend with militia fighters mixed with unarmed civilians in urban environments. This shoots a foam that expands and sticks to the target, essentially gluing them to the ground. They’re prone to jamming and you have to keep it away from the face, because there’s a suffocation risk. Plus they’re a pain in the ass to clean and reload. But you could take out three, four people with this thing if you use it right.”

			“Yeah, I’m not messing around with that,” Booker says, as he holds up the net gun. “Cannot wait to use this, though.”

			“Oh shit,” Astrid says, holding out her hands so she can take a look. Booker passes it over and she examines it, letting out a low whistle. “I would love to give this a try.”

			“I called dibs,” Booker says.

			“Technically,” I say, “you didn’t. So no one likes the foam gun?”

			“It’s fine,” Astrid says. “Just seems a little too unfamiliar to test in the field.”

			“Fine, I’ll use it,” I say, as Astrid hands the net gun back to Booker with a pout, and we go back to assembling our gear.

			We finally get ourselves situated and head upstairs, where Lucia is sitting with Lulu, finishing a bowl of ice cream. Kittie Smalls’s backpack sits in the corner, and through the little plastic dome on the back, it looks like he’s asleep. Valencia slides in next to Lucia and kisses her on the head. “We have to go run an errand. I’ll be back tonight, okay?”

			The door dings as Lucia says, “Can I stay with Aunt Lulu?”

			“Are you kidding me?” Astrid asks under her breath.

			“She won’t have to.”

			We turn to find Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi walking into the diner. I dive for Ms. Nguyen and throw my arms around her, pulling her tight to me. I’m a head taller than she is, and she slaps me on the back because I’m holding her so tight I’m cutting off her air.

			I never really had a mom, growing up an orphan, and then with a parade of half-engaged foster parents. But the way I feel around Ms. Nguyen makes me think that this is what it would feel like to have one.

			Because when I have my arms around her, when she tells me it’s going to be okay, I actually believe her.

			“The hell are you doing here?” I ask, pulling away.

			“Booker texted us as soon as things went sideways, so we ran for the airport just in case,” she says. Then she looks between us. “You dummies didn’t think to just get the kid some Tylenol?”

			We all look at one another, embarrassed.

			“No one’s perfect,” Astrid says.

			“Well, you’re all here now,” Ms. Nguyen says. “Lucia will stay with me.”

			Quraishi puts his hand on my shoulder and offers me a warm, friendly smile.

			“I would like to join you,” he says.

			“Why don’t you stay here, help keep the kid safe?”

			Quraishi shakes his head. “Ms. Nguyen is quite formidable. And it seems like you’re going to need every hand you can get.”

			He’s not wrong, and bringing on Quraishi is like a peewee football team bringing in a professional linebacker. For years, he operated as the Shiqq, and he was considered the most dangerous terrorist in the world. Which you’d never guess, given the friendly granddad vibes he gives off.

			But he scares me, and not a lot of people scare me.

			“Okay,” I say.

			He leans into my ear, lowering his voice so only I can hear. “It’s funny that you say it like it was a negotiation. I’ll grant you the kindness.”

			A chill runs down my spine. “Lu,” I call over my shoulder, “you got any more of that camo gear?”

			Lulu points to the back, and Quraishi disappears into the kitchen.

			My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, wondering if this is more shit from the Zmeya. Maybe I shouldn’t scream at her this time. But instead of a number that’s already programmed in, or an unknown caller, it’s just a long string of zeroes.

			That’s weird.

			I step into the kitchen for a little privacy and answer. “Yeah?”

			A raspy voice answers. “Mark.”

			“Speaking.”

			“This is the Viper.”

			I stifle a laugh. “The who?”

			“The Viper. Do you know who I am?”

			“No, I don’t…”

			There’s a long pause. Whether that’s frustration or disappointment, I don’t know, and at this point I don’t really care. Then he says, “Why don’t you come outside the diner. I’m to understand there’s a child in there with you.”

			I step to the cutout between the kitchen and the dining area so I can look out the window, and my heart crashes into my rib cage. There’s no one outside. I move toward the door and everyone is busy, except Astrid, who catches me and gives me a curious look. I wave my phone at her. “Check-in with Gaius. I’ll be right back.”

			She scrunches her mouth and hits me with a hard stare.

			She knows I’m lying, but she doesn’t call me on it.

			Outside, the wind has picked up. I hike up the collar of my camo gear, and yeah, it’s pretty goddamn toasty inside this thing. Halfway down the block is a Hispanic man, about my height, wearing a long black jacket, his hands in his pockets.

			He looks at me like he’s waiting for me. I wander up to him. He doesn’t offer me his hand, and I don’t offer him mine. The wind whistles between us.

			“Thought you’d be taller,” he says.

			“Sorry to disappoint.”

			He looks around the street. We’re standing in front of a shuttered storefront. There are no cameras that I can see, no one around who can hear us. We’re alone.

			Which I’m not sure is a good thing or a bad thing.

			“This is a professional courtesy,” he says. “I respect you and Astrid. The work you did, and then leaving the life. May we all make it that far. But you’ve both gotten mixed up in some heavy shit. The Director is not pleased.”

			Well, this was inevitable.

			The Director. The head of the Agency. I’ve never met whoever claims the title, and I sometimes wondered if the person even exists.

			“Maybe the Director should come on down for a cup of coffee and we can talk this out,” I say. “Unless he’s a scared little bitch.”

			I say this knowing the Director is most likely listening to this conversation, and it may be a little immature, but it sure does feel good.

			“This isn’t the time for jokes, Mark,” the Viper says, with a hint of friendly disappointment. “I’m to collect you both.”

			“Collect?” I ask. “Or collect?”

			The Viper offers me a pained grimace. He truly does seem to be sorry about this. “If either of you fell into the wrong hands, it would be a security risk of unimaginable proportions. The Agency has looked the other way as long as the two of you kept a low profile. Everything that’s happening right now is the opposite of that.”

			“I get that a variety of shit has hit a variety of fans,” I tell him, “but we’re getting it sorted.”

			The Viper pauses, tilting his head slightly to the left, then says, “It’s not my call.”

			“That’s him,” I say, touching my fake ear, indicating the receiver I’m pretty sure he’s wearing in his. “The Director. Through an earpiece.”

			The Viper nods.

			Knew it.

			“I want to speak to him.”

			Another pause, and he nods. “You can speak through me. He can hear you.”

			“Astrid’s shit has been sorted. The NYPD will be dropping their search and I’ve got someone ready to scramble what’s left of their intel. As for me, surely you know at this point that I have a child. The Zmeya is holding both him and his mother. We’re leaving now to rescue them, and I’m not sure you have an army big enough to stop me from doing that.”

			“Their lives are of no concern to us,” the Viper says. His voice is slow as he listens and repeats, but I can see in his face, that kind of thing doesn’t sit well with him. He continues: “Astrid remains compromised, if it’s true that the Russians are looking for her. That won’t just disappear.”

			I take a step forward. “Fine. I’ve got a counteroffer.”

			The Viper tilts his head again, listening for both of them.

			“You let us rescue the kid and his mom,” I say. “And you give Astrid a pass. In return…”

			Breathe. In for four, hold for four, out for four, empty lungs for four.

			“In return, I come in from the cold. Back to work, full-time.”

			The Viper makes a face at this, and I tell him, “Don’t worry, bud, you’ll still get all the good gigs. But you give me those things, you get the Pale Horse back.”

			Silence. The Viper tilts his head again, listening.

			Then: “We have your word?”

			“You have my word if I have yours.”

			The Viper holds my gaze before pressing his finger to his ear, presumably ending the transmission between him and the Director.

			“Done,” he says. “It’s a deal.”

			“Is it just us now?” I ask.

			“Yeah.”

			“I got his word. Now I want yours. Because frankly, your word means more to me than his. You and I both know we’re different. We’re tactical nuclear weapons, and as much as they like to think they control us, they don’t. They fear what’ll happen when we go off, or else they would have come after us years ago. So I want your word that no matter what happens to me, Astrid gets the pass. This Russian thing is about to get settled. Once that happens, you and I both know she’s not a risk.”

			The Viper takes his hands out of his pockets, rubs them together, then places them back inside his coat. “I get what you mean,” he says. “I meant what I said. I respect you both.” He pauses, taking in the emptiness of the street. It’s bizarre, being in New York City and the street is empty. I wonder if the Agency has anything to do with that. Moving traffic and crowds around so we could get a little privacy.

			“I’ve never met someone else like me,” the Viper says. “People speak in awe about the Pale Horse. To me you were always just a man. A very talented, very formidable man. But a bullet to the head would end you just like anyone else. I don’t say this as a sign of disrespect.”

			“I get it,” I tell him. “Stories always get bigger in the telling. We become myths, and those myths feed us. You’ll get addicted to it, if you’re not already. I’m not going to give you the whole spiel, but sooner or later, the juice isn’t worth the squeeze.”

			“Your journey is yours and mine belongs to me. Still, is it strange to say I feel a certain kind of kinship, standing here with you?”

			“You want to take me out to dinner, we can talk about that,” I tell him. “Right now I’m just asking if I have your word.”

			“Yes,” he says. “You have my word.”

			He offers his hand, and we shake.

			I believe him. Astrid will be safe.

			Then he spins and stalks off down the street, and as he turns the corner, a white van pulls to the curb outside the diner. A man with face tattoos gets out and motions to someone inside the diner, and then everyone is spilling out, decked in their camo gear, hoisting the bags containing our weapons.

			Astrid stops as she’s climbing into the back and gives me a funny look. “Everything okay?”

			No. No, it is very much not.

			“Yeah,” I tell her, heading for the van. “Let’s roll.”

		

	
		
			Friday

			
				the seats are

				empty.

				the theatre is dark.

				why do you keep

				acting?

				—Charles Bukowski, “Hurry Slowly”

			

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Route 73W, near Keene, NY

			The inside of the van smells like motor oil and feet, and the seats feel swiped from the torture room inside the Tower of London. But at least we’re together. Valencia drives as Mark lays out what we’re facing.

			And again, there’s something he’s hiding from us. He’s got a good poker face but I can tell when he’s being evasive. Something about the way his voice shifts. It gets a little higher, like he’s trying to put out a relaxed, careless vibe. It doesn’t feel natural.

			Considering what’s waiting for us, I don’t feel the need to push the subject.

			Yet.

			“The cabin is on Saranac Lake, on a piece of land that juts into the water, like a mini peninsula,” he says. “I own the entire chunk, from the road to the water, which is about three acres, or four football fields.”

			“So a lot of ground to cover,” Booker says. “There a fence?”

			“Just a gate blocking the roadway. I figured a high-tech fencing system would draw too much attention. But I ran a pressure strip along the boundary of the property; anyone crosses it, it sets off an alert in the cabin, and it’s designed to differentiate animals from humans.”

			“Obstacle number one,” Booker says. “What’s next?”

			“Okay, so, past the pressure system and the gate, down a dirt road, is the cabin. Four bedrooms and three baths, so it’s fairly big. It’s also winterized, which a lot of the cabins around here aren’t, so there shouldn’t be too many people nearby.

			“I cleared the trees around the cabin, so they couldn’t be used as cover to sneak up on me. The entire property is wired for both video and sound, with smart detection technology that, again, will differentiate between humans and wildlife. The cameras are thermal, which means they pick up heat signatures.”

			“What if we came around the back?” I ask. “If the lake is frozen…”

			“No go,” Mark says. “There are cameras facing out toward the lake. I also installed a bunch of motion detectors around the property. They don’t automatically set off the alarms, but they do swing the cameras over to investigate the area.”

			“You are one paranoid son of a bitch,” Booker says. “You don’t have a kill switch for the system?”

			“I didn’t think I would need one,” Mark says. “But the cabin is remote enough there’s no cell signal. The entire system is wired through the satellite dish on top of the roof. We take that out, it’ll shut the whole thing down.”

			“We just have to get close enough to do it,” I say.

			“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Mark says. “We use the drone to get a bird’s-eye view. We might see how many people the Zmeya has waiting for us. Two of us go in, make it over the pressure strip, then crawl across. If I can remember where all the motion detectors are, and the camo does its job of hiding our heat signatures, then we should be able to make it close. Meanwhile, someone else needs to get to the high ground with the rifle, take out the satellite dish. We keep two people in the car for backup. So the first question is, who’s the best shot?”

			“I went through the Marine Corps’ Scout Sniper school,” Booker says.

			“Good, then you’re on the rifle. Valencia, you come onto the property with me, and Astrid and Quraishi, you two can stay behind.”

			“Absolutely not,” I say. “Valencia has a kid. She stays behind.”

			“And you’re the one they want dead,” Mark says.

			“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “I’m going. Valencia, any objections?”

			“None,” Valencia says.

			“I have an alternate proposal,” Quraishi says. “I should circle around to the lake. That way if something goes wrong, I can come in from the rear.”

			“Cover’s going to be hard to find,” Mark says. “And I don’t know how thick that ice is. It’s risky. You go under, there might not be anyone to pull you out.”

			Quraishi turns to him and grins. “You have all spent time in the Middle East. You understand how hard it is to come by cover in the desert. The sun, the sand. The wide expanses of nothing. But you were tourists. I was born there. I was molded by it. I learned a long time ago how to remain unseen regardless of the terrain.”

			“All right,” Mark says, with a mix of awe and, I think, fear. “You’re on point for the flank, then. Biggest priority is, we keep the fighting outside, subdue whoever the Zmeya has, then we get in and we get Sara and Bennett.”

			“And what happens then?” Booker asks.

			“If this has to end in blood, then it ends in blood,” Mark says. “I’m going in with the intent to hold on to my sobriety, but if it comes down to it, their lives matter more than mine.”

			“Slow your roll,” Booker says. “What you need to do, dumbass, is find out how the Zmeya connected them to you. Until you do that, they’ll never be safe.”

			“I just hope they’re still alive,” Mark says quietly.

			“I’ve danced with the Zmeya before,” Booker says. “She understands their value as insurance. As long as she has them, she has you. She kills them, she lights a stick of dynamite. We need to be more careful about cross fire. And then how we’re going to get Astrid out from under her after this is done.”

			“One step at a time,” I say. “We save the civilians, then we figure out how to bargain.”

			“Now the big question is, who gets the foam gun?” Booker asks.

			“Dibs,” Mark says.

			“That’s pretty clunky,” I tell him. “If we’re crawling into position, that’s going to be too much to carry.”

			“I can’t take it if I’m up in a tree,” Booker says. “Not if I’m carrying the net gun, too.”

			“I will take it,” Quraishi says. “Especially if I come in on their blind side, I’ll be able to take down a few of them.”

			“Speaking of,” Valencia says, “we’re about a mile out.”

			“Great,” Mark says. “Stop here.”

			She pulls the car to the side of the road, getting us as close to the trees as she can. Mark gets out of the van, pops the back, and unpacks the drone, which he sets on the ground, before getting back in with the control panel, which is effectively a modified laptop with a series of joysticks.

			He turns on the drone, and we crowd around, watching as the view starts on the roadway, and then rises into the air. He flies it carefully, bringing it higher and turning it around until it’s presumably pointed in the right direction, then brings it closer to a section of land sticking out into the lake.

			Once he’s close to the cabin, he slows it down. The sky is overcast, so it’ll be easy enough to spot, but if it’s high enough it’ll probably go unnoticed. He focuses the camera on the front of the house. There are two black SUVs and two black sedans parked in front, forming a barricade of sorts—plenty of cover against anyone driving up from the road. There are a few small figures, like ants, milling around.

			“Five men outside,” Mark says. “But those vehicles have total seating for sixteen. We assume Sara, Bennett, Slava, and the Zmeya were four of those, which means up to twelve more.”

			“Can you switch over to infrared, see if it picks up anyone inside?”

			Mark hits a button and the camera turns to an explosion of colors, mostly blue and green, but parts of the cabin radiating red and orange. “Nah, didn’t think so.”

			He switches back to the regular view and swings the drone around wide, trying to sneak a look inside the windows, but the shades are all drawn.

			“Smart,” Booker says.

			“Hold on,” Mark says. He flies the drone over the water, focusing on a big bay window at the back of the house. He zooms the camera in, and Slava appears, with the Zmeya sitting in a chair. Mark quickly arcs the drone up and away from the cabin before it’s spotted.

			“There are four bedrooms; one downstairs, the rest upstairs. If I were them I’d be keeping Sara and Bennett in the back bedroom upstairs. It’s got its own bathroom. It’s at the end of a long hall and furthest from the stairs. Easier to guard. That puts them at the back of the cabin, above the bay window.”

			“That’s good,” I say. “As far from the action as we can get them.”

			“Won’t matter much,” Mark says, maneuvering the drone to return to the car. “The windows are bulletproof, and the walls are reinforced with steel plating.”

			“You really don’t mess around, do you?” Booker asks.

			“Seriously, you need to find a better hobby,” Valencia says.

			“Maybe after this I’ll take up knitting,” Mark says, and he brings the drone in for a landing outside the van. He gets out to put it away, then climbs back in. Valencia drives another half mile and stops. She turns off the car, and we sit there in silence. Trees loom over us on either side of the road, and everything is covered in snow. It’s beautiful, so I take a moment to admire and appreciate that beauty, because what comes next is going to be ugly, no matter how it goes down.

			“Why weren’t you more mad at us, Valencia?” Mark asks, breaking the silence. “I don’t mean this disrespectfully, but you’re not exactly a ray of sunshine. Kinda thought you were going to come home and take our heads off for how things went down.”

			Valencia stares ahead at the roadway, silent. She grips the steering wheel, the knuckles on her fingers going white.

			“Grace,” she says.

			“Expand on that,” Mark says.

			“When I got to LA I found my brother Tomás had been recruited by a gang,” she says. “Not a real gang. They were a bunch of dumb kids trying to break into a crowded field. They would have ended up as roadkill, and he would have been right next to them. I should have been there for him and I wasn’t. We were both running from things, and we thought we were moving toward safety, or acceptance. Cycles, you know? And I thought I was mad at him but really, I was mad at myself. The only way to give him grace was to give it to myself first. You all got to draft off that.”

			“I’ll take it,” Mark says.

			“Do I wish you had all demonstrated a touch more sense? Yes. But anger is drinking poison and expecting the other person to die. I know you all meant well, and I know you love that girl.”

			Then she turns to us, her face turned up into a smirk.

			“Did I think about taking some heads? Sure. We can unpack that at the next meeting.”

			“Yeah…” Mark says, trailing off.

			“Tuesday,” Booker says. “We’ll all be there.”

			We all look at Mark when we say this.

			Mark doesn’t say anything.

			“If anything goes wrong, just remember that I tried,” he says.

			Quraishi puts his hand on Mark’s shoulder. “This will not be easy. But we will prevail. Because we are together.”

			“Family,” Booker says.

			“Family,” Valencia says.

			“Family,” I tell them, and Mark’s eyes seem to waver a little. He blinks hard, wiping them with his pointer finger and thumb, gives a quick sniffle, and looks up. “Family.”

			“Now,” Booker says, “let’s work.”

			We load out of the car. Booker takes the net gun and the sniper rile, and Quraishi takes the foam tank, and they set off into the woods. We stand, watching them disappear beyond the trees and into the white landscape.

			And then it’s time to go.

		

	
		
			Mark

			I put a hand up, and Astrid stops in her tracks next to me. I crouch down, eyeing the terrain. To the right, off in the distance, is the gate blocking the driveway to the cabin.

			“I think this is it,” I tell her. “The pressure plate.”

			“And it goes across the entire property?” she asks.

			“Yeah. It only extends four feet. But it runs to the water on both sides. We could try to go around it, but it’ll take time, and again, if the lake isn’t frozen over—”

			Astrid cuts in. “So we jump.”

			“I don’t know exactly where it is,” I tell her. Then I point up to the trees. “Couldn’t take them down this close to the road. Local ordinances. I bet we could climb across until we’re clear.”

			We split up, walking in opposite directions. I try my best to stay away from where I think the invisible line in the ground is, and Astrid stays even farther back. After a few minutes of searching I find some trees with branches thick enough and close enough together that we might be able to make it across, without breaking our necks.

			“Here,” I say, pointing up.

			Astrid joins me, surveying the tangle of branches. “Why do you have to be such a paranoid bastard?”

			“It passes the time,” I say, cinching my backpack. “C’mon, I’ll give you a boost.”

			I put my hands out, fingers locked together. Astrid puts one foot on my hands, then pushes off the other leg as I lift. She grabs a thick branch and pulls herself up, turning her body until she’s straddling it. She reaches her hand down and pulls me up until I’m able to get a grip, then I do the same.

			The branch sways enough that my stomach does a flip, but then it settles.

			“Okay,” I tell her. “Across here, then jump to that other tree. You go first, and I’ll follow.”

			Astrid complies, moving like a cat. She makes the jump and lands safely at the intersection of a couple of branches, the next tree over. I do the same, and although my movements are far less graceful, I manage to make it across.

			“Far enough?” she asks.

			“Let’s go one more,” I tell her. “Just to be sure.”

			Astrid shimmies out on another branch, and makes it five feet before there’s a cracking sound.

			She glances over her shoulder at me as she tips forward.

			I grab a branch above me, wrapping my arm around it as I reach for her backpack, and just manage to get my hand looped into one of the straps before her perch gives way and falls out from underneath her.

			The only thing keeping her from hitting the ground is me holding her backpack as she dangles in the air. My good arm feels like it’s being torn in half. I can’t even describe the pain in my bad one. I attempt to pull her up, but the angle and leverage are all wrong.

			“Drop me,” she says.

			“It’s too far,” I tell her.

			“It’s twenty feet,” she says. “I know how to fall.”

			“No…” I start.

			“Drop me or I cut the strap, you dumbass. I don’t hear any alarms, so we must be past the plate.”

			Hearing that, it’s like my body cooperates without my brain weighing in. I let go, and she hits the ground, rolling into a crouch. I drop and land next to her, taking a little more of the fall on my ankle than I would have liked. I get up and shake it out.

			No alarms. Unless it’s a silent alarm. Is it? I don’t remember.

			We crouch behind some trees and wait. After three minutes, it seems we’re in the clear. I put my hand out and lower it to the ground, and we both get on our bellies.

			It’s slow going from there, crawling through the snow, navigating the mounds of earth and fallen logs that I never bothered to clear or level out, because I knew it would slow down intruders, and is now coming back to bite me in the ass.

			I keep my breathing slow and steady. Lulu was right; these things are so goddamn hot. Sweat is pooling on my back, dripping down my body. There’s a part of me that wants to leap to my feet and strip it off, security system be damned, then charge in there and tear everything apart until Sara and Bennett are safe.

			But it’s too easy for something to go wrong.

			That’s how people get dead.

			And I want Sara to see that I’ve changed, that I can be better.

			Shit.

			I lift my hand slightly off the ground, in a closed fist, so that Astrid can see it. She stops. We’re near a motion sensor. They’re mounted with a top-down view, but if we stay close to the ground and move slowly enough, we should be able to escape their focus.

			I hold up two fingers and draw an imaginary boundary on the ground in front of us, and then gesture for Astrid to move to the right, which she does.

			I’ve pushed the thought away for so long, but spending time with Lucia really firmed it up for me: I want to be a dad. I love that little girl and I want to love Bennett. I want to be a part of his life. I want the opportunity to help him grow into a better man than I was.

			Maybe the deal I made with the Viper wasn’t so bad. The Agency is expecting me to come back to work for them after this, but that’ll bring a degree of safety. If I’m an asset, and I’m valuable, maybe I can get the three of us set up someplace with new identities.

			We could build a life.

			Maybe it’s just time to admit it: I never stopped loving killing. I never stopped loving that feeling of god-energy shooting through me.

			This was a good run—just a different way to be for a little while—and that’s all it was.

			“Hey,” I whisper to Astrid.

			“Yeah?” she asks.

			“I just wanted to say thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” she says.

			“Something else,” I tell her.

			She stops and looks at me.

			“If anything happens to me, it should be you. Take over the meetings.”

			She hits me with a look of confusion, which quickly morphs into anger. “Stop talking like you’re not going to make it back.”

			“You’ve got the freshest perspective. Booker’s got his ghosts. Valencia’s got Lucia, Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi have each other…”

			“And what?” she asks. “I’ve got nobody?”

			“It’s not like that. You become a sponsor to save yourself just as much as it is to save the other person. Running the group is an added bonus. Keeps you closer to the track.”

			“I’m no leader,” she says, looking away from me.

			“Yes, you are. You’re the best kind there is, because you don’t want the responsibility. It found me. I think it needs to find you next.”

			“Shut up with your ‘just in case’ bullshit. We do this, we do this clean, we go home. Got it?”

			We stare at each other, flakes of snow falling around us, dislodged by the wind. It brings me back to the night of Astrid’s first meeting.

			It was snowing then, too.

			That was back when Kozlov was trying to kill me. At the time I thought she was just a black-market trauma surgeon—good for patching up a stab wound or a GSW. I didn’t realize that was her side hustle, and she was also Azrael, one of the Agency’s top hitters. They kept us so siloed from each other, and I always thought Azrael was a man. Which, in retrospect, was stupid. And sexist.

			Astrid may not have killed Kozlov herself, but she got to watch him die. And she found it didn’t fix anything. She tracked me down and said she wasn’t okay, she needed help, and she wanted to try the group out. It was the first night that I thought this recovery thing might actually work for me. Up until then I’d been falling back into the Pale Horse persona whenever it suited me. It took that whole mess to realize that talking the talk was just as bad as walking the walk, because it was all situated in the same place: my bottomless, endless ego.

			I had shown someone else the power of recovery. I had cracked open my chest and exposed my heart to someone and she saw it and said, I want that, too.

			It made me believe I had a real chance.

			I don’t know that she’ll ever understand how much she saved me.

			I wish I could explain all of this to her.

			And there’s only one way I know how to do that in this moment.

			“I love you,” I tell her.

			She freezes. “What?”

			“Just, I know everything…it’s a lot. I want you to know that no matter what happens I love you. That’s it. That’s all.”

			She eyes me, like she’s trying to figure out what to say. Then she shakes her head. “We’re going to unpack that later.”

			And we start moving toward the cabin again. Even though this is a big, amorphous, complicated thing, I feel lighter for having said it.

			Booker comes in over my earpiece, saying he’s in position with eyes on the satellite dish. Quraishi responds, telling us he’s good to go, too. Valencia chimes in to let us know she’s found a spot in the trees to park the van out of sight, a few hundred yards from the turnoff into the property.

			“Everyone’s in position,” I tell Astrid.

			“Great,” she says. “Because there it is.”

			The blond-stained wood siding of the cabin appears, standing out against the darker trees. Voices float our way, along with the smell of cigarette smoke. We get closer, pausing to go around another motion sensor, until we’re just at the edge of the trees, behind an embankment.

			I look at Astrid and put my finger to my lips. At this point, the smart detection system will have already clocked the men milling outside and deemed them not a threat.

			I’m straining to hear what the men outside are saying. I’m sure Astrid is, too. They’re speaking in Russian. They’re mostly shooting the shit, not saying anything useful. They’re hungry and complaining about the cold. They think we’re too stupid to try sneaking up on them. Shows them—we’re plenty stupid. I’m contemplating calling the signal for Booker to shoot out the dish, when I hear snow crunching underfoot to the right.

			Astrid and I push as quietly as we can into the embankment, tangling ourselves inside a thin bramble of dead branches. We can’t see anything yet from our vantage point, but then I hear the unmistakable sound of a zipper, and a stream of piss hitting the ground, followed by a low, guttural sound of relief.

			The guy must be right on the other side of the embankment.

			Astrid looks at me and gestures with her head, like, Should we move now? I shake my head. His pants are down, so that puts the odds in our favor. But he’s carrying an assault rifle, and he’s facing us, which sort of negates the other thing.

			After I hear the zipper go back up, I think this might be a good time to move. He’ll be walking toward the cabin, which means his back will be turned to us. That’s an easy knockout, and then we can focus on his friends.

			I hold up three fingers to Astrid, and put down one, then the other, ready to tap the communicator, letting Booker know we’re ready, when someone shouts, “Oy!”

			We tense up, thinking we’ve been spotted. Someone lumbers through the woods, away from us. To the left and through the trees is a deer. And one of the men who had been standing guard outside is making his way toward it, assault rifle raised.

			“Uzhin!” he yells to his friends.

			Dinner.

			Of course, the deer hears him yelling, sees him breaking through the forest on his way to her, and sets off in a mad dash. He fires a couple of shots, the cracking sound reverberating through the woods, sending up shards of tree bark.

			Booker’s going to hear that, think we’ve been spotted, and he’s going to fire on the satellite. That’ll give away our position for sure…

			Before I can say anything there’s another sharp crack from deeper in the woods, and Booker comes over the earpiece: “Heard the shots, satellite is down, repeat, satellite is down.”

			Shit.

			“Time to go,” I tell Astrid, gesturing toward the wannabe hunter. “You get Elmer Fudd.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Mark rolls around the side of the embankment, out of sight. Elmer Fudd turns in our direction, probably at the sound of us shuffling through the scrub, but still hasn’t seen us, given the camo. I move carefully, to keep from giving myself away, and pull out the pepper pistol.

			He’s young, with a hard face and a buzz cut. He catches sight of me and mutters something in Russian that I can’t quite make out. Before he can get a bead on me, I’ve sent three pellets into his chest, right below his chin.

			This thing is surprisingly accurate; I expected them to land wild but manage to pull off a tight grouping, even at a distance.

			He sucks the particles into his lungs, choking and gagging. I get up and bound toward him, staying low and off-line from his gun, until I tackle him to the ground. He falls back in a heap, and once I’ve mounted him, I throw an elbow into his jaw to daze him. Then I bind his hands and his arms in heavy-duty zip-ties.

			By the time I’m done, bullets are slicing the air over my head, so I crawl back to the embankment. I don’t have eyes on Mark. I roll to the side, risk a peek around, and the four men left outside are using the cars for cover, but they seem to be firing blindly into the forest.

			I’m feeling good about our odds when the door of the cabin opens, and six more men emerge, all of them carrying automatic weapons.

			“I’m pinned down on your seven, Astrid,” Mark says.

			“Ten bogeys,” I respond.

			“On my way,” Booker says.

			The men shielded behind the cars fire a long volley of shots, and the tree line is suddenly a mist of bark and snow and dirt. It goes on for what feels like an eternity before stopping, and silence descends over the woods.

			One of the men yells, “Weapons on the ground, come out with your hands up!”

			He repeats it in Russian—just in case, I guess.

			I peek over the embankment and the ground in front of me explodes, sending a spray of dirt into my face. Shit. Now they know where I am.

			Then I realize Valencia didn’t check in.

			“Valencia?” I ask.

			As if in response, there’s a crash from the roadway, and then the roar of an engine. The van comes bounding down the pathway, before skidding hard to the side. It’s a remarkable piece of driving; Valencia manages to get the van turned around, broadside to the cabin, to give us cover, all without flipping it on the snowy driveway.

			She opens the door, comes out behind the van, and lobs some stun grenades high into the air. A series of explosions follow, and it gives me enough cover to make a mad dash toward the van. We each post up behind a wheel well so they can’t fire at our legs. I load my pepper pistol, and Valencia cocks a less-lethal shotgun.

			There’s some yelling in Russian, and then bullets slam into the side of the van.

			“Thoughts?” Valencia asks.

			“Let’s start with ‘don’t get shot,’ ” I tell her.

			The gunfire stops. I wonder if maybe Mark and Quraishi pinned them in, but Quraishi never checked in, either.

			“Q, you there? Q?” Mark asks, seeming to have the same idea.

			No answer.

			“Why aren’t they firing?” Valencia asks.

			I drop to my chest, look out from under the van. Feet carefully venturing out. I climb back up. “Either they fired too many shots, or they got clever enough to conserve ammo. Either way, they’re hunting us now.”

			“Great,” she says.

			A series of gunshots ring out. It’s hard to tell what direction they’re coming from, with the way the sound bounces, but it seems to be coming from farther away, near the lake. It’s followed by a stretch of silence.

			Quraishi could be down.

			“Coming up on the left flank,” Booker says.

			“I’m on the right,” Mark says.

			“Okay,” Valencia says. “Give us cover. We’re going down the middle.”

			Valencia takes out another stun grenade, winging it underneath the van, so it pops out on the other side. As soon as the explosion hits, I jump around the side and fire at the men closest to me, then duck back into cover.

			The driver’s window explodes, and I close my eyes against the flying shards. There’s a click behind me and I whip around, ready to fire. One of the men took advantage of the distraction, coming around the side of the van and drawing down on me.

			There is a terrible pause, everything moving in slow motion, as he trains the barrel of the assault rifle on my face, and I’m still bringing up my own pistol, knowing he’s got me both pegged down and outgunned, so I figure, this is it, this is where I die, but then something slams into him, sending him sprawling into the side of the van with a thud. He tries to get up, but he’s tangled in a thick web of netting, and Booker whoops from the tree line: “It worked!”

			I throw my boot into the man’s jaw to stun him, and he collapses into the net. I don’t bother zip-tying him; the net appears to be doing its job.

			Valencia’s shotgun goes off a few times, followed by the boom of another stun grenade. I make it around to the other side of the van to find her standing there with the shotgun slung over her shoulder, and the rest of the shooters writhing on the ground in pain.

			We make quick work of zip-tying them, so they don’t get any clever ideas about following us. Booker and Mark appear from the tree line, and Valencia smiles, about to say something, when there’s a sharp crack and she’s knocked forward into the dirt.

			“Cover,” Mark yells, grabbing her and dragging her around to the other side of the van, as more gunshots ring out.

			Once we’re safe Mark nods to me, and he and Booker take up posts on either side, trying to assess the threat. I drop to my knees next to Valencia, and it seems like she’s not breathing, but by the time I get my glove off and press it to her neck, she wheezes and coughs. I roll her onto her side, and there’s no blood. The vest must have stopped it.

			“God…damn it…” she manages to get out.

			“Stay down,” I tell her. “That can still cause some nasty internal damage.”

			I take the shotgun from her and post up next to Mark and Booker, but before we can hatch a plan, another volley of bullets hits the van.

			“How many?” Booker asks.

			“Don’t know, can’t see,” Mark snaps.

			There’s a pause, but then the fusillade starts again.

			As it tapers off, we hear a dull thud, something dense landing in the foliage. We exchange glances, and no one needs to say anything.

			Mark and Booker grab Valencia under the arms and we all dash for the tree line as there’s a deafening explosion, and the van flips, landing in a heap on its side. The shockwave nearly knocks me off my feet, and I stumble a bit but manage to regain my footing, and the four of us dive over another embankment.

			The gunfire starts again, but the berm is too low—I can feel the bullets striking the dirt, and in another minute or two, the shooters are going to chip away at it. We get flat on our bellies, hands over our heads. Mark and I end up nearly face-to-face.

			“Guess we got a little ambitious,” he says.

			“You think?” I ask.

			The gunfire slows again, then stops. At this point, they have to know there’s not much we can do. They’re all probably strolling over for an easy kill. We reach for our weapons, staying low, ready to make a final stand, even though pepper pistols and less-lethal shotguns aren’t much against assault rifles.

			But if we’re going to go down, we’re not going to make it easy.

			“On three,” Mark says. “Valencia, you stay down. You’re going home even if we’re not.”

			Valencia looks at us each in turn, her face twisted in pain. She wants to argue, I can see it. But she also understands what we’re trying to do: get her home to her little girl.

			“One…” Mark starts.

			But before he can say anything else, a voice rings out: “Clear.”

			Quraishi.

			We peek our heads out and find him standing amidst a pile of bodies, pinned down by mounds of what looks like insulation foam, which is still in the process of expanding. The sight of him standing there, untroubled, unburdened, reminds me of how lucky we are to have him on our side.

			“Everyone okay?” he asks.

			“Clear,” Mark says. “Thanks, Q. I hope I move like that when I’m your age.”

			“Clean living,” he says, with a smirk.

			We climb to our feet. Booker helps up Valencia, who seems to be a little more mobile.

			Booker nods toward the men struggling with the foam. “Okay, that’s pretty cool.”

			“Keep Valencia out here…” Mark starts.

			“Hell no,” Valencia says, on her feet now, a hand on her chest. She walks, hunched over, alongside us. “We see this through.”

			Mark doesn’t bother arguing. He looks toward the cabin, his face a blank stare, and he marches to the front door, pushing his way in. We follow behind him.

			I’ve never been up here, and any other day I would say that the interior is lovely. It’s fairly spartan, with some classic movie posters, some couches, a large TV. Exactly what you would expect to see in a place Mark lived.

			But it’s hard to admire the décor when the Zmeya is sitting in an easy chair toward the back of the living room, next to a cast iron stove with a crackling fire inside. Slava is standing next to her, and seated on two chairs, off to the side, are Sara and Bennett.

			They’re not tied up, but Bennett is blindfolded, with a set of heavy noise-canceling headphones on.

			He looks so much like Mark.

			It’s in that mop of hair, his chin, the gentle sweep of his nose. His mom is in there, too. The cheekbones, the set of his mouth.

			And he looks scared.

			So scared it makes my heart twist in my chest. I glance over at Mark, whose face is expressionless. My blood runs cold at the sight of it.

			Sara just looks furious at everything that’s happening, but it doesn’t seem like they’ve been harmed. There’s a living room set between us. A lot of obstacles and a lot of distance to cover. It’s not an ideal layout.

			“So,” Mark says to the Zmeya. “Here we find ourselves.”

			“Da,” she says, taking a drag from a thin cigarette.

			“This is a nonsmoking household,” he says.

			She ashes a bit onto the floor in response.

			“Let them go,” Mark says. “This is between us.”

			“You destroyed my restaurant,” the Zmeya says. “This has gone way beyond the personal. I require restitution. And I have decided how you will clear your debt. You,” she says, pointing at Mark, before taking a drag, letting it spill out of her lungs, and touching her chest, “work for me now.” She glances over at Sara and Bennett. “They will stay with me, as insurance.”

			“You have to understand that if you do anything to them, all bets are off.”

			“Your threats are empty,” she says. “Or you would have killed me already. Now, here is what we are going to do. You will take Astrid outside now, and you will finish the job. Then we will figure out the next steps.”

			Mark loosens his grip on the pepper pistol in his hand.

			Is he thinking he can pull off a shot against Slava?

			Or is he thinking of taking me outside?

			He doesn’t need a gun to kill me.

			I wouldn’t blame him if he thought it was the only way out.

			He drops the pepper gun and reaches behind him, into his jacket, and comes out with a Sig Sauer, which he holds down against his thigh. Everything around us falls silent.

			“I just want you to know,” he tells us, his voice low, “that I tried. I really did.”

			“Slava,” the Zmeya says.

			Slava steps forward, also holding his own pistol lightly against his thigh. He has a look of conflict on his face. He doesn’t like that he has to do this, but he doesn’t seem to have a choice. Like he’s bound to move by the sound of her voice.

			“Perhaps you don’t think I am serious,” she says. “But I really only need one of them. So why don’t you choose, Mark. The woman or the boy.”

			Mark tries to say something, but it catches in his throat.

			“If you don’t, I will,” she says.

			“You—”

			“The boy,” the Zmeya says.

			Slava looks at her and hesitates, before bringing the gun toward Bennett’s head. Not all the way. Sara starts to shake and sob, and mercifully, Bennett seems unaware of what’s happening. Mark takes a step forward.

			Slava can get the shot off before any of us can react.

			His face has gone blank. He’s on autopilot now.

			“Slava,” Mark says quietly. “What you told me about your family. This is how you honor their memory?”

			“Slava works for me,” the Zmeya says. “And he will do what he’s told.”

			“Will you?” Mark asks, holding eye contact with Slava.

			They stare each other down, and I think: this is it. We’re all going to watch this little boy get shot in the head. And I can’t imagine what that’s going to unleash in Mark.

			“This wasn’t part of the plan,” Slava says, lowering the gun.

			Anger flashes across the Zmeya’s face. “You will do what you are told.”

			“No,” Slava says. “He is a child. If you want it done…” He tosses the gun onto the carpet in front of her. “You will do it yourself.”

			Mark sees his opening and raises his gun.

			The Zmeya grips the sides of the chair and sets herself, ready to heave her body forward.

			But they’ve both made a mistake.

			They’ve taken their eyes off Sara.

			They don’t see it, but I do. They underestimated the fury of a woman whose child is threatened. I’ve seen it in Valencia, and I felt it, too, bobbing in a dark ocean, Chea dead because of my mistakes.

			That kind of fury can crack a planet in half.

			Sara leaps off the chair, dropping her body onto the gun. She stands and holds it on the Zmeya. It happens so fast, Slava doesn’t have time to react.

			“You tried to kill my son,” she says, her voice cold.

			The Zmeya smirks, like she’s goading Sara.

			“You are not a kill—” she starts.

			Sara responds by pumping three bullets into her chest.

			The Zmeya’s body rocks from the impact, before going still. Her hand falls, lifeless, dropping her cigarette to the floor. It smolders there, the smell of it mixing with the gunpowder in the air.

			Slava doesn’t even react. He seems too shocked by what happened.

			Sara drops the gun and dives for Bennett, throwing her arms around him, holding him tight, pulling him into the kitchen, where he won’t have to see the aftermath. Surely he heard the gunshots through the headphones, but seeing it is different.

			Valencia, Booker, and I immediately corner Slava, getting in between them, backing him toward the wall. He puts his hands up, understanding this is done.

			Mark dashes for Sara and Bennett, falling to his knees. He puts his arms up, like he wants to embrace them, and he stops himself, hovering there on the edge of the space. Sara gently removes the headphones and blindfold from Bennett. His face is stained with tears.

			“Mommy?” he asks.

			“Yeah, sweetie, we’re safe,” she says, burying her face in his shoulder.

			They pull away, and Sara sets Bennett on a chair, wiping away his tears with her thumbs. She stands, and Mark and Sara share a long, thoughtful look. Like they’re having an entire conversation with their eyes.

			Then she nods, softly.

			And she tilts her head toward Bennett.

			Mark kneels in front of the boy. “You okay, buddy?” he asks.

			Bennett hides his face in his hands.

			“Who are you?” Bennett asks through his fingers.

			My heart swells. I know how badly Mark wanted this. He would never admit it. But he once told me that he was leaving Sara for his last amends, and I have to assume it’s because when he finally went to her, it would be unburdened.

			He would be the kind of person who was capable of being a father.

			“I’m…” he starts.

			He looks at Sara, and back at Bennett.

			Then his shoulders drop.

			“I’m a friend of your mom,” he says.

			Then he stands and turns, hiding his face from them. From all of us.

			For the first time in my life I see a man come undone in a single instant. Like a piece of his soul was just carved out with a hot knife.

			He lingers, and we all wait for what’s going to happen next. Then he turns, his boots echoing across the floorboards, and he leaves through the back door. We watch through the bay window as he walks down to the lake, sits on a bench looking out over the water, and puts his head in his hands.

		

	
		
			Mark

			Breathe in for four, hold for four, breathe out for four, empty lungs for four.

			They taught us box breathing in the SEALs. It’s meant to calm your nervous system, get your head on straight in stressful situations.

			It does nothing for me now. Every breath in feels like a gift I don’t deserve.

			Seeing Bennett so close made me realize that I’m not a father. I’m a blade, and a blade has no business being a father. I was ready to give up everything. Not just my sobriety, but every single person in that room, if it meant saving them.

			Nothing changes. Nothing.

			There’s a crunch in the snow behind me. Footsteps. I figure it’s Booker. Maybe Astrid. Ready to feed me some recovery bullshit, which right now, I don’t want to hear. I just want to sit in the cold and fall into a dreamless sleep. One that I don’t ever wake up from.

			The person stops behind me, waiting, then comes around the side of the bench.

			Sara sits next to me, the fuzzy green blanket I keep on the back of the couch draped around her shoulders. She doesn’t look at me. She looks out over the frozen lake, the trees dotting the edge of the far side. The white blanket of snow covering the landscape. I join her in staring out, because what the hell else is there to do.

			It’s beautiful, in spite of everything.

			“Thank you,” she says.

			“For what?” I ask.

			“For saving me and my son.”

			“Should never have happened in the first place,” I tell her. “I’m sorry, Sara.”

			“No,” she says. “It shouldn’t have happened, but it did, and now we’re here.”

			There are so many things I want to say to her. The words meet in my mouth like a ten-car pileup.

			“Who are you, Mark?” she asks. “You gave me the short version. Now I want to hear all of it. You owe me that.”

			I take a deep breath of cold air.

			Picking through the debris, choosing my words.

			“I was a Navy SEAL,” I tell her. “I distinguished myself there, and since I was an orphan with a facility for stuff like languages and killing people, I was recruited by a group called the Agency. It’s a clandestine thing, and I worked there for a long time. I was an assassin called the Pale Horse. After I met you, I started to ramp down. I was going to quit. Stop me if I’m repeating myself. I don’t remember what I told you at the house. A few years ago someone tried to get me back in the game, and I had to make a deal with that woman in there for information. I mean, I didn’t have to, I guess that’s the problem. But I did, and it was stupid.” I fold my hands together, trying to rub some warmth into them. “The love I felt for you, that was true. Every ounce of it. I was ready to give up that whole life and be a civilian. That night, with your brother…”

			I stop, not wanting to say the words. Not wanting to admit the truth, like if I don’t, somehow it’ll be that it never happened. Which is a childish thing to believe, but that’s just where I am.

			“Keep going,” Sara says calmly.

			“I was scared. I was angry. I thought the thing that made me happy, the one thing, was going to be taken away from me. And I snapped. When I realized what happened, and that you were pregnant on top of it, that was my rock bottom. The people inside, they’re all former killers. Members of my group. They saved me.”

			“They’re all killers?” she asks, looking back at the house.

			“Reformed,” Mark says. “Valencia is a mom. Bennett will be fine with them. He’s never been safer.”

			“And what about after today?” she asks.

			“I’m going to figure something out.”

			“I killed that woman,” she says, her voice small.

			“She was a very bad person, if it helps,” I tell her. “Not that it ever really does. You tell yourself you’re making the world a better place, taking bad people out of it. But it’s a lie you tell yourself. It’s an excuse. The truth was, a lot of the people I killed weren’t bad, they were just troublesome to someone else. Don’t get me wrong, I killed some real shitbirds. But I got to the point where I realized that it’s not on me to make those decisions. I shouldn’t get to choose who lives or dies. I don’t know who does, I just know I don’t want it to be me.”

			We sit in silence for a little while. A bird takes flight from the tree line across the water, and we watch as it makes a few lazy loops before disappearing into the clouds.

			Then she says, “Will you look at me?”

			I can’t. I won’t.

			I’m terrified about what I’m going to see.

			Everything that just happened is bad enough, but now Sara has passed that line in the sand most people never even know about.

			Taking a life changes you. For the longest time I thought it was a strength, the ability to do that and just carry on with your day.

			Really, it’s a weakness.

			A compromise of your humanity.

			The idea of inflicting that on her, of it being my fault…in a lifetime of bad things, that’ll be the worst thing I’ve ever done.

			“Please,” she says. “Look at me.”

			She brings her hand up and places it on my cheek, slowly turning my face toward her.

			And when our eyes meet, it’s just her. Just Sara.

			Those gorgeous brown eyes. Not at all like the dead ones I see every day in the mirror. She hasn’t been changed by this.

			Some people are lucky like that.

			Not all of us can leave the bar after just one drink.

			“Is this…” she starts, holding her hands up, looking at them like they’re covered in blood. She clamps her eyes shut, tears streaming. “She threatened to kill me. To kill Bennett. And I killed her. How do you live with something like that?”

			“You make your peace with it,” I say.

			“Have you made your peace with the lives you’ve taken?”

			“No.”

			“How many?”

			“How many what?”

			“How many people have you killed?”

			“One hundred and seventy-two.”

			She doesn’t say anything to that.

			“The truth is, Sara, I am a monster,” I tell her. “And no matter what I do to redeem myself, it’s never going to happen. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you and Bennett never get bothered again. Even if it means…”

			She shakes her head. “Don’t do that, Mark. You shouldn’t do that.”

			“But I deserve it,” I say. “I killed your brother. I nearly got the both of you killed.”

			“You…” She stops. “I’ll never forgive you for that. But you’re not a monster, Mark. I’m not saying it’s okay and I’m not saying I get it. But I don’t think you’re a monster. I just think you’re…” She pauses. “There was always this sadness to you. Under the surface. You did a good job of hiding it. Most people probably never even saw it. But I did. I always wondered about it, and thought one day you might tell me why it was there. But now I know. And that’s the thing about monsters. They don’t get sad.”

			I hold my breath, trying to keep it together. Willing my body to stay in one piece. I end up shaking a little, but I’m able to fight it off.

			“Do you have ice skates here?” she asks.

			“No,” I say, sniffling.

			“We were supposed to do that, remember? Our first date. Go ice skating. We never did.”

			“I remember. You told me there was a trick to it. Don’t slip. That saved my life once.”

			“Why didn’t you tell Bennett?”

			“What, that his dad is a killer? He’s got enough to process right now.”

			“Maybe there’s a way,” she says, “to be a part of his life. I’m not making any promises. I’ve still got a lot to process, too. But maybe we’d be safer with you around.”

			I turn to her. “Why would you give me that?”

			She puts her hand on my shoulder. “Because you’re trying.”

			That breaks me in two. I fall into myself, sobbing, and she slides over, putting her arm around me, and it brings me back to those nights we would spend on the couch, her body nestled in mine, and I truly felt happy and safe.

			After a few moments of comfort that don’t feel deserved, I compose myself, drying my face and wiping my nose on my sleeve. There’s still work to do before the day is out. “Let’s go inside,” I tell her. “You should be with your son.”

			“He’s your son, too.”

			It feels a little like an accusation, but I let it sit. We get up and go toward the house. As we get closer, Astrid looks at me through the window. I wave to her, hoping she’ll understand what I want. Sara steps inside and Astrid comes out with Slava. The pair of them march toward me through the snow, then she stands back a few feet, holding the riot shotgun on him.

			“How did the Zmeya find out about them?” I ask.

			Slava looks over his shoulder at Astrid, holding the shotgun, then back at me. “When you shared a drink with the Zmeya, when you made your deal with her—we collected your DNA, hoping to find a familial match. Sara submitted her DNA to a genetic testing website. It was owned by a Chinese state company, so easy enough for us to access. We do it with many people. It’s useful information to have.”

			“You understand,” I say, “that I would wipe every single person with a Russian accent off the face of this earth if I thought for even a second that their lives were at risk again.”

			Slava nods. “The two of us are the only ones who know. The Zmeya knew how valuable that information was. She didn’t plan to share it until she needed to. And now…” He sweeps his hand toward the house.

			“You know the old saying,” I tell him. “The only way two people can keep a secret is if one of them is dead. Or something like that.”

			“And now one of us is,” Slava says. “May I speak freely?”

			I raise a hand at him, beckoning him to continue.

			“I do not care for revenge,” he says. “The Zmeya was my employer. Nothing more. I am happy to move on to something else and leave this behind. If you can trust me, you have my word that you and your family will be safe.”

			“And what about me?” Astrid asks, aiming the shotgun squarely at his head.

			“No one ordered your death,” Slava says, then points at me. “It was about testing him. The Zmeya wanted to conscript him into her service, and knew that in order to do so she would have to break him of his sobriety. No one is looking for you.”

			“Jesus Christ,” I mutter. Then I yell until my throat hurts. “Jesus Christ. It’s always going to be like this, isn’t it?”

			Slava shrugs. “I am sorry.”

			“Swear on the memory of your family that Sara, Bennett, and Astrid are safe.”

			“I swear.”

			“Okay.” I look at Astrid. “We’re done. Get them home.”

			Slava asks, “May I be excused?”

			I wave him off, and he heads back inside. Astrid lowers the shotgun.

			“What do you mean?” she asks. “Are you not coming?”

			“No,” I say, turning back to the lake. “I think I’m going to stay here for a little bit.”

			“That’s not a good idea,” she says. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

			“Don’t tell me what I need,” I say, my voice a little louder than I intend, pointing back to the cabin. “Not after all that.”

			“Mark…”

			“You and Booker are in the clear now. The police are still looking for me. But I’ve got things covered…”

			“Does it have anything to do with what happened outside the diner?” she asks.

			“You saw that?”

			“No, but I saw the look on your face before you got in the van,” Astrid says. “I have extended you a lot of patience these last few days. Now I want the truth. What’s going on?”

			She’s got my number on this. I don’t want to admit it, but at this point, I owe it to her.

			“I cut a side deal with the Agency for your safety, and for theirs,” he says. “They sent the Viper. He was supposed to take both our scalps. I told the Agency I’d come back to work for them if they left you alone.”

			Astrid steps to me and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Mark, why would you do that?”

			“Because it was the only way.” I shrug off her hand.

			Her face twists, like she’s trying to think of something to say.

			Then she shoves me in the chest with both hands, hard. I nearly stumble but manage to keep my balance.

			“You asshole,” she says. “You’re going to give up that easy?”

			I get up to her, nearly nose to nose, and tell her, “Go. Now.”

			She shoves me again.

			“Fight back,” she says. “After everything we’ve been through I am not going to stand here and watch you give up.”

			“You heard Slava,” I say. “I am always going to have a target on me, and it is always going to extend to anyone who gets too close.”

			She practically spits the word: “Coward.”

			“You think this is fear? This is resignation. It’s acceptance of the things I cannot change.”

			“No, this is you giving up on all of us,” she says. “On those kids. And on yourself. But I guess now is a good time to run away, isn’t it?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means I love you, too, you fucking dope,” she says, her voice cracking. “You saved me. And I saved you. And we save each other. And I don’t know what this thing is between us, but it’s special. I will not just walk away from it. I will not let you walk away from it. You can’t say shit like that to people and pretend you didn’t.”

			I take a deep breath, bracing myself.

			“You’re right,” I tell her, my voice as flat and even as I can manage. “I shouldn’t have said it.”

			Her face collapses.

			It folds through a series of emotions—hurt, anger, betrayal, all in an instant. Then she shakes her head and turns back toward the cabin. She slams the door, then rejoins the group, where she exchanges a few quick words with Booker. He wraps her in a hug and glares at me over her shoulder.

			I wander back down to the water and sit, the cold seeping into me, but I can’t really feel it. I fight off the urge to run back inside. To tell her I’m sorry.

			But I need her to leave. I need her to be angry and upset, because I know she’ll give me some space, and space is what I need if I’m going to protect them.

			I go digging into my pocket, looking for my wallet, and the card that Edith gave me. I call the number, and they answer on the third ring.

			“Yeah?” they ask.

			“It’s me. Mark.”

			“Mark…”

			“The Pale Horse.”

			“Oh hey, man! It’s good to hear from you. I mean, even though you were a little bit of a dick the last time I saw you…”

			“Yeah, sorry about that. Listen, I have a job for you. A hit.”

			“My dance card is clear,” they say. “Who’s the target?”

		

	
		
			Tuesday

			
				Hopefulness…is adversarial. It is the warrior emotion.

				—Nick Cave

			

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Church of St. Jude, Chelsea

			Something’s wrong.

			After I punch the code into the keypad and step through the door leading into the basement of the church, I’m greeted by darkness. It’s unsettling, in part because it’s a church, and how could a dark church basement not be unsettling?

			Then I realize why it’s throwing me: because I’ve never had to turn on the lights.

			Mark is always here first, and he’s always the last to leave.

			It takes me a moment to locate the switches. The lights flicker and hum to life, and the meeting room is empty. The coffee maker is cleaned out, sitting by the sink. The table that holds the donuts is bare. The chairs are still folded and lined up against the wall in the corner.

			I check my watch. Ten minutes to start. I haven’t heard from Mark since we left the cabin, and a part of me was dreading the conversation we needed to have, after the way we left things. I want to extend him some grace—the same way Valencia extended it to us.

			Sometimes we say things in pain and anger that don’t reflect the way we feel. I figured he just needed a little time, and then he’d be back with that goofy smile on his face, and we could sit down and have a cup of coffee and hash it out.

			Maybe he’s running late. Maybe he’s coming back down from upstate and there was traffic on the thruway. Worrying is just borrowing trouble, so I set up the coffee machine and get that brewing. By the time I’m setting out the chairs, Booker and Valencia are coming through the door with Lucia.

			Both of them, their eyes are red, faces sunken.

			They lead Lucia over to the couch and get her set up on her iPad, then meet me at the circle of chairs. Booker reaches into a leather shoulder bag and takes out a laptop and places it down. He opens it to a paused video screen.

			“Gaius pulled this from the NYPD’s servers,” he says.

			My stomach sinks as I sit down and hit Play. It shows a darkened street corner. From the designs of the buildings, I would imagine the Financial District. A figure runs past, pursued by another.

			The scene cuts to another view. Another camera. This one shows a shot from the front, and the person being pursued is clearly Mark. The other person is wearing a balaclava. It skips to another camera; a little movie stitched together from various points of surveillance.

			I saw something on the news this morning about someone killed downtown…

			No. It can’t be.

			But as we watch, Mark runs toward the South Street Seaport and stops when he gets to the water’s edge. He turns to face his pursuer and puts his hands up.

			His face is clear on the camera, and it looks serene.

			He says something, but there’s no audio. The video is too fuzzy to make out his mouth.

			He takes out a gun. Then he takes a bullet to the chest. His body jerks and he staggers back. Then he tumbles over the railing, into the water below. It happens so quickly, it barely feels real.

			The video ends.

			My breath catches in my chest.

			I look at Booker and Valencia, now joined by Ms. Nguyen and Quraishi. I was so absorbed in it I didn’t even hear them come in. But given the devastation on their faces, I figure they’re already aware of the video, or they watched enough of it over my shoulder.

			I close the laptop and wait for Booker and Valencia to say something, but they’re both just shaking their heads. The only sound is whatever’s leaking out of Lucia’s headphones, probably an episode of Bluey, the cute voices and bouncy music a sharp contrast to the mood.

			“Who?” I ask.

			“Shooter was wearing a mask, so nothing on facials,” Valencia says. “Maybe it was the Russians, revenge for the Zmeya.”

			“Could be,” Booker says. “But this is the life, isn’t it? Could be something wholly unrelated. At this point, there’s no way to tell.”

			“What now?” I ask, nearly choking out the words.

			“We have our meeting,” Valencia says. “What else is there to do?”

			“But Mark is dead. We need to…someone needs to…”

			I stop myself. I was going to say that someone needs to pay. Which is the absolute worst way to honor Mark’s memory.

			Then I think, maybe we should bring them in. Offer them the space to talk about it. Save them as a way to honor him. But you can’t force recovery on someone who doesn’t want it.

			There’s only one thing left to do: accept the things we cannot change.

			We move on autopilot, taking our seats. One empty chair for Kenji.

			Booker pulls over another.

			I stare at that goddamn empty chair. Where Mark should be sitting, having already made a bunch of stupid jokes, now ready to launch into the meeting. I expect everyone is doing the same, but when I look up, they’re all staring at me.

			And I realize, Mark was right.

			The prick.

			I don’t want it—I truly don’t—and that’s exactly why I need to take it.

			“Assassins Anonymous,” I start, my voice thick, struggling to remember the words, “is a fellowship of men and women who share their experience, strength, and hope with each other, that they may solve their common problem and help each other to recover…”

			We move through the front matter, and Valencia reads the steps, and for the first time ever, nobody laughs when we get to the part about not being saints. Once that’s all attended to, we fall back into an empty silence. Everyone waiting for someone else to share first, but none of us know where to start.

			“Want to hear something funny?” Valencia asks.

			“For the love of Christ, yes,” Booker says.

			“Back when it first came out that Mark was the Pale Horse, I didn’t believe it,” she says. “I knew the guy could rumble. We all have a radar for that kind of thing. But I just thought, this white boy is way too nice to be that person.”

			“I was surprised myself,” Quraishi says. “The lines may have sometimes been blurry, but we were always on opposing sides. The way people spoke about him, he struck me as a terrifying beast of man. But there was a great depth to his kindness.” He looks up at me. “We first met when he came to save you, and I could see how much he cared for you. It reinforced my desire to come here. To be a part of this.”

			“I wouldn’t be here if not for him,” Ms. Nguyen said. “I know I came into this a little later than the rest of you, but Mark always felt like the center of things. Like he was holding it together.”

			“God, he would have hated hearing that,” Valencia says.

			“He was my best friend,” Booker says. “I don’t think I really understood that until now.”

			It nearly spills out of my mouth: I loved him.

			But I hold it in. It feels too big, too raw, to share.

			One day I will, when I can better understand it. The only thing I know for sure right now is that what I feel for Mark is bigger than what a four-letter word can contain. It is this great, wild place that no matter how much you attempt to tame and explore it, you are always discovering new paths. It is big, and sometimes it’s scary, but the greatest privilege in this life is knowing you’re not exploring it alone. It reveals itself through someone else’s eyes, through the hand that reaches out and guides you across the rougher parts.

			And now that hand is gone, and I feel…less.

			“So what do we do with Kittie Smalls?” Ms. Nguyen asks.

			“I’ve got him now, and I can hold on to him,” Valencia says. “I’m sure that’s what Lucia wants. I think that’s what Mark would have wanted, too…”

			She trails off, dropping her face into her hands.

			Our melancholy is interrupted by a buzz from the front of the building.

			All of us jump in our seats at the sound cutting through the room, exchanging hopeful glances. No one has to say it. We all expect to see Mark come strolling in.

			Booker hops to his feet and runs into the hallway leading to the door.

			It feels like an eternity but I’m sure it’s only a few moments later when he returns with a young woman with purple spiked hair and a smattering of facial piercings. She’s wearing a leather jacket and Doc Martens and carrying a pizza box, a sheepish look on her face.

			“Hey, everyone, so this is going to be weird…” she says.

			“This is Edith,” Booker says. “They/them.”

			Edith crosses the room and places the pizza box where the donuts should have been, then stands just outside the circle of chairs. “So this is it, huh? Assassins Anonymous? Gotta say, I didn’t really expect it to look like this, but I’m not sure what I expected it to look like, so I guess I’m just taking it all in.”

			“Edith?” Booker asks, like he’s trying to get them to focus.

			“Right, so, um, could everyone come here for a minute?”

			We join Edith at the table, and after we’ve all circled around them, they put their hand on the box.

			“What is this?” Valencia asks.

			“Please don’t be mad, but I shot your friend,” they say. “He asked me to. But he was wearing a vest, and as your buddy Booker knows, I’m a hell of a shot. We did it for the cameras. It was a play to get the NYPD off his back. You can’t hunt a dead man.”

			“How could you know that?” I ask. “He went into the water. It’s below freezing outside. For all you know he got hypothermia and drowned.”

			“Part of the plan was to wait here for a delivery and then bring it inside,” they say, opening the box to reveal a pizza smothered in black olives. “But he didn’t tell me what it was going to be. I don’t get it.”

			“That motherfucker,” Booker says, then laughs.

			That motherfucker, indeed. My grief dissipates, like air being let out of a balloon. We turn to one another, trading hugs, crying, and laughing, getting lost in that feeling of relief.

			Then we remember that Edith is here.

			“So this is awkward,” they say. “But we talked a bit before we put on our little show, and Mark said some stuff that kind of landed pretty hard, and he encouraged me to sit in on the meeting, only if I wanted to, to see if maybe it fit. And since I’m already here, maybe can I stay and listen in?”

			“Thought you were all gung-ho about the life?” Booker asks.

			Edith shrugs. “Today matters. Tomorrow matters more.”

			The same thing Mark said to me the night Kozlov died.

			The thing that stuck in my teeth and eventually brought me here.

			They glance over at Lucia, sitting on the couch, still completely absorbed in the iPad. “Hey, cute kid,” they say. “Anyway, I don’t know if you noticed this yet, I’m sure Booker has because we spent more time together, but I tend to ramble a lot? I think it’s because I’m afraid of it being quiet, and sometimes when I’m home by myself and there’s no one to talk to, I go to some really dark places, and I just don’t want to go to those places anymore, and Mark said you all helped him, and despite everything, you would want to help me, too, and I thought, maybe we could try that, if that’s okay.”

			Booker throws his arms around Edith, holding them tight, and they grip him hard, and they seem to soften a little at that, the vibrating anxiety of their being moving toward a place of stillness.

			Then we make our way back to the circle, guiding Edith to Mark’s chair.

			Again, we fall into a silence, but it’s a different kind.

			The Agency thinks he’s dead. So do the Russians. Presumably whatever deals he cut will stand. Sara and Bennett will be safe; they’re no longer valuable.

			It’s not the solution any of us want, but right now, it’s the one we need.

			That’s always been the point of this, even if we sometimes forget. The acts of service we choose for others, those are the things that define us.

			Mark gave up one family to protect another. And he saved another person along the way.

			Because of course he did.

			I run my fingers along Chea’s hair tie. I went to a jeweler when we got back from the cabin, and asked him to put a silver clasp on it, so that I could wear it as a bracelet. It’s sturdy, and could probably hold up to a little abuse, but I don’t feel compelled to snap it anymore. I only need the memory, not the pain that comes along with it.

			Broken things can be mended. It just takes a little time.

			All of us are proof of that.

			Mark will be back. Right now, all of us are exactly where we need to be.

			“I guess we should start from the top, for the benefit of our new guest,” I tell them. “Any objections?”

			“None,” Booker says, holding out his hand, gesturing for me to continue.

			“Assassins Anonymous,” I tell them, and this time, my voice doesn’t feel so heavy, “is a fellowship of men and women who share their experience, strength, and hope with each other, that they may solve their common problem and help each other to recover…”

			When we get to the part about not being saints, Edith laughs, and so does Booker, and suddenly it feels like a proper meeting again.
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