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There is no rest for the wicked.


After spending ten years of her life hunting her sister’s killer and barely surviving, Allie Krycek is ready to move on. She’s got a new job, in a new city, with a new man in her life. Things are finally looking up.

Too bad there are people determined to ruin Allie’s second chance.

Arriving at her boyfriend’s isolated house in the countryside, masked gunmen interrupt what was supposed to be a romantic getaway. Forced into another life and death situation, Allie will have to battle throughout the night if she hopes to keep herself and those she loves alive.

It’s a good thing that fighting is something Allie Krycek knows how to do well…and this time, she’s not alone.


Chapter 1


She knew something was wrong before Walter opened the door and Lucy rushed past the two of them. It was in the air—a strange electricity she hadn’t felt in a long time. That, she told herself, was why it had taken her so long to understand what she was sensing; two years ago she would have acted without hesitation.

Before she could put feelings into words, the fifteen-year-old girl was gone in a blur of jeans and a T-shirt and squeaking tennis shoes.

Walter looked back at her with one of those apologetic smiles that seemed to appear (too) often where his daughter was involved. “I guess she’s excited. We haven’t been here in a long time.”

“Walter, there’s something—” she started to say, when Lucy’s scream froze both of them in place, and she thought, Too late. Too late!

Walter dropped their bags and disappeared through the door before she could grab him. She ran after him instead, pushing the door open before it could close on her. She skidded for a half-second against the polished foyer floor, caked in the fresh dirt Walter and his daughter had tracked inside as they’d gone through the same spots seconds earlier.

“Walter!” she shouted. “Wait!”

But Walter didn’t wait. The scream was Lucy’s, and Allie would have needed an extra pair of arms to hold him back. He was up ahead of her and moving fast. She wasn’t prepared for that kind of speed; in all the months she’d known him, he had never once moved that fast.

She had never been to Walter’s house in the country, and the newness of it temporarily disoriented her even as she attempted to keep up with Walter’s fleeting form. The house was one story but wide, with the kitchen area to her left and the living room in front of her; that left the bedrooms to her (as now, unseen) right. She got a quick glimpse of the back patio through the glass door at the back and nothing but woods on the other side.

“It’s great,” Walter had said. “It’s quiet. Out of the way. It’s private land, so it’ll just be the three of us out there most of the time. My closest neighbor is on the other side of the woods, so far away we can make all kinds of noise and no one would hear.” He had said that last part with a mischievous smile, Walter’s awkward attempt at a sexual joke while forgetting the fact that his daughter would also be there with them. “You’ll love it.”

She was sure she would love it, even if it meant leaving the city behind and coming out here. “The woods,” she had thought when Walter brought up the idea. She had sworn to herself never to venture back into the woods.

And yet here she was, trying to catch up to Walter, and gaining little by little just before he made the turn. She followed, her sneakers squeaking against the polished floor, even as her mind dreaded what she would find on the other side—

Allie slid to a stop at the sight of Walter on his knees, hands clasped over his head, while a man wearing all black stood in front of him, holding a gun to Walter’s temple.

She would have sighed if she hadn’t been so winded from the running. Christ, she was out of shape! Two years of comfortable city living had not only dulled her ability to discern danger, but it had also made her slow. How else to explain Walter outrunning her?

The man wore all black, his light brown eyes looking out at her from behind a balaclava that covered almost his entire face. The gun was black, like his clothes, and the way he held it made the object appear like an extension of his gloved hand. He had something else—a rifle of some sort—slung over his back. It was long and ugly and dangerous. All that dark color made seeing the small details difficult, but Allie’s senses hadn’t been so dampened to the point where she didn’t know, without a single shred of doubt, that she, Walter, and Lucy were in big, big trouble.

“You must be Allie,” the man with the gun said. “Do me a favor and don’t scream.”

“Private land, with the nearest house almost half a mile away,” a second voice said from behind her. “She can scream all she wants.”

Allie whirled around as a second black-clad figure wearing an identical ski mask to the first one stepped out from the kitchen. She wished she could have said she had detected him earlier—she’d even looked across the kitchen at the back patio as she was running through the foyer, for God’s sake—but that would have been a lie.

Both men wore tactical gun belts, bulky pouches tapping against one thigh as they moved. The one behind her was holding some kind of submachine gun, though it looked longer than the ones she was used to because of the smooth silencer attached to the barrel. She cycled through her memory, back to the days when guns were a daily part of her life.

There: MP5SD. Heckler & Koch. 9mm Parabellum. Thirty rounds in the magazine.

None of that knowledge was of any use to her at the moment, as the man strode across the living room and snatched the bag she had been carrying from her. It hadn’t occurred to her that she still had it, and had since climbing out of Walter’s car. Was that why she had lagged behind him as they dashed through the house earlier? Because of the extra baggage?

It definitely wasn’t because you’ve gotten slow and out of shape.

Yeah, let’s go with that.

The gunman tossed her carry-on onto a nearby loveseat and took a step back, dark black eyes squinting behind the visible wide part of his mask. “Take a picture, toots; it’ll last longer,” the man said, chuckling.

As she turned back around, she saw a second corridor, this one toward the back of the house. The angle was all wrong, and she couldn’t see what was inside it. She didn’t spend another second thinking about it, because right now her eyes were focused on what was happening behind the man pointing the gun at Walter’s temple: A third masked figure, much larger than the first two, was bringing Lucy out of the bedroom hallway. The man’s gloved fingers had a vicious grip on Lucy’s hair, and the teenager stumbled, fighting back tears the entire time. She struggled against the man, unaware that the more she fought, the stronger the man’s hold and the pain that resulted.

“Lucy, stop it, stop fighting him,” Allie said.

Maybe it was the measured tone in her voice, but it got through to the fifteen-year-old, and Lucy finally stopped struggling.

“Ask and it shall be done,” the man in front of Walter said. Then, to the one behind her, “Check the car. Make sure they didn’t bring anyone extra along with them.”

The second man left without a word.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Walter said, trying to catch Lucy’s eyes as she was led past him. “It’ll all be okay. I promise. Go to Allie.”

Lucy was losing the battle to hold in her tears, when the man mercifully let go of her hair and Lucy ran toward her. Allie grabbed the girl in a hug, realizing with some irony that this was the first time she and the teenager had ever done more than just shake hands or exchange brief nods with all the sincerity of strangers passing on the street.

But right now that young girl, who never gave her the time of day, was trembling uncontrollably against her, thin arms wrapped so tightly around Allie’s waist that she would have felt the uncomfortable pressure if she weren’t too preoccupied with other things—like the two heavily-armed masked men in the house with them at the moment, and the third one somewhere outside.

“What do you want?” Allie asked the one in front of Walter, the one who had been giving all the orders.

The man grabbed Walter by the shirt collar and pulled him up, then gave a slight push. Walter stumbled back toward her, off balance, and Allie had to reach out for his hand to steady him. She pulled him over to her, keeping her other arm around Lucy.

“You can call me Jack,” the man said.

Jack. Riiiight.

She gave the gun “Jack” was holstering a second look. It was a Sig Sauer 9mm, either a P220 or a P226. Sometimes she got the two mixed up because they looked similar. Not that the model mattered. A gun was a gun was a gun. The fact that he had one and she didn’t was the important takeaway.

“What do you want?” she asked again.

“From you? Nothing.” He nodded at Walter, standing next to her. “From him? Everything.”

Allie looked over at Walter, but there was only confusion on his face.

“Relax,” the man named Jack said. “This will all be over by morning—” He stopped in mid-sentence and tilted his head slightly to one side, listening to something that she couldn’t hear.

The other black-clad man standing next to him did the same thing.

“Is it dead?” Jack asked. Then, at the other man, “Go help him find it.”

“Then what?” the man asked.

“I don’t know, throw it Frisbees and play catch. What do you think?”

“It’s a dog.”

“And your point?”

“My point is, it’s a dog. What’s it gonna do, run and tell the cops someone’s stuck in a well?”

Jack sighed and pointed across the room, past her and Walter and his daughter. “Go help him find it, then put it out of its misery. If I have to say it again, we’re going to have a problem. Are we going to have a problem?”

The other man didn’t so much surrender as he decided it wasn’t worth arguing about and walked around them, saying to no one in particular, “Are you foaming at the mouth yet? You want me to take you to the hospital for rabies shots?” The man chuckled, his heavy, booted footsteps echoing along the foyer behind them.

She put all of her focus on Jack, on the holstered sidearm at his hip. It had been a while since she had touched a gun, but you never forgot how to use one. The last time she had one in her hand, she had taken a life from close range. She would have been perfectly happy if she never had to repeat that harrowing moment ever again. That might have been possible, if she had only stayed out of the goddamned woods.

Then the man did something she had been hoping against hope that he wouldn’t do: he began pulling the balaclava off his head.

Oh, dammit.

The man ran gloved fingers through short blond hair. He was square-jawed, and though she couldn’t tell earlier when Walter was kneeling in front of him, he had a few inches on Walter’s five-ten, but a smaller frame than the man who had brought Lucy out of the back hallway.

“Don’t be a hero, and you’ll all get out of this alive,” Jack said.

He had stared at her as he said it. That shouldn’t have happened. People were supposed to look past her, especially when she was holding a sobbing teenager in her arms and a taller and stronger man was standing next to her. Between the two of them, Walter was the potential troublemaker, not her. That was how it was supposed to work.

So why was “Jack” staring at her as he made his promise, as if he knew she was the threat and not Walter?

“We don’t want to hurt anyone,” Jack continued. “Stay cool and do as you’re told, and this will all be over by morning. We’ll be out of your hair, and you folks can go back to your vacation. Sound good?”

She didn’t say anything, because she was too busy crunching the numbers in her head. She remembered glancing at her watch when they finally reached the house after a five-hour drive from the city.

“Stay cool and do as you’re told, and this will all be over by morning.”

Morning was nine hours away, which meant she had that long to get them out of here alive, because regardless of what “Jack” had promised them, they weren’t going to be able to just go back to their vacation after this. Because Jack had done the one thing she was hoping he wouldn’t do: He had shown them his face, which meant he didn’t expect them to leave the house alive now that they could identify him.


Chapter 2


His real name wasn’t Jack, the big man wasn’t Jones, and the third one wasn’t really Jerry, either. But real names weren’t important tonight, and it wouldn’t be when they went their separate ways, (hopefully) never to see each other again. And considering the payday he had coming, Jack wouldn’t need to work with strangers ever again, if he didn’t want to.

“Fucking dog,” Jerry was saying, cradling his right hand in front of him. “It was hiding in the backseat. Came out of nowhere and bit my ass.”

“Your ass or your arm?” Jack asked.

Jerry snorted. “Funny guy.”

Jack grinned. He wasn’t really a funny guy, but it helped to keep a sense of humor when you were on a job. Things were usually tense enough on a regular gig, but for this one the client had to double Jack’s anxiety by forcing him to work with these two jokers.

“What’d it look like?” Jack asked.

“Huh?”

“The dog.”

“Oh.” Jerry shrugged. “It was white. With brown fur.”

“What kind of breed was it?”

“Shit, I don’t know. Do I look like a dog person to you?”

“Not particularly.”

“It was big.”

“How big?”

“Big enough to almost take my whole arm off. Luckily, it let go when I grabbed for the Glock.”

“Why didn’t you shoot it?”

“Which part of ‘it almost took my whole arm off’ didn’t you understand?”

Jack didn’t bother answering that one.

Jokers and clowns. Dear God, why couldn’t you have given me professionals? Was that too much to ask?

Of course, Jack hadn’t built up enough cred with the big guy upstairs to be asking for favors, but it never hurt to ask. Most of the time, anyway.

Jerry was bleeding from the dog bite, but the damage wasn’t too obvious against his all-black wardrobe. There were plenty of lights to see with in the front yard around them; the lamps were solar-powered and equipped with motion sensors. It was a pretty sweet setup, but considering what Walter did for a living, probably chump change to the guy.

“Better take care of that,” Jack said, nodding at Jerry’s arm.

“Yeah,” Jerry said. He opened one of the pouches around his waist and took out a first aid kit.

Jack glanced over his shoulder as Jones came out of the house. He knew who the hulking figure belonged to even before Jones appeared in a ring of bright LED lights, walking toward him. Jones was the muscle; not that Jack thought they’d need one for tonight. Then again, you could never go wrong with having a meathead like Jones around on standby, just in case.

“We good?” Jack asked.

The big man nodded. “Got them settled.”

“What about the girl? Did she try anything?”

“Not a chance. She didn’t stop crying until I left.”

“The other one.”

“You said ‘girl.’”

“I meant the woman.”

Jones shrugged. “She didn’t try anything, either. You worried?”

“We need to keep an eye on her.”

“More than the guy?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“You saw her back there?”

Jones shook his head. “So?”

“How many times have you seen a civilian in that kind of situation? How many of them just stand there, calm as shit?”

“Yeah, good point. She was pretty calm, wasn’t she?”

“She was really calm, yeah,” Jack nodded.

“You think they gave us incomplete files on the targets?”

“Anything’s possible.” He looked back toward the house. “Or maybe they didn’t know everything there was to know about her. She’s just supposed to be the girlfriend, right?”

“Maybe I should go back there and hog-tie all three of them, just to be safe.”

Jack thought about it. Was he just being paranoid? It was possible. He was dealing with a suit and his girlfriend. A secretary, for God’s sake.

Chances were, he really was just overthinking it, seeing trouble when there wasn’t any.

It’s an easy job. Don’t make it harder than it has to be.

Jack shook his head. “No. We need to limit unnecessary interactions with them, especially the girlfriend and daughter. That way, we’ll cut down on any potentially stupid mistakes.”

“I don’t make stupid mistakes.”

“First time for everything.”

“Not with me.”

Jack grunted. “Forget about them. For now, I need you to help Jerry look for the dog.”

“I already did; couldn’t find it.”

“There’s two of you this time.”

Jones smirked, but didn’t argue. Instead, he looked past Jack and at Jerry. “You gonna bleed to death, or what?”

Jerry had treated and wrapped his arm with gauze, and was putting the roll away. “I’ll be fine.”

“Too bad. If you’d gone down, Jack and me would have been forced to split your share.”

“Keep dreaming, sport.” He held his bandaged arm up and gave it a once-over in the light. “That dog better not have rabies.”

“Don’t worry; if you start foaming at the mouth, I’ll put you out of your misery.”

“Awfully nice of you.”

“You feeling a little tightness in the throat area? What about your arm? Is it itching more than usual? I hear delirium and hallucinations are some of the symptoms of rabies. You feeling any of that right now, Jerry?”

Jerry smirked, but didn’t say anything.

“Enough chatter,” Jack said. “You’re wasting time while that dog is getting farther away.”

“You need to relax; it’s just a dog,” Jones said.

“Right, it’s just a dog,” Jack said. “So you shouldn’t have any problems finding it and putting it down, right?”
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Jerry and Jones disappeared into woods until only the beams of their Maglites could be seen occasionally slicing across the blackness. The woods back here were thick with trees, with only a single dirt road leading from the nearest country highway—a long stretch of nothing, really—about two miles back. After that, it was a lot of green in the daylight and darkness at night only occasionally broken by splashes of moonlight that managed to pierce the canopies.

When he couldn’t hear the two mercenaries anymore, Jack headed back to the house. He pulled out the burner cell phone and punched in the digits from memory.

A voice answered on the second ring. “Are we still on schedule?”

“Right on time,” Jack said.

“Remember, it has to get done by morning.”

“You sure it’s going to take that long?”

“It shouldn’t, and it’s your job to make sure it doesn’t.”

“By any means necessary?”

“Up to a point.”

“What if I have to go beyond that?”

“Stick to the plan,” the client said. Then, “Any problems so far?”

What didn’t you tell me about the woman? he thought about asking, but didn’t. He was selling not just expertise here, but also confidence.

He said instead, “No. Everything’s moving according to schedule.”

“No hiccups?”

Just a dog on the loose in the woods, he thought, but said, “No.”

“Good,” the client said. Then, almost as an afterthought, “Can I ask you a question?”

“It’s your dime.”

“Why the J’s?”

He smiled. Everyone always asked that. “No reason, I just like the sound of J’s,” he said, opening the door and stepping into the foyer, his boots leaving thick dirt on the tiled floor. “The next time you get a call from this number, it’ll be me telling you everything’s done.”

“I like the confidence,” the man said, before hanging up.

Jack pocketed the phone and walked across the living room to the back door, peeking out at the patio deck outside the security glass, then at the walls of trees beyond. Unlike the front yard, the back only had a couple of lights, one above the door he was looking out now, and another along the back wall between the windows.

He didn’t expect to see anyone out there, though for a moment Jack thought he might have caught a glimpse of something white moving around in the darkness among the trees. It was fleeting. There one second, then gone the next.

“It was white. With brown fur,” Jerry had said.

Jack scanned the woods, moving slowly from side to side, but there was nothing out there no matter how long he stared. After a while, he shook his head and headed into the bedroom hallway, where he stopped at the first door. It was padlocked, and he could hear voices on the other side. Jack listened for a moment, catching a few words here and there, including something about a “résumé.”

He continued up the hallway, entering the second bedroom. The room was sparsely decorated and was clearly being used as an office. There was a single desk at the back with an all-in-one computer on top, a bookshelf, and a metal drawer. Jack sat down on the comfortable black chair and ignored the desktop, instead powering up the bulky laptop they had brought with them.

He was watching the Microsoft Windows logo animating to life when there was a click in his right ear. He reached down and pressed the Push-to-Talk switch connected to the radio. “You found Lassie yet?”

“It’s gone,” Jerry said through the earbud.

“What do you mean, it’s gone?”

“I mean, we can’t find it. There was a trail, but we lost it.”

“It’s a dog,” Jack said, unable to hide his growing agitation. “Are you telling me a dog outsmarted you?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Jerry said, sounding clearly offended. “It’s dark out here. Even with the flashlights, I can barely make out Jones’s ugly face.”

“How far are you from the neighbor?”

“Halfway?”

“Can you try to be a little more confident?”

“About halfway,” Jerry said. “Jones thinks it might have doubled back to the house.”

“Maybe,” Jones cut in.

“You sounded pretty sure before,” Jerry said.

“Well, I’m not anymore,” Jones said. “But it’s a fucking dog. Who the hell knows what it’ll do.”

Jack sighed. This was what he got for agreeing to work with strangers, guys he didn’t know from Adam until a week ago. He should never have agreed to the terms, but the money was so good and the lure of early retirement so tempting…

“One time,” he remembered telling himself. “Just this one time. How bad could it be?”

The money better be worth it, he thought, before saying, “Forget about the dog and get back here. This thing’s going to be over by morning anyway.”

“What if it stumbles into one of the neighbors?” Jerry asked.

“We’ll cross that bridge when and if we get to it.”

“Roger that. Returning to the house now.”

Jack leaned back in the chair, putting as much pressure on the furniture as he dared, though at the moment he didn’t care if it broke apart or tipped him over.

Was he overthinking it again? Maybe Jones was right; it was just a dog, after all. How much trouble could a dog cause?

He straightened back up and faced the laptop. It had finished booting and a blinking command prompt on a black screen stared at him.

Time to get to work.

Jack got up and walked next door.


Chapter 3


“What do they want?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” she said, and looked past the girl, at Walter sitting on the other side of Lucy.

He was staring at the door intently, as if he could divine the answers to their predicament if he looked hard enough. She wanted to tell him there was no way out in that direction. Even if they could break the door down there were three men with guns on the other side. The only other route of escape was the back window, but it was secured with burglar bars.

“Walter,” she said. When he didn’t react, or even appear to have heard her, she said louder, “Walter.”

He finally glanced over, that look of confusion still easy to read on his face.

“Who are they?” she asked.

It took a few seconds for her question to get through to him, before he finally answered, “What?”

“Who are they?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“They knew about the house.”

“The house?”

“The front door was still intact when we got here, remember? They didn’t break in, Walter. They knew enough to keep your alarm system online when we showed up. You had to disarm the front door to let us in. Remember?”

He nodded slowly, and she could see his mind processing the information. But the fact that she’d had to tell him worried her, because she wasn’t going to be able to do this alone. She didn’t want to do this alone. She needed Walter because she couldn’t count on Lucy, who was still stuck to her chest, the girl’s body so tightly pressed against hers that Allie could hear and feel every shallow breath the teenager took.

No, Lucy wasn’t going to be of much help tonight. That left Walter. But she needed the smart Walter, the one who ran his own department at the company, who could calculate the size of a tip to the cent before she could take out her phone to use the calculator app. What she didn’t need—or want—right now was this confused Walter who hadn’t even recognized that these men had been here this entire time, waiting for them.

And they hadn’t come here for her or Lucy, but for him.

“You’re right,” he said.

“And you don’t know what they want with you?” she asked.

He shook his head again.

“Think, Walter.”

“I’m trying…”

“Try harder.”

He sighed and looked back at the door. “I don’t know what they want. I don’t have a clue.”

“Keep thinking; maybe it’ll come to you.”

He nodded, though it clearly lacked conviction.

Allie turned back to Lucy and pried the girl from her chest. “Hey.”

Lucy glanced up, cheeks streaked with dry tears. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her hair was a mess and looked as if it hadn’t seen a comb in weeks.

Allie brushed the teenager’s hair out of her eyes. “You okay?”

Lucy shook her head, her lips quivering.

“It’s okay,” Allie said. “We’ll be fine. Your father and I will figure this out, and we’re going to get through it.” She picked through the girl’s hair, noticing some dry blood at the roots. “Hurts?”

Lucy shook her head, though she must have been reliving the memories, because she cringed a bit.

“It’ll be okay,” Allie said again, as much for the girl as for herself. She would have liked to say it was for Walter, too, but he was already so focused on the door again that she didn’t think he would have heard her anyway.

Lucy leaned back against her, and Allie tightened her grip around her thin body. Too thin. It was one of the very first things Allie noticed about the fifteen-year-old when they first met, and all their dinners together only reinforced that first impression. Lucy didn’t eat enough, and that was more evident than ever.

“He knew your name,” Walter said.

The sound of his voice surprised her, and she looked over. By the way he was staring back at her, she could tell that a new factoid had just occurred to him, and he was certain it was vital information. Walter was so easy to read.

“How did he know your name?” Walter asked.

“I’m guessing they did research on you,” she said. “Makes sense they’d know who you’re dating if they went through the trouble of knowing where you’d be this weekend and how to get past your home’s security.”

“They knew about the vacation…” The gears were spinning again, new information being added. “You think this is work-related?”

“I don’t know, Walter. Is it?”

Again, that cloud of confusion. “I don’t know, Allie. I swear, I don’t know what’s happening here or why.”

She nodded, believing him.

Or, at least, she believed that he didn’t know. But the man named Jack (Yeah, right) hadn’t left any doubt that all of this was for Walter; she and Lucy just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Suddenly, Lucy pulled away from her chest.

“What is it?” Allie asked.

“Apollo,” Lucy said. “Did you let him out of the car?”

“No; I didn’t get the chance.”

“You think he’s okay?”

Allie smiled and nodded. “I’m sure he’s fine. I’m more worried about us.”

Of the four of them, Apollo was the last one she was afraid for. Lucy and Walter had only seen the domesticated dog that lived in her apartment in the city, but Allie knew what he could do. What he could really do.

“I didn’t hear any gunshots,” Walter said.

“You wouldn’t,” Allie said. “They have suppressors on their weapons.”

“Suppressors?”

“What people call silencers in the movies.”

“Oh.” Then, giving her an almost amused look, “How do you know that?”

“I wasn’t always your secretary, Walter. I had another life before I went to work for Gorman and Smith.”

“Something with guns? Dan showed me your résumé. I didn’t see anything with guns on it.”

You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, she thought. And I don’t want to tell you. I don’t want to tell anyone.

“It’s in the past,” she said instead.

“Are you sure it doesn’t have anything to do with this? What’s happening tonight?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. This is about you, Walter. This—whatever it is—is one-hundred percent about you.”

“Maybe…”

He drifted off again, this time his eyes downcast on the carpeting in front of them. She didn’t know what he was looking at. If there were no answers at the door, there were even less chances of an answer popping out of the carpet.

“Walter,” she said, injecting just the right amount of emphasis to get his attention.

“What?” he said, turning back to her.

They were only a few feet apart, with just Lucy between them, but he looked distant, lost among the wallpaper behind him.

“We have to get out of here,” she said.

“I know that.”

“No, Walter, you don’t understand; we have to get out of here.”

She held his eyes, hoping he would understand. She didn’t want to say it out loud, didn’t want Lucy to hear. The girl was already terrified; Allie didn’t need her paralyzed with fear of impending death, too.

Do you see it, Walter? she wanted to ask him. Do you see it?

Finally, he nodded. “I know,” he said quietly.

She sighed with relief, but it didn’t last long, because she heard the padlock on the other side of the door jingling. Lucy tensed against her and she had every right to, because the door opened a moment later, and Jack stood in the open frame.

“Time to go to work,” he said.


Chapter 4


The woman was staring at him in a way that unnerved Jack as he stepped into the room, but he didn’t let it show on his face—or, at least, he didn’t think he did—and said, “Time to go to work.”

She sat against the far wall, the teenager in her lap. The man sat next to them, and he tensed noticeably as Jack entered the room and rested his hand on the butt of his holstered sidearm. It wasn’t exactly the most subtle of moves, but Jack was aiming for effectiveness.

“What do you want?” the woman asked.

He ignored her question and pointed at Walter. “You. Come with me.”

“Why?” Walter stammered.

“Don’t make me tell you twice,” Jack said. While the man staggered to his feet, Jack fixed the woman with a hard look. “I’m leaving your arms and legs free as a sign of good faith. Make me regret it, and I’ll have both of you tied up and gagged. Understand?”

“That’s very decent of you,” the woman, Allie, said.

He smirked. “You’re his secretary, right?”

“That’s right.”

“You don’t look like a secretary.”

“What’s a secretary look like?”

“Not like you.”

“Maybe you just haven’t been around enough secretaries,” she said. “You don’t strike me as someone who spends a lot of time in offices…Jack.”

He smiled. Of course she knew his real name wasn’t Jack. A woman like her…

Which was what, exactly?

Jack flipped through what he remembered of the woman’s file in his head. It wasn’t much, just a couple pages including a list of surviving family members (none) and jobs (probably more than the average early-thirty-something, but nothing that really stood out), and the last year at Gorman and Smith as an executive assistant for one of the higher-ups. Dan something. There was nothing about her life that had set off any alarms, to him or the client; or, at least, nothing that would explain why she wasn’t more afraid of him or what was happening to her at the moment.

And that, more than anything, disturbed him.

He knew a problem when he saw one, and Allie Krycek was giving off all the signs of a troublemaker. The smart thing would be to remove her now before he was proven right, but he couldn’t do that. Not yet. There was a chance—a small one, but a chance nonetheless—that Walter might not cooperate the way they needed him to. When that happened, they’d need incentives. Like a daughter…or a girlfriend. He could make do with just the daughter, but why settle for one when he had the option of two? If one insurance policy was good, two was better.

Still, maybe he was making a mistake. This woman, staring back at him right now without an ounce of fear, might be more trouble than she was worth.

Or was he overthinking things again?

“Come on,” Jack said, and beckoned for Walter to move faster across the room—the man kept looking back at Allie and the girl, Lucy. “They’ll still be here when you get back.”

“What do you want with me?” Walter asked.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“I want to know—”

Walter was close enough that when he got the word “know” out, Jack was able to lean into the punch, sinking a balled fist into the other man’s gut.

“Dad!” the girl screamed and tried to get up, but Allie grabbed her and held her back.

He ignored them and grabbed Walter as he was falling to his knees. He caught the man halfway down and pulled him up again, Walter’s body trembling, his breath coming out in short, labored gasps.

“Take it easy,” Jack said, patting Walter on the back. “In and out, in and out. There you go.”

When Walter’s breathing had (mostly) returned to normal, Jack looked across at the fifteen-year-old glaring at him from Allie’s lap.

“Relax; he’ll be fine,” Jack said. “He’ll do a little work for us, then the three of you can go back to your vacation. You want that, don’t you?”

The girl didn’t answer him, and instead leaned against the woman. Allie slipped one arm around her smaller shoulders in a protective move.

“The daughter and girlfriend don’t get along,” someone had noted in the files. “You should probably keep them apart so they don’t cause you unnecessary problems.”

They’re getting along pretty damned well now, Jack thought.

He heard footsteps behind him and glanced back as Jones and Jerry filled up the doorframe.

“Take him next door,” he said, and pushed Walter toward the two men.

“Come on, you, time to make me rich,” Jones said as he clamped one massive hand around Walter’s arm.

“Shut up,” Jerry said.

“What?”

“Need to know.”

“Oh, relax; gonna be over by morning anyway,” Jones said, as the three of them disappeared down the hallway.

Jack looked back into the room at Allie. She hadn’t made any attempts to get up, or tried to stop him from taking Walter. In fact, she didn’t seem to have moved from her spot at all, and had just sat there processing everything.

“You’re no secretary,” he said.

“Aren’t I?” she said.

He shook his head. “Not a snowball’s chance in hell.”

“Then I must have imagined the last year of my life.”

“Oh, I’m sure that was a real job at Gorman and Smith. But I have a feeling you were settling.”

“That’s an interesting theory. Would you mind telling my boss? Maybe I’ll finally get that raise so I can move out of my shitty one-bedroom apartment.”

“I’ll get right on that as soon as we’re done here.” He winked at her, just to show her that he was still in control—though by her reaction, he wasn’t sure if he actually succeeded—before turning to go. “Until then, be very good girls and sit tight.”

Jerry was waiting for him in the hallway, leaning against the wall between the two rooms, as Jack closed the door and put the padlock back into place.

“Good to go?” Jones asked, keeping his voice low.

“Good to go,” he nodded.

“What’s the deal with her?”

“The woman?”

“Yeah.”

“No deal.”

“That’s not what Jones said. He’s telling me you think she might be trouble.”

“Jones talks too much,” Jack said, and walked past Jerry and into the next room.

Jones was already inside with Walter, who sat in the same chair Jack had occupied earlier, in front of the bulky laptop. He was staring at the screen as if he didn’t know what he was looking at, but of course Jack knew otherwise.

“What is this?” Walter asked.

“I need you to do something for me,” Jack said. He fished a small metal container out of one of his pockets and snapped it open, revealing a flash drive about half the size of his thumb inside. It was metallic and durable, and wouldn’t have cracked if he ran a car over it. “You’re going to need this.”

He tossed it to Walter, who caught it, if just barely. It was like looking at a man who had just learned how to use his hands for the first time, struggling to put it to use. Jack had a hard time reconciling how a woman like Allie had ended up with a doofus like Walter. The whole secretary job (Just a secretary? Fat chance.) notwithstanding, Walter was definitely dating up.

“What’s in here?” Walter asked, staring down at the device in his palm.

Jack didn’t answer him. Instead, he walked over and put a hand on the laptop. “Put it in and find out.”

“That’s what she said,” Jones said from behind Walter.

Walter must not have heard him; he was too busy staring at the laptop. Jack saw fear, confusion, and something that almost looked like…excitement (?) on the man’s face.

“Please,” Walter started to say.

“Please what?”

“I have money,” Walter said. “Whatever they’re paying you, I can pay more.”

Jones chuckled. “Methinks our friend doesn’t actually know what we’re being paid for this job.”

“I don’t think so, either,” Jack said, playing along.

“You’re gonna need a bigger bank account than what you’ve got now, sport,” Jerry said from the open door. “Yes, in case you’re wondering, we know exactly how much you have, just like we know how much this spread of yours costs.”

Their responses were clearly not what Walter was expecting, and Jack almost felt sorry for the guy as his face seemed to crater.

“Please,” Walter said. “My daughter, Allie… Just let them go. I’ll do what you want.”

“I know you will,” Jack said. He tapped the laptop. “Go on. You know you’re dying to find out what’s in there.”

“I’m not,” Walter said, shaking his head.

“Liar. Truth is, you don’t have a choice. So you might as well get it over with.”

Walter sighed and picked up the device with one hand, pinching it between two fingers, and stuck it into the side of the laptop. A light on the metal case blinked once, twice, then stayed green as the computer accepted the connection.

“Oh,” Walter said, when he saw the contents of the flash drive.

“They told me you’d know what all those numbers mean,” Jack said.

Walter nodded gravely.

“Okay, then,” Jack said, and clapped his hands together. It was a little harder (and louder) than he had meant to, and Walter jumped in his chair a bit. “Let’s get to work.”

“I…can’t,” Walter said, though Jack noticed he hadn’t looked away from the screen for even one second.

“Do I have to tell you how this is going to work?” Jack sighed, feigning a loss of patience. “We need you, Walter. If you don’t do everything we ask, we’re not going to hurt you. We can’t. But…”

He drew his Ka-Bar knife and laid it on the desk next to the desktop. Walter’s eyes finally left the laptop’s screen and traveled to the weapon. If Walter had been someone else—hell, even if he had been the daughter—Jack would never have laid the knife so close to him. But this was Walter, and Jack had no fear at all he was going to reach for it.

“…your daughter,” Jack continued, “and your girlfriend. Well, they’re a different story. Do I have to keep going?”

Walter shook his head.

“Think of it this way,” Jack said. “The faster we get this done, the faster the six of us can go back to our normal lives. You, me, Jerry, and Jones back there, and Allie and Lucy in the other room. You want that, right?”

Walter nodded. “And you’ll keep your word? You’ll let us go when this is all over?”

“Of course,” Jack said, and had to fight every instinct to shoot Jones, standing over Walter’s shoulder, a menacing response, because the big man had just snickered. Fortunately, he had done it just quietly enough that Walter hadn’t noticed.

Dear God, one semi-professional. I would have been happy with just one semi-professional, but you couldn’t even give me that, could you?

Jack focused on Walter, and pushed the laptop a little closer toward the edge of the desk. “Now, let’s get to work. I hear this is going to take some time…”


Chapter 5


“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” Lucy said. It wasn’t really a question, more like a statement.

Allie pursed her lips into a smile and hoped it was at least semi-convincing. “No. We’re not going to die.”

“They have guns…”

“A lot of people have guns.”

She thought about Beckard, about the last time she had found herself in the woods and why she’d promised herself she would never do it again, and how much she so, so regretted going back on that promise right about now.

“We’re not going to die,” she said. “I promise.”

“How can you be so sure?”

There were still dry tears along Lucy’s cheeks, and Allie wet a part of her long-sleeve shirt and wiped at them.

“Because I’m not going to let them hurt you,” she said. “Or your father. I won’t allow it.”

Lucy’s eyes remained fixed on hers—probing, as if she was trying to convince herself to believe Allie. “But how can you be sure?”

“I’m going to tell you something, and I want you to believe me.”

Lucy blinked expectantly at her. She looked so much younger than her fifteen years at the moment.

“I’ve been through this before,” Allie said.

“This?”

“Not this, exactly, but something like it. I survived that, and I’ll survive this, too. And so will you. That’s why I want you to believe me when I say we’re going to get out of here.”

The girl nodded and tried to return her smile, failing badly. She didn’t say anything for the next few seconds. Then, “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For being a bitch to you before.”

Allie smiled. “You weren’t.”

“Yes, I was.”

“Okay, maybe a little…”

Lucy smiled back, and this time it wasn’t nearly as forced. Then she looked across the room at the door. “What are they doing with Dad?”

“I don’t know,” Allie said, and thought, What the hell have you gotten us into, Walter?

“I don’t hear anything,” Lucy said.

“Neither do I.”

“I guess that’s a good sign?”

Allie wasn’t sure what the girl meant at first, but then she understood. They hadn’t heard a sound from Walter or the other three men who had taken him, which meant Walter wasn’t being harmed. Or if he were, Jack and his “friends” were being very quiet about it, which was something they had no reason to be. Not out here, not with full command of the situation.

“That is a good sign,” Allie nodded.

“I thought Dad works in an office,” Lucy said.

“He does.”

“So what do three guys with guns want with him? I mean, he’s just Dad, not James Bond, right?” The girl looked back at her when she said that last part. “Right, Allie?”

Allie nodded. “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”

“But you’re not completely sure…”

“Before tonight, I would have told you yes, I’m absolutely one-hundred percent sure, but now…” She shook her head. “I’ve dated Walter for five months, and if you were to tell me something like this could even remotely happen, and it would be because of him, I wouldn’t have believed you.”

“But it’s happening…”

Allie sighed. “Yes, it’s happening.”

They both looked back at the door, as if expecting one of the J’s to throw it open at any moment and storm inside. Except no one did, even though Allie couldn’t shake the feeling someone was out there in the hallway right now, eavesdropping on them.

Allie took in the room again, hoping to see something she hadn’t seen before, something—anything—that would help them escape. She spent the next few minutes just looking from corner to corner, but didn’t see anything she hadn’t spotted the first time “Jones” brought them inside. There used to be a bed to their right, but it had been removed recently, leaving behind four bedpost indentations on the carpeted floor. The same for the dresser that used to sit to her left. The closet was next to the door, the open doors revealing nothing inside; they’d even taken the clothing hangers.

She glanced over at the wall, where she’d heard voices earlier. They hadn’t taken Walter very far, just to the guest bedroom next door. She tried to listen in now, but like the last few times couldn’t make out anything remotely coherent.

But Lucy was right—they hadn’t heard anything that sounded like pain from Walter. So what were they doing with him at this very moment? The answer, of course, was connected to what they wanted from him in the first place. Which was what…?

“Allie,” Lucy said.

Allie looked over. “Hmm?”

Lucy was watching her closely when she asked, “Have you ever seen someone get shot before?”

Seen it? I’ve done it. I shot a man from almost point-blank range and watched his brains splatter on the ground behind him.

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you all about it when this is over.”

“What if—”

“No,” Allie said, cutting her off. “You have to believe we’ll get out of this. That’s the only way we’ll make it. You have to believe, and do whatever I tell you without hesitation. Can you do that?”

Lucy didn’t answer right away, but Allie could see that the teenager had regained a lot of her composure, despite how messy she currently looked.

Finally, Lucy nodded with a resoluteness that made Allie proud.

“Good,” Allie said. “Now, before they come back, we—”

She didn’t get the chance to finish, because they both heard the clacking of the padlock moving on the other side of the door.

“Come here,” Allie said, holding out her arms.

Lucy scooted over until she was sitting against Allie, who slid both arms around the smaller girl.

“Don’t look at him,” she whispered. “Make yourself as small as possible. And whatever you do, don’t look at whoever comes through that door.”

The door opened, and Jones’s large body filled the frame. He was more intimidating without the balaclava, but that could have just been because the man was not very attractive. He had something that looked like an army buzz cut and a scar almost in the shape of a half-moon over his right eye. He had a cleft chin, which somehow added to his bruising appearance. The gun belt, with its holstered sidearm, looked like toys on him. He’d had a shotgun slung over his back earlier, but she didn’t see it anywhere now.

Jones looked at her first, before moving to Lucy. The girl’s face, pressed against Allie’s chest, trembled as if she could sense Jones’s eyes on her.

“You,” Jones said, pointing at them. She couldn’t tell if he meant her or Lucy. “Get up.”

“Which one?” Allie asked.

“The girl.”

Lucy’s body went rigid, and Allie tightened her grip further around the girl.

“No,” Allie said.

Jones cocked his head. She couldn’t tell if that was shock on his face or confusion. Maybe a little of both. “What?”

“You can’t take her,” Allie said.

“Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“I beg to differ.” Jones drew his sidearm and held the gun—a Glock—at his side and smiled at her. But that expression turned sour when he saw her lack of reaction.

Allie didn’t know why she was so unafraid, why her voice remained steady. She should be afraid. Not just for her, but for Lucy and whatever Jones wanted her for. It had to have something to do with Walter, but it could be anything, each possibility worse than the last.

She found that she didn’t care what they wanted Lucy for, because she wasn’t going to let them have her. The irony of it didn’t escape her for one second. For months, she’d dreaded going to Walter’s house because it meant having to brave another round of passive-aggressive interaction with Lucy. She didn’t think she would ever get used to the teenager.

And now, here she was, with her arms in a viselike grip around the girl, refusing to yield to Jones’s demand. If Lucy was the least bit uncomfortable by the tight embrace, she didn’t show it. If anything, the fifteen-year-old seemed to burrow even further into Allie’s chest.

“You’re not taking her,” Allie said.

“Are you fucking crazy? Is that it?” Jones asked.

“Maybe I am, but you’re still not taking this girl out of this room.”

“I’m not asking.”

“I don’t care. The answer’s still no.”

Jones narrowed his eyes, his forefinger tap-tap-tapping against the side of the Glock. It was one of the bigger models, probably a G41, which meant a max of thirteen .45 caliber rounds in the magazine. More useless information that she couldn’t do anything with at the moment, though she was surprised at how easily everything came back, as if the last two years of her life hadn’t been spent going from job to job before she finally landed a good one at Gorman and Smith.

“Man, you’re a piece of work,” Jones said, and she thought there was a glint of something that looked almost like appreciation in his dark eyes. Then again, it could just have been the ceiling lights reflecting off him at a poor angle.

He might have had something else to say, but before he could get it out, Jones paused, then tilted his head slightly to one side. She remembered the flesh-colored wire dangling from one of his ears, and knew someone was talking to him through the radio.

“Your girlfriend’s causing trouble,” Jones said into his throat mic, eyeing her as he said it. He listened for a second or two, before answering, “She won’t let me take the kid.” Beat. “I’m not saying she can stop me, I’m saying I might have to mess up that pretty face a little bit.” Jones chuckled that time.

Allie watched him carefully, scrutinizing every line on his bloated face, paying attention to the way his eyes shifted back and forth between her and Lucy. She wasn’t concerned about the gun in his hand. If Jones was going to shoot her, he would have done it as soon as he stepped into the room. No. There was a reason they were both being kept alive, and it had everything to do with Walter.

Jones finally holstered the Glock and flashed her a smile that made her skin crawl. “Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way after all. Lucky me.”

“You’re not going to touch her,” Allie said.

“Oh, I’m going to touch her, all right. Then I’m going to do more than that to you, missy.”

Missy? she thought. Maybe that was his way of trying to intimidate her, but Allie had heard worse things, seen worse things, and all it did was make her want to snicker. But she didn’t, because she was too busy preparing for what was coming next.

“Jack thinks you’re someone,” Jones said. “Some kind of super secretary, maybe. Oh, sorry. They don’t call you guys secretaries anymore, do they? Ahem. I meant super executive assistant.”

“You can call me whatever you want, but you’re still not taking her,” Allie said.

“We’ll see about that,” he said, and began walking toward her.

She relaxed her arms around Lucy and felt the girl react, turning her head slightly to look questioningly up at her.

Allie concentrated on Jones, on his large legs—like tree trunks—and the size of his arms. His neck was almost bigger than her thigh and he waddled more than he walked, the result of his bulk. The man had to be north of 260 pounds of muscle, and well over six-five.

Jesus, he’s going to break me in half with his bare hands.

She gritted her teeth at him anyway. It didn’t matter how big a person was; they all had weaknesses. All she had to do was find Jones’s in the two or three seconds it would take him to walk from the door to her and Lucy—

A growl from the door stopped Jones in mid-stride.

It sounded familiar. Very familiar.

She could see the gears turning behind Jones’s eyes in the second or two it took him to process what he had heard. He began to turn around, his right hand stabbing down to his hip for the Glock at the same time.

Allie glimpsed moving white fur between Jones’s legs and thought, Oh, you beautiful thing, you, just before Jones let out a surprised grunt and toppled backward, landing like a chopped tree (“Timber!” she wanted to shout) on the floor. She swore the whole room vibrated for at least a few seconds after the impact.

Apollo, almost entirely white with patches of brown fur sprinkled along the length of his long body, had all four legs scrambling for purchase against Jones’s chest even as his mouth clamped down over one side of the man’s neck. Somehow, the dog managed to growl while his teeth tore at Jones’s flesh.

Bright red blood arced through the air, and Allie thought, Now, now, now.


Chapter 6


“We should get rid of her,” Jerry said. “You should learn to trust your instincts more. She’s trouble.”

“Maybe,” Jack said. “But not yet. We might still need her if the kid isn’t enough motivation.”

He looked across the room at Walter, sitting at the desk with his back to them. His hands were in his lap, which was the problem. Those fingers should have been dancing across the laptop’s keyboard by now, getting Jack closer to his retirement fund.

“The girl’s family,” Jerry said. “She’s the only one we need.”

“Maybe…”

“You keep saying that.”

“I’m just hedging my bets. You never know what kind of effect taking out the girlfriend will have on him. Last thing I need is for him to go spastic on us.”

Jerry was clearly unconvinced. “I want it on the record that I wanted to nip her in the bud. She’s trouble.” He held up his right arm, with the bandage bulging noticeably underneath the sleeve. “That dog’s probably hers, too. Troublemakers, the both of them. You know I’m right.”

Jack shook his head. Knowing what he should do, and actually doing it, wasn’t the same thing. It was just one of many hard lessons he’d learned in less civilized parts of the world.

“This whole thing’s too important to start executing people on what we think might happen,” Jack said. “My retirement’s on the line. Yours, too.”

“You don’t have to tell me that. You know how much shit I had to put on the backburner to come do this?” Jerry chuckled. “The old lady wasn’t happy.”

“I didn’t know you were married.”

“I’m not.”

“You said ‘old lady.’”

“Doesn’t mean we’re married.”

Jack sighed. “Whatever, man.”

Jerry chuckled again. “I’m just fucking with you. I’m married, with two kids. Both hell-raisers, but they’ll grow out of it. If not, I got this as incentive,” he added, tapping his holstered sidearm.

“You show your armory to the kids?”

“Whatever works.”

Jack wasn’t sure how to respond to that, and before he could come up with something clever, a loud bang! exploded across the house.

A gunshot!

Jack spun, right hand drawing the Glock even before his mind had a chance to process where the shot had come from.

Next to him, Jerry had unslung his MP5SD at the same time.

“Jones!” Jack hissed as he made a run for the open door with Jerry on his heels.

How long had it been since he talked with Jones on the radio? Ten seconds? Twenty? A minute? No, it couldn’t have been a minute. Thirty seconds at the most. So what the hell had happened between the time he clicked off with Jones and the gunshot? What the hell was Jones doing next door?

He lunged out of the open door and turned left, and slid to a stop when he saw a flurry of white fur darting out of the guest bedroom down the hallway.

It was a dog. A big white dog, and it was heading for the living room.

Jack lifted his gun and took aim after the animal—

A flicker of movement, also up the hallway and coming from the same door that the dog had just come out of, followed by the familiar sight of a black barrel sticking out of the doorframe and pointing in his direction, and one half of Allie’s face appearing behind the gun’s iron sights.

Bang! as the round sailed over his head, so close he could feel the bullet actually parting a couple of hairs as it missed by inches, before slamming into the master bedroom door at the end of the passageway.

Jack ducked—belatedly, but he couldn’t have stopped himself even if he wanted to—and stumbled backward, aiming for the open doorway behind him. He crashed into Jerry as the other man was in the process of coming out, the barrel of Jerry’s submachine gun jamming into his back, making him grimace in pain.

“Fuck, man!” Jerry shouted.

Jack spun away and hugged the wall next to the door with his back. He ignored the stab of pain from contact with Jerry’s gun barrel and spat out, “She’s got a gun!”

“Who’s got a gun?” Jerry said, crouching next to him. He had smartly deduced that there was a reason Jack had retreated back through the door and hadn’t gone out himself.

“The woman. It’s probably Jones’s gun.”

“You think he’s dead?”

Jack shook his head, too busy sucking in a series of ragged breaths to answer properly. He was in control enough to keep his ears open for any sounds coming from the hallway. He expected to hear running feet, but there weren’t any. He was almost one-hundred percent sure she wasn’t going to attack them head-on. That would be stupid, especially with just Jones’s handgun, because Jones had left his shotgun behind.

And there was nothing he had seen about Allie Krycek in the last few hours that told him she was stupid.

Jerry was right. I should have nipped her in the bud. Fuck.

“Well?” Jerry said, one eye on him, the other on the door. “Are we just going to sit here holding our balls? Jones might need help.”

Jones was likely already dead. Why else would the big man give up his weapon? There was absolutely no reason Jack could think of.

He heard movement and glanced back past Jerry and at Walter. The man had climbed off the chair and was huddled behind the computer desk, peering around the corner at Jack, then at the door, then at Jack again. He’d been so quiet since the second gunshot that Jack hadn’t realized he was even still back there—

Footsteps!

They came from the hallway outside, and were fading fast.

“They’re making a run for it!” he hissed, before throwing himself through the open door and back into the narrow corridor, praying there wasn’t a gun out there pointing and waiting for just such a stupid move from him.

There wasn’t, he saw, as he slammed into the far wall, legs fighting to stay upright under him. His gun hand was extended, and he glimpsed two figures in the process of crossing the living room. They were halfway to the foyer when he spotted them, and one of them threw a quick look over their shoulder and—

The woman, Allie, pushing the girl around the corner with her left hand even as she threw her right backward and—

Bang!

But she’d fired too fast, without aiming, and her bullet slammed into the left-side wall a good five feet in front of him. She hadn’t come close to hitting him, but the shot had the intended effect and his return fire missed its mark and disappeared into the kitchen, before pinging off a refrigerator on the other side of the house.

Then she turned and was gone.

“You missed!” Jerry said, rushing out of the open door and darting up the hallway.

Jack started to follow, but quickly stopped.

Jerry, almost out of the hallway, glanced back. “You coming?”

“Walter,” Jack said.

“Right,” Jerry said, and turned around and kept going.

Jack hurried back to the second guest bedroom.

As soon as he stepped inside, he expected to find Walter making a play for Jones’s shotgun leaning in the corner, and was mentally prepared to wound him with a shot, but instead the man hadn’t moved from his spot behind the desk. Jack wasn’t quite sure if he was impressed with Walter’s lack of aggression or disgusted by it.

Walter seemed to know what Jack was thinking—or maybe he just read it on his face—and lowered his head to avoid Jack’s gaze.

Jack pulled the zip cuffs from one of his pockets and walked across the room. “Looks like we have a bit of a situation, Walter. Sorry, but I’m going to have to make sure you don’t try to run off while I deal with it.”

Two bangs! rang out from outside the house. Gunshots.

It had to be Jones’s stolen Glock, because Jerry had his suppressed MP5SD.

Another shot—bang!—and then silence.

Walter, sitting on the floor, was listening closely to the chaos outside, too.

“That’s one hell of a woman you got there, Walter,” Jack said.

“Don’t hurt them,” Walter said.

“Hurt them?” He shook his head and grunted. “Right now, it’s not them I’m worried about…”
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Jones’s body was still fresh and lying in a wide pool of blood that had spread liberally underneath his large form. He had thrashed around before succumbing to his wound and had attempted to stanch the bleeding, if the position of both hands were any indication. To no avail, as it turned out.

Jack was careful not to get blood on or underneath his boots. To accomplish that, he’d had to tiptoe around the room until he could get close enough to see where the dog had clamped down on the side of Jones’s neck. The teeth marks were easy to spot under the bright ceiling lights; they had dug deep and one (maybe two, or three) of those sharp fangs had punctured the carotid artery. Poor Jones hadn’t had much of a chance after that.

The woman had taken the big man’s Glock 41, which meant she had thirteen bullets when the night started. She’d fired twice at him (missing both, thankfully), and he’d heard her letting loose with three more rounds as Jerry chased them outside the house. Which left her with eight shots.

Wait, no. His count was off, because someone had squeezed off a round earlier. That was probably Jones, likely trying to shoot the dog. Was that before or after the beast mauled him? Not that it mattered. Since Jack had seen the dog racing away on all fours like the Devil was on its tail, it meant Jones hadn’t connected.

Seven, then. The woman had seven more shots left in the Glock.

Jack stood up and looked toward the barred window, but it was difficult to see anything with the curtains pulled. After the three shots he’d heard outside, there hadn’t been any follow-up. He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

But he had other problems right now, because Allie had fired those shots.

Three very loud shots.

What were the chances some of Walter’s neighbors might have heard? It was night, which meant the world was very quiet, so the gunshots would travel a pretty good distance. How much would the woods, and the army of trees, dampen the noise, if any?

And things were going so well, too. Done by morning. Rich by afternoon. A first-class plane ticket to the Caribbean by evening.

Yeah, right.

He sighed and keyed his radio, then said into his mic, “Jerry, come in.”

“Yeah,” Jerry said through the earbud, breathing a little too hard. “What’s the word?”

“You tell me.”

“They’re in the woods.”

“No shit. Where?”

“I don’t have a clue, but I’m tracking them. Unlike with the dog earlier, the girls aren’t nearly as good at hiding their trail.”

“Those gunshots were loud. Someone might have heard them.”

“I figured that,” Jerry said. “You think we should bail?”

Jack didn’t answer right away.

“Hey,” Jerry said. “You think we should bail?”

“No,” Jack said.

“You sure?”

“We’re in the boondocks, and Walter’s neighbors are at least half a mile away. If we’re lucky…” He paused.

If I’m lucky. When has that ever happened?

“We’ll play it by ear,” he finished instead.

“Shit, why not,” Jerry said, “we’ve come this far. Besides, what kind of law enforcement could they have out here? A couple of country bumpkins?”

“Hopefully we won’t have to find out. Until then, keep me apprised.”

“What about Walter?”

“What about him?”

“It’s still all about him, isn’t it?” Jerry said. “I know we wanted to keep him in one piece for this, but maybe we don’t have a choice anymore.”

Jerry had a point. Jack wanted to avoid it, because a bleeding worker was a slow worker. He’d learned that lesson in another shitty part of the world a few years back, too.

“You get me?” Jerry was saying through the radio.

“I’ll handle it,” Jack said.
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Walter was where Jack left him—sitting in the corner next to the window, his hands zip-tied in front of him, ankles similarly bound. Jack had placed duct tape over his mouth, realizing later that it was probably overkill with all the gunfire.

Walter immediately started to say something when Jack returned, his voice muffled against the tape.

“I can’t hear you,” Jack said. “But you don’t need to say anything anyway, because it doesn’t matter.”

Jack crouched in front of Walter, then reached down and pulled the Ka-Bar out of its sheath. Walter’s eyes widened at the sight of the large combat knife.

“Here’s the deal,” Jack began. “Things have…gotten complicated. Your daughter and girlfriend are running around out there with a handgun, and Jones is dead. I would have liked to do this the easy way, but things have gotten a lot more difficult, and we’re running out of time.”

Walter’s eyes got bigger.

“Yeah, shocked me, too. Anyways, that dog. Yours?”

Walter shook his head.

“The woman. Allie.”

A nod.

“Why am I not surprised?”

He turned the knife over in his hand. Walter’s eyes predictably followed its rotating motion, as if entranced by it.

“So we’re running out of time,” Jack continued. “Your neighbors may or may not have heard those gunshots. I don’t know. Either way, the timetable’s been sped up and I really, really need you to start working on those files I gave you.”

He sighed for effect.

“Let me ask you a question,” Jack said, looking Walter in the eyes. “Do you really need all ten fingers to type?”


Chapter 7


“Go with Apollo!” she shouted after Lucy. “Stay with him! Don’t leave his side!”

To her credit, Lucy did exactly as she was instructed, and the girl and dog vanished into the trees. Allie’s last glimpse of them was Lucy’s jeans being swallowed up by the darkness. Then she was turning, looking back toward the house.

The smallest of the three gunmen, Jerry, came out at the same time she finished her turn. He had the MP5SD in one hand, the other pushing the door open, and was sticking his head out when she fired. Her round hit the door almost a foot over his head (Dammit!), sending splinters flicking at his face, and made him duck. Despite his awkward position, the man somehow managed to twist, turn, and dart back inside the house as she fired a second shot.

Another miss!

Allie wanted to think the reason she had missed that first shot was because she was too far away—almost forty yards. It had been a while since she had fired a gun and wasn’t prepared for the recoil. It didn’t help that she was still flooded with adrenaline from the brief gunfight with Jack inside the house. Then there was all the running, which had resulted in her heartbeat sledgehammering against her chest, further throwing off her aim.

Of course, then she’d missed the second shot, too…

What’s your excuse for that?

She ran for the woods, heading in the same direction that Apollo and Lucy had gone seconds earlier. She was very close to the tree line—less than twenty yards—but she hadn’t made half of it when she heard a sharp whining sound and the ground began kicking dirt into the air around her.

She stuck her gun hand back and squeezed off another shot without seeing what she was shooting at, hoping it might do enough to throw off Jerry’s aim—

No such luck, because the buzzing bullets were getting closer and dirt was ricocheting off her pant legs and shirt and cheeks—

Now or never!

She dived the last few yards and almost slammed into a tree as she entered the woods, landing against a trunk with the back of her head even as the gnarled bark above her was shredded by Jerry’s continued volley. The smell of burning foliage filled her nostrils as the mercenary continued to raze the area with the submachine gun, 9mm rounds slicing through branches and leaves at an impossible rate.

Allie didn’t scramble up to her feet. No, that would have just made her a bigger target, and it was clear Jerry was firing high on purpose, expecting her to pick herself up and make a run for it. Instead, she crawled away from the tree, heading deeper into the woods even though she couldn’t exactly see where she was going. It was a lot darker on this side of the tree line, but maybe that was only because her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the sudden absence of light yet.

She knew Jerry’s MP5SD had a thirty-round magazine, but she’d be damned if the weapon seemed to keep firing and firing, with the smell of burning leaves clinging to her skin like a permanent thing.

Then, mercifully, the trees stopped breaking apart and the (too close) buzzing finally stopped.

Thank you, Jesus, I’m still alive!

She stumbled to her feet and risked a glance over one shoulder, but could only see bright lights from the house’s front yard penetrating the tree line in slivers. If Jerry was still out there (or closer), she couldn’t tell at the moment.

Allie began jogging through the woods, going around trees and ducking under branches. She was moving on automatic pilot, thankful she had ditched her pumps for tennis shoes, pants, and a sweater in the name of comfort for the long drive over here. She gripped the Glock tightly, the heft of the weapon reassuring but also noticeably lighter in her hand.

She’d fired five times, and Jones had squeezed off one back at the house. That left her with…at least six (?)—possibly less, maybe even seven. She’d know for sure when she took a peek at the magazine, which wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. At least not with Jerry in pursuit. She didn’t think for one second that he would give up now.

Soft earth felt good under her sneakers, and she ducked another low-hanging branch before coming to a complete stop.

Where the hell am I?

She turned around in a full 360 degrees, remembering the last time she had found herself lost in the woods.

Beckard. A cabin. Those college kids.

She shook the thoughts away and concentrated on what Walter had said to her while he was pitching the vacation.

“It’s super private,” he’d said. “Private land surrounded by woods. It’ll just be the three of us. You, me, and Lucy.”

“What about your neighbors?” she had asked.

“I’m not sure. They mostly keep to themselves.”

“You’ve never met them?”

“Out there? Are you crazy? You never know what kind of wackos are living next door,” he had added with a chuckle.

Walter’s neighbors. Right now she needed one of them to have heard her gunshots and call the police. If not the locals, then the state police. Someone should have heard those gunshots. For God’s sake, she had fired three times.

She stood perfectly still and listened.

Police sirens. Where the hell were the police sirens?

Maybe she was being too impatient. It would take time for the neighbors to call the gunshots in. Then more time for the locals to show up. Thirty minutes? An hour? By morning?

Snap.

It was subtle, except she was hardly breathing and it would have taken a ninja to sneak up on her at the moment. She spun around, lifting the Glock, finger against the trigger when she saw the coat of white fur emerging out of the shadows.

Allie sighed. “I almost shot you.”

Apollo trotted toward her, stopping and dropping down to his hind legs and presenting the top of his head. She gave him a wry smile, then crouched and scratched him with her left hand, while keeping her right—and the gun—at the ready next to her.

There was another snap—this one much louder—from the shadows, just before Lucy walked around a tree, rubbing her hands up and down her arms and looking cold despite the almost perfect weather. Her eyes darted left, then right, before finding Allie’s, then quickly moved away again, searching for signs of danger around them.

“You okay?” Allie asked.

The girl nodded. “You?”

“I’m fine. Everyone’s fine.” She focused on Apollo. “And where were you all this time?”

The dog, of course, didn’t answer her.

“Fine, keep your secrets,” she said.

His eyes were partially closed as she continued scratching him under the chin. There were splashes of not-quite-dry blood along the white fur around his head and neck. Jones’s blood. She wished she could have said the sight of Apollo mauling Jones back at the house had been horrifying, but the truth was it wasn’t anything she hadn’t seen before. The dog’s previous owner had raised him to be violent, and there was nothing she could do about it now. Good for her, as it turned out, because a dog without Apollo’s killer instincts might not have been able to take down a man as large as Jones.

Allie looked up at Lucy. “You guys were supposed to keep running.”

“I did, but he stopped,” Lucy said.

Allie smiled. “He’s a bad dog, that’s why.”

Apollo lifted his head so she could get a better angle at his chin. She did her best to scratch him down there while avoiding the spots of Jones’s blood, but even when she got blood on her fingers she discovered she wasn’t nearly as queasy as she thought she would be.

“What about Dad?” Lucy asked.

Allie looked up at her, Walter’s absence hitting her for the very first time since they fled the house. He was still back there, in the other guest bedroom.

She stood up, Apollo doing the same. He was suddenly alert again, ears standing up at attention as his eyes scoured the darkness around them.

She looked back toward the house—or where she thought it was. The truth was, she hadn’t fully oriented herself to the wood’s layout and there was a very good chance she was turned in the wrong direction.

“Allie?” Lucy said. “What about Dad?”

“We have to go for help.”

“But Dad…”

“I know. But we have to go for help first.”

She walked over to Lucy and, putting the gun in her front waistband, reached over and laid both hands on the girl’s shoulders and squeezed. Lucy eyed her back, but the rebellious teen who had made Allie question if dating Walter was worth the headache had been erased entirely from those brown eyes that were so much like her father’s. And just as big, too.

Walter…

“He’s safe for now,” Allie said. “It’s us I’m worried about.”

“How do you know he’s safe?” Lucy asked.

“They want your dad for something; something important enough to go through all this trouble. They were going to use us as leverage against him because they couldn’t afford to hurt him. So believe me, Walter’s fine back at the house. But he might not be forever, so what we need to do is go find help. Call the police, if they aren’t already on their way. That’s what Walter would want us to do. Most of all, he’d want you to be safe, and that means not running back to the house.”

She couldn’t tell if Lucy believed her, but the girl nodded after a few seconds. “You’re right. We should go call the police. That’s what Dad would do.”

Allie nodded, then glanced over at Apollo. “Anything?”

Apollo was turned back toward the house, and if he’d heard her, he didn’t show it.

“I guess not,” she said.

“Does he ever answer you?” Lucy asked.

“Not really, no.”

Without a word, Apollo turned around and walked over to them, then on ahead as if he already knew where they needed to go.

And maybe he did, she thought. Apollo, more than her and definitely more than Lucy, had spent a lot of time in woods like this one. It helped that his former owner had been a devoted hunter.

“Come on,” Allie said. “Follow the dog.”

She took the Glock out from her waistband and let it hang at her side (just in case), then threw a quick look over her shoulder. There was no one behind them, definitely no Jerry with a reloaded MP5SD or Jack with his assault rifle. But that didn’t mean they weren’t back there, somewhere, tracking them.

And further back, between her and her pursuers, was Walter.

What did you do, Walter? What did you do to put us in this mess?

But there were no answers to be found behind them, so she turned back around.

Ahead of them, Apollo was slipping into a dark patch of shadows, and she and Lucy followed wordlessly.


Chapter 8


Jack left the door open so he could hear the tap-tap-tap coming from inside all the way from the living room. He didn’t worry about Walter getting brave all of a sudden and making a run for it. If Walter hadn’t been the action-first gung-ho type before, he wasn’t in any position to morph into that now, not after what Jack had done to him. So the tap-tap-tap was like music to his ears, every tap representing another step closer to the kind of life he’d always wanted but always seemed out of reach, until now.

He cleaned the blood off the Ka-Bar using one of his pant legs, then put it away. He had gotten specks of red on his fingers without realizing it. It was probably when Walter began struggling, once he realized what Jack was going to do. That was okay, because Jack was used to blood, and he swiped his hand on the same pant leg.

He stopped in the living room and looked around, when his right ear clicked.

“It was a dark and stormy night, and I’m stuck tracking down two chicks and a dog,” Jerry said through the earbud. “Minus the stormy part, anyway.”

“What’s your situation?” Jack asked.

“Wishing I was somewhere else.”

“Besides that.”

“I’m still tracking them. The dog’s like a ghost, but the two humans are leaving plenty of clues. Don’t quote me on it, but I think I’m somewhere between the house and one of the neighbors. Close enough I can see lights in the distance; looks like LED lamps with auto sensors. Good news? I don’t see any cops.”

“Can you hear sirens out there?”

“Negative. Of course, they might be waiting until morning to show up. We’re not exactly in the city, are we? Shit tends to run slower out here, or so I’ve heard.”

Hope springs eternal, Jack thought.

The lack of police sirens or any law-enforcement presence at all was more than he could have hoped for. It was a good sign Walter’s neighbors were MIA, and like Walter, were using their houses out here as a vacation spot instead of a permanent residence. He would have loved to know for sure, but they hadn’t had time to investigate the surrounding area when they first arrived. It was yet another reason why he hated taking jobs without the lead time for proper preparations.

“Report in as soon as you can,” Jack said into his mic.

“What about Jones?” Jerry asked.

“He’s dead.”

“Aw, man.”

“The dog took a chunk out of his neck. Bled out in the room.”

“So they didn’t shoot him?”

“No.”

“Still, death by fangs… Damn.”

“Concentrate on what you’re doing out there. I have everything under control at the house. Everything’s back on schedule, and we’ll be done by morning.”

“What are you going to tell the client?”

“About what?”

“Didn’t they say not to hurt Walter?”

“Yeah, well, desperate times,” Jack said. “Just get your part done.”

“Back atcha,” Jerry said. “Over and out.”

Jack resumed walking through the living room, looking left, then right, trying to find an answer to the question that had been nagging at him ever since he found Jones’s body: How the hell had the dog gotten into the house after they had locked all the doors and windows?

They had locked all the doors and windows, hadn’t they? Of course they had. Then again, that was Jones and Jerry’s job, and what was that saying about doing something yourself if you wanted it done right?

The question was going to drive him insane the more he thought about it. Maybe it didn’t matter anyway. The dog was gone; it’d gotten what it came for: its owner, the woman Allie. There was no reason for it to come back, because there was no reason for her to come back. If she was smart, anyway, and Allie had proven to be pretty goddamned smart.

He shook his head and headed back to Walter’s room to check up on the work-in-progress, when gunshots echoed in the distance from outside the house.

From the woods.

Jack stood still and listened. He couldn’t tell how many shots had rung out, but they had to have come from a distance because he could just barely make them out, and wouldn’t have if the house weren’t so quiet.

He hurried to the front doors, clicking the PTT as he went. “Jerry, report.”

There was no response.

At the door, Jack made sure it was still closed. They had deactivated the alarm as soon as they had secured Walter and the women as a precaution, and he had to lock the door the old-fashioned way now by manually twisting the deadbolt into place.

“Jerry, answer me.”

Still no response.

He peered through the security glass at the top of the door. Walter’s vehicle was the only one parked in the front yard, the SUV he, Jones, and Jerry had arrived in earlier still hidden in the woods. It was too dark beyond the halo of the lights to make out anything that wasn’t a trick of moonlight.

“Jerry, goddammit, you still out there?” he said into his mic.

“Quit your nagging,” Jerry finally said in his ear. He wasn’t quite whispering, but it was close. “I’m trying to work here.”

“Report.”

“They’re in the house.”

“Which house?”

“The neighbor’s. One of the neighbors, anyway. I got them cornered inside.”

“What about the dog?”

“Hell if I know. I’ll radio back when I’m done over here.”

“Roger that.”

The earbud went silent, and Jack pushed off the door and walked through the house again.

He liked Jerry. Well, as much as you could like someone you didn’t know existed until five days ago, anyway. He guessed if someone were to press him on it, he didn’t have anything against Jones, either. Not that he minded Jones’s demise too much. Money split two ways was a lot more attractive if his math was correct, and he was pretty sure it was.

The tap-tap-tap of computer keys from the second guest bedroom was a welcoming sound, even though Jack kept one ear open for further reports of gunshots. The fact that he hadn’t heard anything yet meant Jerry had the situation under control. Or, control-ish, anyway. Jerry’s primary weapon, the MP5SD, wouldn’t be audible over this distance, but his handgun wasn’t suppressed. Still, Jerry wouldn’t resort to the sidearm if he didn’t have to.

Jack just hoped Jerry didn’t waste both women in the process. He still preferred to have at least one of them alive as insurance. After all, there was always a chance Walter might suddenly grow some balls. It was a small chance, he had to admit, but it did exist.

He stood in the doorway and watched Walter working, hunched over the laptop at the desk at the back of the room. If the man noticed his presence at all, he didn’t show it. Walter alternated between tapping on the keyboard, using the mouse touchpad, and wiping at beads of sweat that had accumulated around his temple despite the cool night air.

“How’s it going?” Jack finally said.

Walter stopped working and looked over his shoulder. “All right,” he said, his voice wavering slightly.

“Good to hear.” Jack walked across the room. “How much longer?”

“An hour, maybe.”

“Why is it taking so long?”

“It’s complicated,” Walter said. “I have to do it right, one at a time, or it’ll trigger alarms. If that happens—”

“Everything goes up in smoke?”

“Not everything, but a lot of it.” Walter brushed at sweat that was dripping down his chin. “If I miss a single step, it’ll cause problems—”

“Enough,” Jack said. “I don’t need to know about every comma and backspace. Just keep in mind, Walter, that my employer will verify all of this when you’re done, so don’t think you can fuck with us.”

Walter nodded. “Where’s my daughter? Is she okay?”

“Jerry’s looking for her right now.”

Jack waited for Walter to ask about the gunshots, but either he hadn’t heard them or he hadn’t processed their significance.

“Allie?” Walter asked instead.

“Her, too.”

“They’re both fine?”

“For now.” Jack leaned against the back wall and peered through the curtains at the woods that ringed the property. “You should be more concerned about your own welfare.”

Walter didn’t say anything.

Jack looked back at him. “You understand what’s going to happen if you don’t get this done before morning, right?”

“Yes,” Walter said quietly.

“So let’s finish it. The faster you get it done, the faster we can all go our merry ways. And I mean that, Walter. I want nothing more than to get this over with, for you to be reunited with your daughter and girlfriend. I’m sorry about what I did, but you didn’t give me any choice.”

Walter swallowed, but didn’t say anything.

“They’re doing amazing things with plastic surgery these days,” Jack said. “You’ll be fine. I think you can even reattach it.”

Walter might have flinched physically that time.

“Let’s get back to work,” Jack said, and swiveled to face the window again, when he heard it coming from outside the house.

Something that didn’t belong, that shouldn’t have been out there tonight.

Shit, shit, shit, he thought, as he moved across the room, picking up speed as he went. “I’ll be right back,” he said. “In the meantime, keep working!”

Walter looked up, but before he could say anything, Jack was already in the hallway. He unslung the Sig556 assault rifle and unfolded the stock until the weapon was at its full thirty-five and a half inches. He flicked the fire selector from safe to full-automatic. Normally Jack preferred to set it to semi or three-round burst in order to conserve ammo, but he didn’t like what he was still hearing, getting louder as it drew nearer.

At the front door for the second time, Jack looked out through the same rectangular glass window, but where there was nothing before there was definitely something now.

There were two of them, and they were coming up the road.

SUVs.

The lead vehicle was black, and it would have melted effortlessly into the surrounding darkness if not for its bright headlights slicing through the night like twin watchtower beacons. The second vehicle was white and would have stood out even minus its headlights.

Not cops. Not even fucking close.

He didn’t know why, but he would have preferred for them to be cops. Maybe because, while that meant the earlier gunshots had attracted unwanted attention after all, the presence of law enforcement would have been expected.

But these two vehicles… There was nothing expected about them.

They parked in the middle of the front yard, blinding headlights flooding the door and the small window Jack was looking out of.

They did that on purpose, he thought as he slipped out from behind the glass so they couldn’t spot him. He leaned against the wall and waited, listening to car doors opening, then slamming loudly shut.

Then a male voice said, “Check the car; make sure it’s empty.”

Jack gritted his teeth. And things were looking up, too. He’d gotten Walter to cooperate, and though he was sure the client wasn’t going to be happy with how he did it, the fact was, he got the job done. That was all that mattered. Wasn’t it?

“Check the back,” the same voice was saying outside the house. “And watch your fire.”

“Shit,” Jack whispered, because “watch your fire” meant the men outside were armed. Not only that, but they had come here with the purpose of taking prisoners—making sure someone lived through this.

That person was, in all likelihood, not him.

Walter.

Of course it would be Walter. Who else would it be? Just as he, Jones, and Jerry had come here for the Gorman and Smith executive, so had these men. It didn’t take a genius to figure that one out. There was no such thing as coincidences tonight.

He reached down with his free hand and keyed his radio. “Jerry, come in.”

He waited, but there was no response.

“Jerry, goddammit, come in.”

The silence in his right ear was deafening now that the newcomers had turned off their car engines in the front yard.

“Jerry!” he hissed.

He gave up on Jerry and put his right hand back on the Sig556. At the same time, he picked up movement flashing across one of the back windows, just before a suited figure appeared at the back door, peering in through the side security glass. The darkened face snapped left, then right, before finally spotting—

Jack lifted the assault rifle and pulled the trigger, and the man screamed as his face disappeared in a torrent of exploding glass.


Chapter 9


Walter’s closest neighbor lived about half a mile away in a two-story house painted white along the sides and gray near the top, or at least in the parts that she could see from her angle inside the woods. There were bright LED lights leading from the unpaved road toward the long front porch. The windows were darkened, which told her the lamps outside were probably activated by sensors that turned on at night, and she saw panels that might have been solar cells. There was a garage on the other side of the property, but she couldn’t see any vehicles in the front yard.

There could very well have been an entire frat full of college students dozing inside the two floors at this very moment, for all she knew, but staring at the house for the last two (or was it three already?) minutes, Allie didn’t think so. She recognized an abandoned homestead when she saw one.

She glanced back at Lucy, crouched in the darkness behind her. Apollo sat protectively next to the girl, his head raised and ears at attention. The dog looked back at her with deep brown eyes and waited.

Allie put the Glock away in her back waistband, then tugged her shirt over it. If there was anyone inside the house (as unlikely as that was), it wouldn’t have been smart to walk out there with a gun out in the open. People had gotten shot for less on the news, and that was in the city. If there were people inside the house, what were the odds they weren’t armed, all the way out here in the country?

About the same odds as you getting ambushed at your boyfriend’s country house.

She got up and walked back to Lucy. “We need to find out if anyone’s home, and if they have a phone we can use to call the police.”

“You think someone’s home?” Lucy asked. “Wouldn’t they have heard the gunshots?”

“Maybe they’re just really deep sleepers. I don’t know. But we need to go find out either way.” She put a hand on Apollo’s head and scratched his scalp. “You stay here,” she said to the dog. “Guard Lucy. Understand?”

Apollo blinked back at her.

“That’s a good boy,” she said, and stood up. To Lucy: “Stay here until I call for you.”

“What if he finds us?”

“Then you run to me and yell as loud as you can.”

Lucy nodded, uncertainty all over her face. She was scared, and Allie didn’t blame her. Lucy was fifteen and had spent most of her life in the city. Running around out here in the woods being chased by a man with a submachine gun was not something she had any experience with. Allie wished she could have said the same for herself.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she said, and left them behind in the shadows.

At the edge of the clearing, she leaned outside, just enough to see but not be seen. Then she took a deep breath and stepped out into the open. She walked across the front lawn, making a beeline toward the brightly lit porch, doing her very best to look unthreatening, which meant keeping both hands visible and to her sides.

The windows remained closed and dark as she approached the house from a distance. Closer, she glimpsed linen curtains on the other side of the windows, but still there were no faces looking back out at her. Which might have been for the best; a strange face peering outward, from the darkness, might have given her a heart attack.

The feel of the Glock against her waistband kept her moving steadily forward, the cold Polymer plastic pressing against her back doing wonders to reassure her that should anything go wrong, the gun would be there, within reach. She flexed her fingers to keep the blood circulating, ready to reach for the handgun at a moment’s notice.

The stillness of the front yard and emptiness emanating from every panel of the house was unchanged by the time she stepped into the light and was twenty yards from the porch. There was something welcoming about the building despite the loneliness. Maybe it was the bright LEDs all around her. Whoever owned this place hadn’t skimped on the security. Which made her wonder what she was going to do when she reached the door and found it locked, because there was a very good chance it was going to be. With an alarm, possibly, just like at Walter’s house.

That was it, then. She wouldn’t even have to go into the house to call the police. All she had to do was trigger the alarm. If she was lucky, it would be a silent alarm, and she and Lucy could stay hidden from Jack and his buddy while they waited for the cops to arrive. If cops even came this far out, at this time of night.

Feeling suddenly more optimistic than she had been all day, Allie climbed up the front porch. She fought the urge to reach for the Glock with every step, somehow succeeding all the way to the door—

“Allie!”

She spun back toward the woods just as a figure raced out of the shadows.

Lucy!

“He’s here!” Lucy shouted. “He found us!”

She looked past Lucy in search of Apollo, expecting him to burst out of the woods behind her, but the dog was nowhere to be seen. That didn’t make any sense, but she managed to push the question aside long enough to hurry down the steps, pulling out the Glock and slipping her forefinger into the trigger guard by the time she was halfway down.

“Where’s Apollo?” she shouted across the front yard.

Lucy shook her head—or Allie thought she did. The girl was running as fast as she could, and every part of her was bobbling up and down with the effort.

Allie jogged to meet the teenager, at the same time keeping her eyes focused on the darkness behind her, waiting for either Apollo or Jerry to come bursting into the open. But there was nothing. There were just black shadows in the tree lines where Lucy had run out from.

“Where’s Apollo?” she shouted again.

Lucy gasped, her mouth opening and closing, but each time Allie thought she was going to say something, only labored breaths came out of the teenager.

Then she heard it: A mechanical whirring noise coming from the woods.

Suppressed gunshots.

It was Jerry’s MP5SD, the one with the built-in suppressor. She would recognize the sound the submachine gun made when it was firing anywhere, especially on full-automatic.

“Come on,” she said, and grabbed the girl around the wrist and led her back to the house.

“Apollo ran off,” Lucy said between gasps. “I’m sorry.”

“Apollo can take care of himself, but we have to get into the house.”

“Is it locked?”

“Not for long.”

They charged up the steps, Allie clinging to Lucy as the girl stumbled along. She let go of the teenager’s arm when they reached the landing, and stalked forward alone. She took a breath, measured her distance to get into the exact position she needed to—

She slammed the sole of her sneaker into the section of the door directly under the doorknob, while avoiding the brass lever itself. The door cracked, but didn’t open. Allie smashed it a second time, then a third before the door finally snapped free and swung inward, the doorknob still clinging to the doorframe by the deadbolt.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing Lucy by the arm again and leading her into the darkened living room of the two-story house.
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He emerged out of the woods at almost the exact same spot that she—and then later, Lucy—had. Maybe he didn’t know he was following in their footsteps, or maybe he just didn’t care he wasn’t being very clever about his approach because of the thirty-round weapon he had in his possession. Despite the dark clothes, she easily spotted his shadowy outline moving out there even before he stepped into the first pool of light that dotted the front yard.

There were no signs of Apollo anywhere, but Allie didn’t have that gnawing feeling in her gut that something had gone wrong. She wanted to believe she and the dog had formed a bond since he had come into her life, but maybe that was just her trying to convince herself he was still out there, somewhere, alive and kicking.

According to Lucy, Apollo had taken off without warning, and it was about ten seconds later that she heard the first gunshot—or “coughing sound”—followed by a man cursing loudly very close by, even though she couldn’t see him.

Lucy was sitting against an armchair to her left at the moment. The furniture, like the sofas and half of the living room behind her, was covered with a heavy tarp. Just her luck that the first of Walter’s neighbors she ran across weren’t home, and from all indications, hadn’t been for some time. She thought this might have been a summer residence, but from the dust that she had unwittingly rubbed onto her clothes and the cobwebs she was still picking out of her hair, it had been more than one summer since anyone had lived here.

The teenager had her back against the thick white covering and her knees pulled up to her chest, and was staring forward at the pitch-black living room. Allie wasn’t sure if Lucy was more afraid of Jerry stalking toward them or the emptiness of the large house around them. It was quiet, so quiet, which only added to the eeriness.

Thirty seconds after he stepped out of the woods, Jerry was already halfway to the house, all the while moving slightly hunched over with the submachine gun in front of him. His head was in constant motion, searching the grounds for anything and everything. She couldn’t see any wounds on him as he stepped in and out of the halo of lights, which meant he had survived Apollo unscathed. She just hoped the same was true for Apollo.

For some reason, the Glock in her hand felt heavier now than when they first settled next to the window to wait for Jerry. The linen curtain that bookended her view of the front yard was very still and she wished she could open the window even just a crack to ventilate the stale air inside the house that made just breathing a chore, but that would have been a dead giveaway, and she needed Jerry to get close.

Way, way closer than he currently was at the moment.

Which was why she clenched her teeth when the bastard suddenly stopped about forty yards from the front porch.

Closer, she thought, willing him to keep moving.

But he didn’t. Instead, he went down on one knee and peered at the house.

Had he spotted her hiding behind the window to the right of the front door? Could he make out the damaged door that she had closed back up as much as she could, using a metal shoe rack to lodge it (just barely) in place? Or had the moonlight given him an angle on her that she hadn’t accounted for or thought possible?

Closer. Come just a little bit closer!

Instead, he got up and started sideways, and she knew instantly he was going to try to go around the house and sneak up on them from the back. And if he did that, she’d have to reacquire him again, which would mean she would lose all the element of surprise—

Dammit!

She rocked backward and picked herself up from the floor, then scooted another couple of steps back from the window, lifted the Glock, and squeezed off a shot that shattered the glass, the gunshot booming inside the house.

Jerry was running right even before the first piece of glass pelted the porch outside. Maybe he’d even seen her moving before she pulled the trigger and shot through the window. Either way, she didn’t wait to see if the first shot had hit him. She fired again, trying to track his movement. He was surprisingly fast for a man wearing all that gear.

The ground where he had been standing erupted with dirt—another miss!—and the man was still on his feet, still moving impossibly quick—until finally he disappeared out of her field of vision before she could squeeze off a third shot.

Allie stood up and pressed her body against the wall, staying out of view of the window even as glass continued to trickle onto the wooden deck outside. Without the window, the chilly night flooded the house and swamped her in a cool breeze that dug all the way through her layers of clothes and to the bones underneath. Next to her, Lucy, who had mirrored her movements and was now leaning against the wall, shivered against the sudden surge of cold air.

“Did you get him?” Lucy asked. She sounded like she was holding her breath.

Allie shook her head. “He’s going to try to outflank us, come in from the back.”

“Can he do that?”

“Yeah.” Allie looked around her, then, “We need to get up to the second floor.”

“It’s dark up there…”

“It’s dark down here, too,” she said, “but at least we’ll have higher ground on him.”

The girl looked petrified, not that Allie was feeling so great about their chances, either. Especially against that submachine gun…
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It didn’t take Jerry very long to find his way in through the back door. She could hear his boots squeaking against the kitchen’s tiled floor, the sound of his voice as he communicated with someone over a radio. The fact that he wasn’t even trying to disguise his approach was proof of how little he thought of her and Lucy as potential threats.

Maybe he even knew she only had five bullets left. The Glock had seven remaining when she tried to pick him off through the window. She knew, because she had counted while she and Lucy were waiting for him to come out of the woods.

Five bullets against however many magazines Jerry was carrying with him in that pouch around his waist. He’d probably already reloaded once, maybe twice. Would he really carry more than two extra magazines? Anything was possible, and right now she had to err on the side of caution. Besides, even if Jerry had used up all of his submachine gun’s ammo, he still had the sidearm. How much spare ammo did he have for that?

The answer was more than she had.

She might have sighed out loud, because Lucy, hiding behind the ajar bedroom down the hall from her, moved slightly, the fabric of her pants rustling in the darkness. Allie didn’t look back at her, a little afraid that her own lack of conviction might show on her face and infect the girl.

Instead, she gripped the Glock tighter and pressed her chest closer—though there wasn’t a whole lot of spaces left—against the second-story floor and peeked through the two balusters in front of her. She was so low to the ground that she could see and smell the dust gathered round the base of the wooden poles even in the pitch-darkness. It had definitely been a while since someone put a Dustbuster to work on this place.

He was moving slowly from the back of the house to the living room, as if he had all the time in the world. And maybe he did. She had kicked the door in expecting sirens to wail or at least lights on the alarm panel to start blinking. Except there wasn’t any panel on the wall, and nothing blinked. While waiting for Jerry to show up, she had been holding out hope that the house had a silent alarm, with the control panel somewhere else in another part of the residence calling out to the authorities at that very moment.

Except no one had come. Not even after she had fired two more shots into the dead silent night.

So maybe Jerry was right. Maybe he did have all night to stalk her, maybe—

A loud growl from the darkness interrupted the silence.

Jerry heard it at the same time that she did. He stopped almost directly below her on the first floor and spun around, lifting the MP5SD as he did so.

She didn’t know why, but something prompted her to jump up to her feet and shout down, “Hey, dickhead!”

He might have been in the process of pulling the trigger at something down there, but her scream cut through him like a knife, and Jerry instead whirled back around in her direction and opened fire.

She ducked her head and ran along the length of the second floor as the wall exploded around her, the sound of the submachine gun’s parts spinning sending shivers up and down her spine. She thought she was ready for it; she had seen it at work up close and had even held and used one at the range. But she wasn’t quite prepared for the sheer violence of its thirty rounds, all of which seemed to be coming at her at subsonic speeds.

She stuck out her hand and fired the Glock blindly down at the living room while shielding her face with her free arm against the chunks of the wall swarming around her. It sounded and felt as if every inch of the second floor was coming apart at the seams and there would be absolutely nothing left when this was over.

Then, a sharp, ferocious bark broke through the whirring gunfire and the clink-clink-clink of empty brass casings scattering across the tiled first floor. The wall behind her stopped exploding just as Allie reached the head of the stairs. She didn’t so much as stop as she rammed into the wall and didn’t have any more room to keep going.

She didn’t have to turn her head very far to glimpse Jerry below her, at the same time a rocket of white fur—easily visible against the dark living room—streaked toward him. Jerry reacted much faster than the bigger Jones had at Walter’s house, and instead of trying to shoot the dog, Jerry lifted his submachine gun and swung.

A sharp yelp filled the house as Apollo was knocked out of the air by the stock of the weapon and landed in a pile of fur on the floor. The dog quickly scrambled to his feet, but despite his breathtaking speed, Apollo wasn’t fast enough. Jerry had already dropped the MP5SD and drawn his sidearm and was lifting it—

Allie aimed, praying that she hadn’t wasted all five remaining rounds during her mad dash across the floor, and pulled the trigger.


Chapter 10


“It’s him, the girl, and the woman. It’s an easy job. You’ll be in the country with no one around for miles. Maybe a neighbor or two. Maybe. It’ll probably be the easiest and most lucrative job of your life. When this is over, you’ll thank me.”

Jack grunted. Why did he ever think it was going to be that easy? Nothing about his life had ever been that easy. His childhood, his teenage years, even his twenties serving Uncle Sam.

And yet, and yet, when Walter had driven up in the car and the girl ran into the house, he had allowed himself to believe that yes, this time it could really be that easy. This one time, a job was going to wrap up all nice and tidy, and once they got Walter to do what they needed, he’d take the man outside while Jones dealt with the girl and Jerry took care of the girlfriend. He was just dealing with civilians, after all, not gun-toting mercenaries, or drug dealers, or private security.

It should have been simple.

Fucking idiot.

There were two of them—a big, broad-shouldered man standing next to a thinner but taller one. They were wearing suits, but only the tall one looked like his was tailored by someone who knew what they were doing. They leaned against the black SUV’s open front doors, the lights glinting off pistols clutched in their hands.

Two more men were using the white SUV as a shield. It was parked slightly behind and to the right of the black one, and instead of pistols, these two were wielding long-barreled submachine guns. Maybe Uzis with suppressors. Either way, they’d definitely come prepared, which boded poorly for him.

There were four outside in the front yard right now and at least two more at the back of the house. Or there were two more before he let loose with the Sig556. He probably shouldn’t have kept shooting long after the man disappeared in a shower of glass and wood and bullets, and Jack chastised himself for losing control even if it was just for a few seconds. He kept waiting for whoever was still out there to show themselves, either through the gaping hole where the back door used to be, or along one of the back windows, but no one did.

It had been exactly a minute and a half since he fired, and Jack scrambled away from the door now, keeping his eyes on the back door and windows the entire time. He slipped into the living room, then angled right, toward the bedroom hallway. He shot a glance at the second hallway further back to make sure it was empty before reaching his destination, and slid up against the wall. He paused to take a breath before sneaking a look around the corner and, again, at the back of the house.

Nothing. Not a damned thing.

“What’s going on out there?” Walter called from the open guest bedroom door behind him.

“Everything’s fine, Walter,” he called back.

“Who’s shooting?”

“Stop talking and get back to work!”

He waited for a response, but didn’t get any. He also didn’t hear the tap-tap-tapping that he was waiting for, so Walter hadn’t gotten “back to work” as ordered. Jack guessed he couldn’t really blame the guy. The Sig556 made a hell of a racket, especially when fired inside a building on full-auto.

But Jack didn’t dare backtrack to convince Walter to resume his task. He couldn’t take his eyes off the living room, the back door and windows, or the foyer for even a second. There were no other ways into the house except through the two doors in front of him. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There were the bedroom windows, but they’d have to pry the burglar bars loose first to come through there.

He reached down with his left hand, the right holding the assault rifle just out of view of anyone looking in from the back of the house. He pressed the PTT and whispered into the throat mic, knowing the device wouldn’t have any trouble transmitting his words: “Jerry, come in.”

He waited for an answer, but like the last time he had attempted to contact Jerry, only silence came through the earbud.

“Jerry, goddammit, come in. You still out there?”

Still nothing, because Jerry was dead. That was the only explanation. There was no way he would run off, not without his share of the job. Jerry would never abandon a retirement package that would have finally made all the years toiling in the private markets for chump change, doing every two-bit dictator and asshole’s bidding, worth it. Because Jerry, when you got right down to it, was just like him.

“Hey!” someone shouted from the front yard. “Hold your fire!”

Jack didn’t answer. It was probably a trap, trying to get him to expose his exact location for another brute force attack.

I was born at night, but not last night, chump.

“Hey, you in there?” the man shouted again. Then, when Jack still didn’t answer, “Answer it!”

Answer it? Jack thought, when he glimpsed movement coming from his right—from the back of the house—and stuck out his rifle to shoot. A man in a cheap suit had appeared, but before Jack could pull the trigger, the man tossed something into the house. It was small, and for a moment Jack thought it was a grenade, but the shape was all wrong—

It bounced off the couch and landed on the carpet about five feet in front of him.

It was a phone.

One of those cheap brands almost identical to the burner cell phone he had in one of his pockets at the moment.

The fuck?

The man had darted away, flitting across one of the back windows. Jack almost pulled the trigger anyway, but the man was surprisingly fast, and the presence of the phone (Not a grenade, thank you, God) had thrown him off. He felt stupid letting the man get close enough to throw the phone all the way inside the house. If it had actually been a grenade, he’d be dead right now. Or, at least, minus one or two limbs.

If Jack had any doubts the thing in front of him was really a phone, it started to vibrate before playing a generic ringtone.

“Answer it!” the man from the front yard shouted again. “I promise it’s not booby trapped.”

Jack stared at the phone as it moved back and forth an inch at a time against the carpet. He shot the back windows another look, just to be sure.

“You’re gonna want to hear what I have to say!” the man shouted. “It’s either that or we come in with everything, and you get dead. What’s it going to be?”

Jack sighed. Shit. What the hell was going on here?

The phone stopped ringing and moving.

For about five seconds, anyway; then it started again.

“Go on, answer it!” the same voice shouted.

Jack stared at the phone and thought about going into the guest bedroom and bringing Walter out to fetch the device. But that wouldn’t work, because he needed Walter. And from every indication, he wasn’t the only one. The guy shouting at him to answer the phone hadn’t come here for him. Oh no, it was all about Walter, all right.

Jack leaned the rifle against the wall, then got down on his hands and knees. He took a breath, let out a curse at his shitty luck, and quickly crawled forward and snatched up the cheap plastic phone. It had survived its toss mostly intact, though parts of the outer shell were cracked and missing small pieces. The screen, though, looked in one piece.

He reversed course and didn’t breathe again until he was back in the hallway and on his feet with the rifle in one hand. The phone had stopped vibrating and ringing when he got it, but he didn’t have to wait very long for it to start up again.

He pressed the answer button. “So talk.”

“My name’s Monroe,” a man said through the phone. It was definitely the same voice that had been shouting at him from the front of the house. “What’s yours?”

“Jack.”

The man chuckled. “Right. Jack.”

“You saying Monroe’s your real name?”

“It is.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Believe what you want…Jack,” Monroe said.

“So what do you want, Monroe?”

“Oh, I think you know what I want. Who I want, to be precise.”

Jack glanced over his shoulder at the guest bedroom, the one with Walter inside. There was still no tap-tap-tapping coming out of it.

“Who are you?” he said into the phone.

“Same as you,” Monroe said. “Just some guy trying to make enough to keep the lights on.”

“Nice rides.”

“Thanks. You can have one, if you like. All you have to do is throw down your guns and come outside. I got the keys right here.”

“I don’t think so. I think we’re going to stay right where we are and pick your boys off one by one as they try to come in.”

“‘We,’ Jack? You telling me there’s more than just you in there keeping Walter prisoner?”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t believe you. My man only saw you.”

“He needs to get his eyes checked.”

Monroe chuckled, though Jack thought it sounded just a bit too forced. “Saw a little blood around the car out here. You boys run into a little unexpected trouble?”

Understatement of the decade, asshole, Jack thought, but said, “Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“I believe that. You guys are pros, after all.”

Jack wondered if Monroe really bought his tale about there being more than just him inside, or if the man was just humoring him.

“That’s right,” he said.

“So are we.”

“Monroe, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Doesn’t ring any bells.”

“That’s the idea. You should know a thing or two about that. We’re expendable, Jack. That’s why I don’t think this needs to get out of hand.”

“It’s already out of hand. You shouldn’t have tried to come in.”

“Had to give it a shot.”

“Your man would disagree.”

“Yeah, well, I’m the one who’s going to have to tell his wife how he died. I think I’m going to make up a story. Training accident, maybe. Something like that.”

“Hey, do what works for you.”

Another too forced-sounding chuckle. “What’s it going to take to convince you boys to hand Walter over to me without further bloodshed? How much?”

“There’s three of us,” Jack said.

“Tell me how much, Jack.”

“You authorized to make deals?”

“I am.”

“How much you have on you?”

“Not on me,” Monroe said. “But it can be arranged. You know how this goes. Untraceable funds in untraceable bank accounts. It’ll be waiting for you as soon as we come to an agreement. Direct wire transfers. All that good stuff. That sound good to you?”

He had to admit, it did sound good. The real money was finishing the job and getting paid by the client, but that was money he couldn’t spend if he was dead. Right now, right here, he’d take a sandwich if he could walk out of this house alive.

Of course, he wasn’t going to tell Monroe that.

“You still there, Jack?” Monroe asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Why don’t you and your friends talk it through, then get back to me.”

“How much time do we have?”

“How about till morning?” Monroe asked.

I won’t need that long, Jack thought, when there was a loud crash!

Jack looked out and toward the back door, just in time to see a figure barreling its way into the house, smashing apart the remains of the doorframe.

Lying sack of shit! his mind screamed, even as he lifted the Sig556 and pushed off the wall to get a good shot.

The man must have literally thrown his body into the door and lost his balance soon after, because even as Jack was lining up his first shot, the man thumped! against the floor face-first. He was attempting to scramble up when Jack shot him in the left shoulder—the biggest part of the body presented to him. The man grunted, but kept rising.

Jack shot him again, this time aiming for the chest, but the suited man was surprisingly swift for someone of his size (the guy had to be well over six-two, and bulky), and Jack’s round hit him in the side of the neck instead. The man collapsed, the Uzi that was clutched in his hand clattering to the floor before he did.

There was no time for Jack to enjoy his success, because loud crashing sounds exploded from the front of the house as Monroe’s other men assaulted the door. Hearing the chaos, Jack wanted to laugh out loud. Not only at Monroe’s lies, but also at his own gullibility.

Jesus Christ, he had almost believed the guy there for a second!

As if it was going to be that easy. You idiot.

Jack switched the rifle back to full-auto just as two men staggered through the gaping hole that was the back door. They saw their dead comrade and one of them froze, which was a mistake, because Jack put three rounds dead center into his chest.

The second one was smarter and faster, and he ran forward and slid for cover behind the granite island countertop inside the kitchen. Jack sent a few bullets in his direction anyway, smashing the countertop and pinging! one round off the refrigerator, adding to the dent already there from when he tried to pick off Allie earlier.

A loud crash! as the front door gave under the assault.

Jack turned and fled into the back of the house even as he heard Monroe shouting, “Watch your fire! Watch your fire!”

Walter, Jack thought. They want Walter alive, remember?

Then:

I can work with that…


Chapter 11


“Fucking dog,” Jerry said.

“His name’s Apollo,” Allie said.

“Fuck his name.”

“Classy.”

“I got more where that came from.”

“Spare us.”

“Your loss.”

Allie picked up the MP5SD from the floor, but she could tell it was empty by the weight. That wasn’t a surprise, given the state of the second floor hallway; Jerry had unloaded the entire magazine at her. The fact that she had come through unscathed, with only a few nicks here and there from flying debris, was still hard for her to accept.

I should be dead. Jesus, I should be dead right now…

Jerry was leaning back against a tarp-covered armchair, smearing blood that was trickling out of his shoulder into the fabric. He was trying to stanch the bleeding with one gloved hand, the other stretching not-so-subtly toward the handgun lying a few feet from him. He would have lunged for the weapon if a white dog, fur speckled with dried blood, wasn’t growling at him.

“Go ahead,” Allie said. “See if you can reach the gun before he takes a bite out of your neck, the way he did Jones back at the house.”

Jerry grunted and pressed his hand over the other one instead, to help with the bleeding. Apollo eased up and sat down on his haunches, though his eyes never left the man in black.

Allie picked up the handgun from the floor. It was a Sig Sauer and still had a full magazine, so she pushed it into her front waistband to replace the empty Glock she had tossed away.

“Spares?” she asked, pulling the magazine out of the submachine gun just to be sure she hadn’t misjudged the weight. She hadn’t.

Jerry shook his head. “That was the last one.”

“Didn’t think you’d need more than three, huh?”

“Guess not.”

“Too bad for you.”

“Guess so.”

She laid the MP5SD on a dusty tabletop and drew the Sig Sauer. “I bet you have spares for this.”

Jerry didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. She crouched next to him and rifled through his pockets and struck gold with two magazines for the Sig. Then she pulled out and tossed his Ka-Bar knife, watched it vanish underneath another tarp-covered furniture.

In another pouch, she found a bundle of plastic cuffs. “What are these for?”

“Just in case.”

“Why so many?”

“Like I said, just in case.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “I told Jack we should have put you into one of them.”

“You should have insisted on it.”

“Yeah, I guess I should have.”

“Your mistake.”

“One of many, from the looks of it.” He sighed. “It was supposed to be an easy job.”

“That’s what happens when you assume.”

He smirked, but didn’t say anything.

She stood and looked up to the second floor. “Lucy, you can come down now.”

Apollo got up and walked over to the bottom of the stairs as Lucy came down. He got a nice scratch on the head and under the chin for his effort.

Allie turned back to Jerry. “What do you want with Walter?”

“Why don’t you ask your boyfriend?” Jerry said.

“Because you’re here, and he’s not. What do you want with Walter?”

“You’re asking the wrong person, lady. I’m just the hired help.”

She stared at him. Jerry had baby blue eyes, but there wasn’t anything particularly attractive about him. He looked almost too normal, which wasn’t something she expected from people capable of so much violence. Then again, who was she to judge? People looked at her and they didn’t see a woman who had spent ten years of her life hunting down her sister’s killer. She’d spent the last two years of her life putting up a façade that had, until tonight, been completely convincing.

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

“Which part?”

“Both.”

“Too bad,” Jerry said, when they both heard the very faint pop-pop-pop of gunfire coming from a distance.

She glanced toward the front of the house, as did Lucy and Apollo.

“Did you hear that?” Lucy asked.

“It’s coming from the house,” Allie said.

“Dad…”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Allie said, trying very hard to be convincing. “They won’t hurt him, remember? They need him.” She looked back at Jerry. “What’s happening at the house?”

“Good question,” Jerry said.

“You don’t know?”

“Not a clue.”

“I don’t believe you. I think you’re lying.”

“That seems to be a theme tonight. A lot of people doing a lot of lying.”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“But what’s happening back there now, I don’t have a fucking clue,” Jerry said.

She didn’t say it, but she believed him. Jerry looked just as uncertain (maybe even more confused) about what was happening back at Walter’s house.

So what was happening back there?

A voice, very faint, whispering somewhere in the semidarkness.

She leaned toward Jerry. “What?”

“What?” he said back.

Then she remembered: Jerry, walking through the house, talking to someone on the radio.

She reached over and snapped the earbud out of his ear and slipped it into hers, just in time to hear Jack’s voice:

“Jerry, goddammit, come in. You still out there?”

She didn’t answer him, but unclipped Jerry’s radio and took a step back. “Looks like your friend’s in trouble.”

“Sounds that way,” Jerry said.

“You don’t look very concerned.”

“We’re not exactly BFFs.”

“You’re strangers.”

“Basically.”

“Who hired you?”

Jerry grinned at her, but didn’t say anything.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“You asking me all these questions, thinking I know the answers to them.”

“Don’t you?”

“I’m expendable, toots. We all are. That’s why they put us together for this one job. We either get it done and get paid handsomely for our troubles, or we fail and no one hears from us again.”

“Sounds like a shitty job.”

“It keeps the lights on.”

“Unless you fail.”

“There’s always that.” He grimaced and shot a glance at his shoulder.

“Hurts?” she asked.

“What do you think?”

“I think if I’m smart, I should shoot you right now so you can’t do any more damage.”

“You’re right; that would be the smart thing to do,” he nodded.

She stared at him, wondering if he really meant that—if he was that ready to die—or if this was just a poor job of putting on a brave front. She couldn’t tell either way. Jerry had a strangely subdued expression on his face, as if he had already come to peace with his situation. Maybe the man really didn’t care if he died or not after tonight.

It was a moot point anyway. Maybe once upon a time she could have murdered a man in cold blood, but those days were behind her.

“But I’m not a killer,” she said.

“Didn’t think so,” he said, smiling back at her.
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While she couldn’t justify shooting Jerry where he sat bleeding, Allie had no problems marching him to the master bedroom on the second floor and tying him up with one of his own plastic handcuffs, then leaving him on the bed shouting muffled obscenities into the handkerchief she’d stuffed into his mouth.

Lucy was waiting for her downstairs, the girl rubbing her arms to keep back the cold and anxiously looking over her shoulder in the direction of Walter’s house. Apollo walked over to Allie, his nails clack-clack-clacking against the tiled floor. He rubbed his head against one of her legs, then sat down and waited.

“Did you find a phone?” she asked the girl.

Lucy shook her head. “I looked everywhere. There isn’t one in the entire place. I even turned on some lights just to be sure.”

Allie nodded. She’d told Lucy to only turn on the lights if she needed to. She didn’t think Jack was out there looking for them—the chances of him leaving Walter at this juncture was zero to none, especially with Jones out of the picture—but she didn’t want to take the chance.

The lack of phones, on the other hand, didn’t surprise her. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a landline in her own apartment. Walter didn’t have one at his home, either. All three of them used cellphones exclusively, except for when they were at work. Gorman and Smith, like most businesses, still kept landlines around.

“What about Dad?” Lucy asked.

“I’m going back there for him.”

“By yourself?”

Allie nodded. “We can’t call the cops, and I’m not sure how effective firing more bullets into the air would do. If someone was going to hear them, they would have by now. I wish we could wait for daylight, but I don’t think your dad’s going to last that long.”

“What do you mean?” When she didn’t answer fast enough, the girl said, “Allie? What do you mean he might not last that long?”

She walked over to the girl and put both hands on her thin shoulders, then squeezed them. “They showed us their faces, remember? They wouldn’t have shown us their faces if they were going to let us go after all of this is over. You, me, your dad. They need him, but only until they can get what they want from him. After that…”

The girl nodded somberly, and Allie thought, She’s so much stronger than I gave her credit for. I guess we were both hiding our true selves from one another all this time.

“Do you know why all of this is happening?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t,” Allie said. “I didn’t even know your dad made enough at Gorman and Smith to have a second house out here until he asked me to take this trip with you two.”

“He bought it three years ago…”

“How?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did he finance it? Or did he buy it with cash?”

Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know. What does that have to with anything?”

Maybe nothing, but maybe everything, she thought, but said, “I guess it doesn’t.”

“If you’re going back there for Dad, then I’m coming with you.”

“No. You’re safer waiting for me here.”

“Allie…”

“Don’t argue with me.” But Lucy looked like she was going to argue anyway, so Allie squeezed her shoulders again and put on her best forced smile. “I hate to say it, Lucy, but I’m better off doing this by myself. Well, not completely by myself,” she added, looking down at Apollo, sitting silently next to them.

“I really think I should come with you…”

“Have you ever fired a gun in your life?”

“No…”

“Shot someone?”

“No…”

“I have. I just shot Jerry. But he wasn’t the first one. And he’s not going to be the last.”

Even in the semidarkness, Allie could see all the questions swirling around behind the girl’s eyes at her statement.

“One of these days I’ll tell you all about it,” Allie said. “For now, I need you to be safe, and that means staying here.” She let go of the teenager’s shoulders. “Now, will you be all right until I come back with your father?”

“I’ll hide if anyone shows up. It’s dark, and there’s a lot of rooms. Just get Dad back, okay?”

“I will,” Allie said. Then, looking at Apollo, “Right?”

He raised his head and stuck out his tongue, licking his nose.

“What does that mean?” Lucy asked.

“That’s a yes,” Allie smiled.
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Gunshots, she thought, as she came to a stop somewhere halfway back to Walter’s house. Apollo did the same thing next to her, his floppy ears standing at attention.

The pop-pop-pop of a fully automatic rifle shattered the quiet. There was more than one, but the shots were overlapping and she couldn’t pick out the exact number. She only knew one thing for certain: there was a full-blown gun battle going on at the house this very moment, and Walter was in there, somewhere.

Way to pick your country getaway, Walter, she thought with a wry smile. Couldn’t you have at least found one with a neighbor within earshot of a gun battle?

“Come on, boy,” she said, and started forward again.

Apollo followed without hesitation.

This is so stupid. You know that, right?

There was no reason for her to keep moving toward the house. Well, that wasn’t entirely true—there was one reason: Walter. She was voluntarily walking into a gun battle because a man she had been dating for five months was being held hostage back there.

Jesus, did she like Walter that much?

The answer was no. But she liked him enough.

Probably.

She stopped again, and let out a heavy, frustrated sigh. Apollo, who had kept walking for a few steps, finally noticed she wasn’t next to him anymore and stopped, then looked back at her before cocking his head to one side, as if to ask, Now what?

She crouched and he walked back, immediately presenting his head. She scratched him on the scalp and under his chin.

“What am I doing? That’s automatic gunfire, Apollo. I must be crazy.”

Apollo’s answer was to lean in for more scratching.

“You’re no help at all.”

Then, almost as suddenly as they had broken out, the shooting just…stopped.

Apollo turned his head in the direction of Walter’s house.

“You’re getting a bad feeling about this too, huh?” she said, standing back up. “Yeah, we’ve definitely done smarter things in our lives, that’s for sure.”

She started walking again, with Apollo keeping pace next to her.

“I should have stayed out of the woods, Apollo. Nothing good ever comes from going into the woods.”

Apollo let out something that sounded almost like a regretful groan.

“I knew you’d understand.”

She picked up her pace, clutching and unclutching the gun in her hand.


Chapter 12


He’d done most of the shooting, but Monroe’s people had returned fire three times, and only when they could see him. If nothing else, they were at least disciplined enough to follow that one order Monroe had given them, even if it meant running around while he tried to pick them off from the back of the hallway.

As he settled against the wall next to the closed bedroom door, Jack took stock of his situation.

It was, in a word, shit.

He was trapped inside a house with at least four guns, all of whom wanted what (who) was in the room with him, but couldn’t give less than two cents about his hide. He wasn’t completely up a creek, though. He still had an ace in the hole: Walter, currently cowering behind the computer desk, staring at him. Once the shooting began, Walter had smartly taken cover. He’d also known better than to run out the open door and into the gunfire. Maybe the guy had some survival instincts about him after all.

The window behind Walter was still intact, the curtains pulled in to keep anyone out there from spying in. Bullets had no issue piercing glass, but it was hard to shoot if you couldn’t see your target. Not that he thought Monroe’s people would start pumping lead into the room anyway, at least not with Walter somewhere inside with him.

Jack turned his attention back to the door. He had reloaded the Sig556 with a fresh magazine, which left him with one extra. Fortunately, he still had two spares for the Sig Sauer P250. And then there was the Ka-Bar. You never knew when a little close-quarters action was necessary.

He stood very still and listened, trying to pick up sounds coming from outside. If Monroe’s people were coming, they were taking their time.

“You finished?” Jack asked without turning around.

“What?” Walter said.

Jack nodded at the laptop on the desk in front of Walter. “You finished?”

Walter shook his head.

“How much longer?” Jack asked.

“I was only halfway…”

“How much longer?”

Walter thought about it before shaking his head again. “Maybe another thirty minutes?”

“Jesus Christ.”

“It’s complicated—”

“Whatever,” Jack said. “Get back to work.”

“What?”

“Get the fuck back to work.”

Walter peeked around the desk and at the laptop, then at Jack, but he remained on the floor.

“I mean it,” Jack said. “Get back to work.”

“What if they start shooting again?”

“Pick up the laptop and move it behind the desk with you.”

“Oh,” Walter said.

Jack smiled to himself. For a guy charged with moving millions around on a daily basis, ol’ Walter could be a little dense.

He watched the man lean out from behind the desk, then quickly scoot forward on all fours, stretching his long body around the metal furniture as if he were some kind of caterpillar. Walter snatched the laptop by one end and pulled it around the desk until it, along with the rest of him, was safe behind cover again.

“Well?” Jack said.

Walter didn’t answer. Instead, the familiar tap-tap-tap filled the room, along with a strange vibration…coming from one of his pants pockets.

He thought it was the burner phone he was using to contact the client, until he realized the vibration, followed by the generic ringtone, was coming from the wrong pocket.

Monroe’s.

He didn’t even remember stowing the phone during the gunfight. Jack fished it out now and looked down at the unknown caller ID on the cracked screen. When he didn’t answer it, the phone stopped vibrating…for five seconds; then it started up again.

Jack pressed the screen to answer it. “Front desk.”

“Funny,” Monroe said. “Found the stiff in the room next door, by the way.”

“Of course you did.”

“Looks like he’s been dead for a while. I get the feeling you’ve been lying to me about having friends, Jack.”

“One good turn deserves another, I always say.”

“Fair enough.”

“What do you want?”

“Smart, going into the same room with Walter. I guess that’s so we won’t try to bum-rush you again?”

“You’ve already proven you have plenty of bums to go around. Thought I’d play it safe this time.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think that was going to work, but I had to give it a shot.”

“Seems to me you didn’t come very prepared. Gotta say, Monroe, I’m not overly impressed here.”

“You’re right,” Monroe said. “We didn’t get much of a lead time. Had to come with what we had on hand.”

He’s confirming my suspicions. Why?

“Which is why I need to end this quickly,” Monroe said. “Time is not on my side. Or yours, but I’m sure you already know that. One way or another, this thing ends by morning. With that said, how do you feel about a partnership?”

“Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice…”

“Understandable. But you have to know you don’t have a lot of choices at the moment.”

“Don’t I?”

“No. You don’t.”

Jack didn’t answer, because Monroe was right. The only possibility was to use Walter as a shield, but all it would take was one decent sniper waiting for him outside, and it was game over. That was assuming he even made it out of the house in the first place with Monroe’s people still inside the building with him.

Shit. The fucker’s right.

“Jack, you still there?” Monroe said through the phone.

He ignored the voice, even cupped the receiver so he could listen to the hallway on the other side of the wall. Monroe had tried this tack once already—and it’d almost worked—and there was no reason he wouldn’t do it again.

His palm vibrated slightly against Monroe’s voice, until he finally brought the phone back up to his ear. “Let’s say I believe you this time. What guarantees can you give me?”

“You tell me.”

“Tell me who sent you.”

“I can’t do that. You know that, Jack. Unwritten code, and all that bullshit. Besides, does it really matter?”

Jack thought about it. “I guess not.”

“What else?” Monroe asked.

“What’s the mission?”

“You know what the mission is.”

“Walter.”

“Correct. Walter.” A beat. Then, “What say you, Jack? You ready to put all this behind you? Live to fight another day?”

“I hate going home empty-handed.”

“But you’ll be going home.”

Monroe was right. Fuck him in the eyes, Monroe was right. Jack wanted to live. Jesus Christ, he wanted to live.

He looked over at Walter. If the man had been eavesdropping on the phone conversation and was even remotely flustered by it, it hadn’t interrupted the rhythmic tap-tap-tap coming from behind the desk.

Jack turned back to the phone. “So how do I walk out of here?”

“Simple,” Monroe said through the phone. “You just walk out of here.”

“Just like that?”

“I don’t give two shits about you, Jack. I want Walter. He’s my meal ticket. You? You’re just another guy with a gun. I don’t have any plans for you, except maybe to put your name in my Rolodex so I can offer you a job in the future.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Good men are hard to find. I don’t know what happened to the one in the other room, but you’re obviously the last man standing. That counts for something in my book.” Another dramatic pause, then, “So are we doing this, Jack? We simpatico?”

“I got a problem.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“My momma used to tell me, when something’s too good to be true, it usually means they have a red-hot poker ready to shove up your ass when you turn around.”

Monroe chuckled. “She sounds like a hell of a woman.”

“She had her moments.”

“Why don’t you take a minute to think about my offer? Just don’t take too long. I need an answer before midnight.”

Jack glanced down at his watch. 10:14 P.M.

“Until then,” Monroe continued, “I’ll hold the boys back and give you space.”

“Awfully courteous of you.”

“Hey, we’re both professionals, right? I took my best shot and you survived. Now I just want to end this.”

“Midnight,” Jack said.

“Sure, midnight, but feel free to give me a ring if you make up your mind before then,” Monroe said, just before he terminated their connection.

Jack stared at the phone for a moment. Could he actually trust Monroe? Could he afford not to? He wasn’t getting out of this alive any other way that he could see. The only possible escape scenario was out the window behind Walter, and Jack didn’t for one second think Monroe didn’t already have someone watching it on the other side.

He tucked the phone into his pocket, slid down to the floor, and sat with his back against the wall, the assault rifle leaning over his bent knees.

Almost home. He was almost home. When he’d first gotten the job, he didn’t think five days was enough to plan the ambush, and that doubt had only grown in the days leading up to tonight. Then they showed up, and he got Walter working on the laptop.

So what happened?

The dog happened.

How the hell did that fucking thing get inside the house, anyway?

The question still nagged at him, even now that he couldn’t do anything about it. It was probably Jones’s fault. Or Jerry’s. They probably missed a door or lock somewhere. Again, the lack of prep time…

It was too bad Jones was dead, though. And Jerry, too, probably. Jones KIA was easier to accept because Jack knew what had happened to him. But Jerry just going dark…that was troublesome. How did the woman, the girl, and the dog get the best of him? Jerry was a professional. They all were.

And yet, and yet…

The girlfriend and her dog. It all came down to the girlfriend and her mutt. Goddammit. He should have shot them both when he had the—

Bang!

A gunshot. It was very close to him, but not outside the hallway.

It was followed by another one, then almost a full second later, a third shot.

Jack clutched the rifle and slid back up the length of the wall as follow-up gunfire began exploding throughout the house, and he heard the very clear distinct sound of a dog barking.

Speak of the devil…


Chapter 13


It’s quiet. Too quiet.

She smiled to herself. That was something people usually say in the movies, just before something bad—and really loud—happened. Like a guy in a mask, holding a knife, jumping out from behind a tree. There were plenty of trees and a whole lot of shadows for something dramatic like that.

Except nothing happened as she peered out at the front yard of Walter’s house.

It looked the same as when she had last seen it—but now instead of just Walter’s car, there were two SUVs sitting under the bright lights. Whoever had arrived in the new vehicles was either already inside the house or they were doing a very good job of hiding among the dark woods. She had been very careful on approach, using Apollo’s keen senses as a guide, and was fully prepared to retreat back to Lucy at the first sign of trouble. Fortunately (unfortunately?) there was no one between the two-story house and Walter’s.

This is such a bad, bad idea.

Good idea or not, she couldn’t just abandon Walter. Five months of dating might not have caused her to fall madly in love with the man, but she couldn’t deny that she liked him, enough that she couldn’t just turn and walk away when she knew he was in trouble.

You better be worth all this, Walter.

The shooting had stopped a while ago, and now there was just her own breathing and the sound of animals around her. Apollo’s eyes darted left and right whenever a squirrel (or something equally furry) came too close to them, but the dog seemed to understand that stealth was important and never made more than a curious noise when something caught his attention.

“You belong out here, boy,” she whispered to him. “You know that, don’t you?”

He looked over with his big brown eyes and stuck out his tongue to lick his nose.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

She ran her free hand down his head to his withers, then spent a few seconds scratching his back. Apollo leaned against her leg to show his approval, when he suddenly lifted his head and snapped a look toward the house.

A man in a black suit had emerged from the other side of Walter’s house and jogged over to one of the SUVs, where he leaned against it. He turned to face one of the guest bedroom windows. It wasn’t the one she, Lucy, and Walter had been kept in earlier, but the one next to it, with the main bedroom further to the right. It was the same one they had taken Walter to, and probably where he was right now.

If Walter was still alive.

The man in the suit was holding some kind of weapon (probably a submachine gun), though it was too dark for her to get a good look at it. What she wouldn’t give for something stronger than a handgun.

She waited silently next to Apollo, but nothing seemed to be happening either inside or outside the house. The man in the suit was watching the guest bedroom window like a hawk, though he hadn’t made any attempts to approach it. The window was framed by lights but the curtains were drawn in, blocking what was happening (if anything) on the other side.

Walter had to be inside that room. She was sure of it now.

A part of her wanted to think she could wait this out, that maybe everything would resolve itself in a few minutes, or a few hours. The problem with that was she couldn’t accept on faith that Walter would be alive when morning finally came. How long would it take Jack to force Walter to do what they needed?

Then there were these new players. Their motives were even murkier than Jack’s. The fact that she had heard shooting earlier convinced her they weren’t supposed to be here, that they had clashed with Jack. If they were Jack’s backup, there wouldn’t have been shooting.

So what the hell was going on in the house right now?

To get the answer, she needed to get closer.

No, that wasn’t completely true. She needed to get inside.

Allie looked over at Apollo. “So how did you get into the house earlier, boy? Can you show me?”

Apollo fixed her with large brown eyes and didn’t move.

“We need to get inside the house,” she said, and pointed at the building. He followed her finger, but then returned his gaze to her. “Understand?”

Did he even understand? It had been two years since Beckard and the cabin, but sometimes she wondered if Apollo wouldn’t be happier with someone else, someone who actually knew how to raise a hunting dog—

He stood up suddenly, and began walking off.

She looked after him for a moment, but didn’t follow.

Apollo, realizing she hadn’t moved, stopped and glanced back at her.

“What?” she said.

He turned back around and began walking again.

“Okay, but you better not be leading me to some buried bone somewhere, Apollo,” she said, and followed him.
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Apollo led her through the woods, and at first she thought he was taking her back to Lucy, but then he made a turn, then another one. It didn’t take long to see that he was leading her around the clearing, going from the side where they had been earlier and all the way around to the back of the house.

She clutched the Sig Sauer in one hand, the other pushing branches out of her path, always mindful of every footstep and looking for twigs on the ground, anything that would make too much noise. Apollo didn’t seem to have that problem. The dog just knew where to go even though she couldn’t tell if he was even looking down.

They were almost at the back when she put a hand on Apollo’s head to stop him. The dog wagged his tail impatiently as she listened and looked for signs of someone guarding this side of the residence. If they had one watching the front, why wouldn’t they have another one out back, too?

It was hard to miss the destroyed back door, splintered fragments hanging from the four frames. She had little difficulty making out the blood splashed across the deck, along with shards of glass. A thick swath of light flooded out of the house, but was contained almost completely around the patio, far from her position.

Someone, apparently, had busted their way into the house. Allie thought that was ironic. She and Lucy had to fight their way out, while someone had done the exact opposite, and left a hell of a mess behind, too.

Only when she was absolutely sure there was no one hiding in the area did she take her hand off Apollo. The dog, finally released, trotted forward again. She hurried after him, sticking to the shadows. She worried about being spotted at first, but there was plenty of darkness to keep her hidden as long as she stayed away from the pool of lights gathered around the back patio. Ironically, it was Apollo’s coat of white fur that would give them away if someone were to sneak a peek out one of the back windows.

Apollo led her across the house to the other side, before angling back toward a pair of bushes that were hidden from view. She crouched next to the dog, her fingers tightening reflexively around the gun in her hand.

“Now what?” she asked him.

Apollo stuck his head into one of the bushes. She moved closer, then pushed aside the foliage to reveal a small open window barely a foot high and two feet long. She peered in at what looked like a darkened basement on the other side. The bushes made for an effective and natural camouflage even in the daylight, never mind at night.

“So this is how you got in, huh? You sneaky dog.”

Apollo didn’t hesitate; he slipped into the opening and she heard a slight thump! as he landed below on the other side.

She sighed after him. “Looks easy enough…”

It was big enough for a dog, but would she fit? Probably. She didn’t have to worry about shards of glass sticking her as she crawled through, because someone had draped a thick and well-used (and dirty) duvet over the bottom portion.

You have squatters, Walter.

She wondered what Walter would say when he found out strangers had been using his house—or, at least, the basement—while he was in the city. Then again, considering how little he came out here, maybe it wasn’t so bad someone found a use for this place in the meantime. What Walter didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him, after all.

That last thought made her smile wryly to herself. What Walter didn’t know might not hurt him, but what he did know, apparently, could. The men with guns waiting out here for them was proof of that.

She took a deep breath and eased herself headfirst into the window, doing her best to stay away from the sides and top even though whoever had been using this opening before her had done a tremendous job of clearing the frame of any leftover dangers. She felt like a worm sliding on her belly as she squirmed left and right, but always pushing forward.

The underground room was just as dark inside as it had looked from the outside, but once she allowed her eyes to adjust, she began making out covered objects along the walls, including a long something (Furniture?) directly below her. She would have been more afraid of falling and breaking her neck against the concrete floor if someone else—maybe even a lot of someones—hadn’t been entering Walter’s basement exactly this same way for God knew how long now. And if some squatter could survive this entry…

She took another deep breath and let herself drop, praying she wasn’t falling straight down into a sharp machine of some kind. Relief flooded her as she bounced off the soft cushion of a sofa, the fabric covering it crumpling (too loudly) against her body.

Apollo was waiting for her in the blackness, his eyes focused on the basement door at the top of some stairs on the other side of the room.

“See anything, boy?”

He glanced back at her for a moment, then looked forward again.

“Guess not.”

She took a step forward, crunching broken glass on the floor in the process. She looked around the basement, seeing more now that her eyes had begun adjusting to her environment. It helped that she had been moving through darkened woods for the last couple of hours.

There was an old faded blanket in a corner that she could smell even from across the room, and she had to step around an unlabeled can that was fresh enough that still-wet something was leaking out of it.

You’ve definitely got squatters, Walter.

“What now?” she asked Apollo when she was standing next to him.

The dog moved silently to the stairs and then went up.

“Wait,” she hissed, but of course he didn’t listen.

She sighed and followed him, thankful the steps were concrete so she didn’t have to worry about creaking staircases. The door at the top was closed, which she hadn’t noticed from below because of the lack of light. Fortunately the steps were gray, which made them easy to spot as she navigated up.

At the top landing, Apollo sniffed the air before letting out a small whine.

“What?” she whispered.

He licked his nose and pawed at the door.

“Was it open before, the first time you came through here?”

He walked around in a circle for a few seconds before sitting on his haunches, and waited silently.

“I take it you didn’t close the door after you let yourself in the last time?”

Apollo lowered his head and licked at fresh dirt on his front paw.

“Why do I keep expecting you to answer?”

Allie pressed her ear against the door. It was cold to the touch, and though she was very still and quiet, even slowing down her heartbeat, she couldn’t make out anything that sounded like voices—or human activity—on the other side.

She put her hand on the silver doorknob before glancing over at Apollo. He stared patiently back at her.

“Stay down here, understand? I don’t know how many people are out there, and I can’t be looking after you, too.”

Apollo lay down on the smooth concrete landing, brown eyes watching her back.

She faced the door again, then finally gave the knob a slight twist—it moved without resistance. Unlocked.

I should have stayed with Lucy, she thought, just before she finished turning the doorknob (Quietly!), then pushed the door open, sticking her gun hand out first.

A half-second later she had slipped outside before she could change her mind. She left the door partially ajar behind her; if she needed to retreat in a hurry, the second it would take to twist open the doorknob might very well be the deciding factor between living and getting a bullet in the back.

The things I do for you, Walter, she thought, as she went still and tried to place her location in the house.

She was in the back of a long hallway that was partially lit by a single lightbulb in the middle. She was standing in the shadowy area in the back, the realization making her breathe slightly easier. And she knew where she was, too: she had seen the hallway when she first entered the house, chasing after Walter and Lucy. She had glimpsed two back hallways at that time—one led to the bedrooms, and the other, she now discovered, to the basement.

She was flexing her fingers against the Sig Sauer when a figured appeared in front of her. He was all the way on the other side of the corridor—twenty feet, at least, maybe more?—but at that split-second he might as well be right in front of her.

Allie flattened her back against the closest wall and took aim at the man as he walked from left to right before disappearing off to the other side of the hallway opening.

Her heartbeat had picked up noticeably as she slowly lowered her gun hand. At the same time, she began picking up voices coming from the living room.

No, not voices. A voice. Singular. The man was talking to someone, but whoever that “someone” was, they weren’t answering him.

Allie moved up the hallway, measuring every step, and finally stopped at the edge of the halo of light from the single lightbulb. She was close enough to the opening now, while still staying hidden in the dark patches in the back, to glimpse a man in a suit sitting on a stool next to the counter that separated the living room from the kitchen. He was facing the hallway to her left, the one with the bedrooms, and had a phone pressed against his ear.

“Good men are hard to find,” the man was saying. “I don’t know what happened to the one in the other room, but you’re obviously the last man standing. That counts for something in my book.”

She already knew the tall man wasn’t alone, because she had seen at least one more walking past her less than ten seconds ago. That same man reappeared now, this time in the kitchen behind the one on the phone. Now that she wasn’t in fear of being discovered, she took a second to identify the Uzi, complete with a suppressor, hanging from a sling under the suited man’s right arm.

“So are we doing this, Jack?” the one on the phone said. “We simpatico?”

So there were at least two in the living room, and counting the sentry outside, that was three she could be absolutely certain of. There were probably more, especially since they had brought two SUVs with them. Why bring two big vehicles when there were just three people? That didn’t make any—

A click! in front of her, startling her.

Allie stared, caught between racing back to the basement and holding her ground, and failed to come to a decision when a large figure stepped out of a room further up the hallway. He was a big man, wearing a suit like the other three, with a gun holster along his hip and another suppressed Uzi dangling lazily from a strap over his right shoulder. His head was slightly bent forward, eyes focused on his crotch as he zipped himself up, but it didn’t take very long for him to sense her standing in the shadows behind him.

He looked up, then over, and said, “Hey—”

She shot him twice in the chest before he could finish the sentence. He stumbled back and through the door, one hand trying to grab onto the doorknob to stop his backward fall. She shot him a third time, and he let go of the door and disappeared into the bathroom.

The tall man at the kitchen bolted to his feet and whirled in her direction, the hand not holding the phone already reaching for his sidearm. She took aim at him, when the man she had seen walk by earlier rematerialized in front of her like a ghost, the Uzi in his hands swinging up to fire.

Allie mouthed a curse and dropped to the floor just as the man squeezed the trigger on his submachine gun, and for the second time that night, bullets shredded the walls around her at dizzying speeds.

Her face was pressed into the floor when there was a sudden gust of cold air as something (Apollo!) rocketed over and past her head. The dog unleashed a loud, thunderous bark as he rushed headlong into the torrent of gunfire, and all Allie could think was, God, I love this dog.


Chapter 14


Jack didn’t burst out of the guest bedroom to join in on the shooting. No, that would have been stupid, and he wasn’t stupid. He’d always been smarter than the average merc; or at least, he liked to think so. The fact that Jones and Jerry had already bit the dust tonight definitely made his decision a whole lot easier.

Instead, he leaned against the wall next to the door, eyes fixed on the doorknob for signs that Monroe might be using the chaos to pull another stunt. He kept his hands busy by keeping a firm grip on his rifle at all times, and his mind occupied by wondering how long it would take whoever was exchanging gunfire out there to kill each other. After all, the less men with guns he had to deal with, the better his chances of surviving this. As long as he stayed inside with the golden goose, he was safe. It was out there that the dangers lay. With Monroe, and now, whoever he was engaged in a gun battle with.

He could hear the dog barking over the back-and-forth gunshots, which meant the stupid mutt was still alive and kicking. An injured dog wouldn’t be making that much noise. Not that Jack was a dog person, but he assumed, anyway.

The gunfire boomed back and forth, sometimes sounding a little too close for comfort and other times as if it were coming from the other side of the house. The boom of handguns and the whirring of suppressed submachine guns firing away was followed by the pek-pek-pek of bullets slamming into various parts of the residence.

One thing was for sure, Walter was going to have to redecorate after this.

It seemed to go on for a long time, but that was probably because he wasn’t directly involved. Jack wasn’t used to being an observer when bullets were flying, but there was something oddly fascinating about knowing a gunfight was going on nearby, but being able to detach himself completely from it. He wasn’t entirely sure if he was anxious or confused, or maybe a little of both—

Movement flickered in the corner of his right eye, and Jack turned just as the laptop nearly decapitated him.

Fuck!

He jerked his head back just a split second before the computer smashed against the wall, parts of it digging into the Sheetrock behind the wallpaper, other pieces flying everywhere, before the biggest still-intact chunk tumbled to the floor.

Jack spun, lifting the assault rifle, as a shoulder slammed into his sternum, and he temporarily forgot how to breathe. His attacker wasn’t done, and managed to lift him slightly off his feet before driving him back into the wall. Jack squeezed the trigger on the Sig556 involuntarily and fired a shot into the ceiling.

All the while, his mind shouted, What the fuck?

His back and chest were screaming in pain even as a fist struck him in the side of the face. Jack grunted and staggered sideways, but he didn’t get far before another fist glanced off his temple, and he couldn’t help but think, Lucky shot! because those punches weren’t being delivered by a pro. Someone who wasn’t used to throwing haymakers was getting in some lucky shots on him. It probably helped that he was out of breath and off balance, and still trying to recover from the initial blow to his sternum.

Even as he stumbled along the wall, trying to get his feet to obey and stop so he could retaliate, his hands scrambled to aim the rifle at his attacker. He was doing a piss-poor job of it, and before he could fully get the weapon around, a body crashed into him and knocked him—along with his attacker—to the floor.

Jack didn’t know when the rifle flew from his hands, but suddenly it wasn’t there anymore. His attacker got lucky, and while Jack landed on his back, the man ended up on top of him. Jack blinked up, seeing a familiar face staring down, eyes wide and face flushed red. There was a wildness about the man that should have terrified Jack, but it was so out of place that the only thing that occurred to Jack was, Shit, Walter, I didn’t know you had it in you, buddy.

Then Walter was punching him again, and again, and again…
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He didn’t know how long or how many times Walter punched him, but by the time Jack opened his eyes he could barely see out of his left, and his right didn’t feel any better. He raised himself up from the floor, gagging on blood that had settled in his throat, and had to spit gobs of it out before he could breathe again. Which only made things worse, because his chest was on fire and he was pretty sure a bone or two was broken.

Walter was leaning against the wall on the other side of the door across from him. The Gorman and Smith executive had the Sig556 slung over his back, and Jack’s Sig Sauer dangling nonchalantly at his side.

“I think it’s over,” Walter said.

Jack stared back at him, unsure how to respond. Instead, he wiped at clumps of blood on his face, around his mouth and chin. He knew his nose was broken without having to touch it, and both eyes were puffy, but he supposed he should be happy he could still see out of the right one at all.

He punched me. After he tried to cut my head off with the flying laptop.

What the fuck?

He looked at Walter again, trying to grasp what had happened, and found it…difficult. The man he had taken hostage, whom he had forced to work on the laptop, seemed to have vanished, replaced by this new guy whose head was tilted slightly to one side as he listened to the—

Silence.

The entire house was quiet, the “it’s over” that Walter had mentioned a few seconds ago. How long ago since the gun battle outside stopped? The blood on him was still wet, so…a few minutes, tops?

From the look on his face, Walter wasn’t sure how to process what he was hearing (or not hearing), either. Jack concentrated on the gun in Walter’s hand. Did he know how to use that? It was hard to tell, but then, how difficult was it to point a gun at someone and pull the trigger? Even a monkey could do that, and it was a very, very small room.

“Who the hell are you?” Jack asked.

He had difficulty talking, maybe because he could still taste the blood clinging to the inside walls of his mouth. What he wouldn’t give for some mouthwash to cleanse it. Even filthy, unfiltered tap water would be nice.

Walter was giving him a wry look. “You were so preoccupied with the shooting, I was halfway across the room before you even noticed.”

“You nearly decapitated me.”

“I was trying to hit your head. I guess I’m a terrible thrower. Always was, I guess, since high school. Always got picked last.”

Not anymore, Jack thought.

Walter returned his attention to the door. “It’s quiet out there. I wonder who they were shooting at…”

“You don’t know?”

Walter shook his head.

“But you know something,” Jack said.

“Something…”

“Who are you?” Jack asked again.

“I’m like you,” Walter said. “Just someone trying to get what I have coming, and retire with my loved ones.”

I don’t have any loved ones, Jack wanted to say, but didn’t. He didn’t think Walter gave a damn about his love life at the moment.

His hands were sticky with his own blood, and he wiped it on his pants before trying to get up. He must have been too noisy, because Walter shot him a quick glance and shook his head, then pointed the gun at him.

“Stay down,” Walter said. “I’ve never shot anyone before, but it’s not exactly brain surgery, is it?”

Jack grunted and sat back down.

“Not so fun when someone’s pointing a gun at you, huh?” Walter asked.

“What made you think any of this was fun for me?”

“Oh, I get it, because you’re a professional,” Walter said. He sounded almost amused. “Some pro, letting me sneak up on you like that.”

“You hit like a girl.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not about how you hit, it’s how many times, right?”

“I guess so,” Jack said, grimacing at the memory of Walter’s fists flying—awkwardly, yes, but still flying—at him over and over again.

Jack noticed the remains of the laptop on the floor between him and Walter. The screen was cracked, and half of the keys were sprinkled across the room. The letter “M” was sitting next to his left leg and there, the letter “R.”

“I finished it,” Walter said, “in case you were wondering.”

“Finish what?”

“The job. It’s done.” Then he gave Jack a knowing smile before adding, “For when you call your client to update him.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Jack said again.

Walter may have been in the process of answering, when he went suddenly still and held up a finger to his lips instead, before taking a quick step, then another one, away from the door. Jack could feel it—the slight vibrations of footsteps moving toward them from the hallway outside.

Jack followed Walter’s lead and began scooting backward, while still sitting on the floor. Walter glanced over but didn’t stop him, so Jack took that as permission and kept moving away from the door until his back pressed against the far wall and he didn’t have any more space to retreat.

Walter shoved the handgun into his front waistband, then unslung the rifle and pointed it at the door. He didn’t look entirely comfortable with the long gun, but like Walter had said, it wasn’t exactly brain surgery and ol’ Walter was smart enough to play possum all this time, so he could probably work out the mechanics of aiming and pulling a trigger.

Jack focused on the nearing footsteps. He hadn’t heard the dog barking again since he regained consciousness, so he didn’t know if that was four legs coming toward them or multiple sets of two. The eerie quiet, after the loud ruckus of gunfire, was beyond unsettling.

Walter took another couple of steps back, putting more space between himself and the door. He swiped at fresh sweat dripping down his temple, and the Sig556 might have been trembling slightly in his hands.

“Why don’t you give that to me?” Jack said.

Walter ignored him.

“Two of us against whatever’s out there is better odds,” Jack continued. “That’s my rifle. Give it to me, and you keep the handgun. Be smart—”

“Shut up,” Walter snapped.

Jack sighed, just as the footsteps outside stopped on cue. Maybe they had heard Jack talking and paused to listen in, or they had reached their destination—wherever that was. He knew they were outside in the hallway, but he had lost track of where they were exactly.

“Hey!” a voice shouted from outside.

Sonofabitch, Jack thought at the sound of the familiar voice.

“Anyone still alive in there?” Monroe shouted.

“Don’t answer—” Jack started to say.

“Yeah!” Walter shouted before Jack could finish.

Monroe didn’t respond right away. After about five seconds, the man said, “Who am I talking to?”

“Walter.”

“What happened to Jack?”

“He’s still here.”

“Alive?”

“For now.”

“Sorry, Jack,” Monroe said.

“Go fuck yourself!” Jack shouted.

He thought he might have heard one of Monroe’s trademark chuckles through the wall. “No can do, buddy,” Monroe said. Then, “Glad to hear you’re still alive and well, Walter. We were worried for a moment.”

“You got a name?” Walter asked.

“Monroe!” Then, “I gave Jack something earlier. A phone. Why don’t we talk like civilized people instead of shouting back and forth through a door?”

Walter looked over and held out his hand. Jack thought about forcing him to come get it, maybe grabbing the gun when he did—

“Toss it,” Walter said.

Or not, Jack thought, and fished the phone out with a bloody hand, and tossing it across the room. Walter caught it just barely, juggling the cell phone with his left hand for a moment. Then he wiped the blood on his pants, just before the device began vibrating, followed by the familiar ringtone.

As Walter put the phone to his ear, Jack calculated the distance between them. Too far, and he was sitting on his ass. If he were on his feet, then maybe he would have had a chance to rush Walter before the man could line up and fire a shot.

As if reading his thoughts, Walter’s eyes settled on him, and Jack thought, Dammit.

“Yeah,” Walter said into the phone, one eye on Jack, the other on the door. He listened for a moment, then said, “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

Jack listened, but hearing the conversation from one side was aggravating.

“Gorman?” Walter was saying into the phone. “Goddammit, I should have known.”

Gorman? Jack thought. As in Gorman and Smith?

He could practically see the cogs turning in Walter’s head as the other man struggled to process what he was being told through the phone.

Then, with more confidence than Jack would have thought possible from a man in his position, Walter said, “They didn’t tell you everything, did they? Who I really am. What I’m doing here. If you knew, getting me back into the city and handing me over to them would be the last thing on your mind.”

What the hell is he talking about? What are you doing, Walter?

But of course he knew what Walter was doing, even before the man said, “Peanuts. That’s what they’re paying you. But my counteroffer is enough to retire on a hundred lifetimes over.”

Oh, dammit. Is he doing what I think he’s doing?

“You won’t have to worry about Gorman and Smith,” Walter was saying into the phone. “Not for long. They’ll be too busy to come after you. Or anyone.” He listened, then, “We can discuss the details later. For now, you just remember one thing: If anything happens to me, you don’t see a dime of that forty million.”

Forty million? Did he just say forty fucking million?

“What’s going on?” Jack asked, when Walter turned off the phone and shoved it into his back pocket.

“I think I just came to an agreement with our friend out there,” Walter said. “I took a chance that he’d be like you.”

“Like me?”

“For sale.”

Millions, Jack thought. Shit, the things I wouldn’t do for fucking millions.

“Millions,” Jack said out loud, if just to hear the word coming out of his own mouth and prove that it wasn’t all a bad dream.

“This was never just about the money,” Walter said. “Yeah, some of it was, but the other factors…they were always more important. At least to me.”

Jack wasn’t sure if Walter was trying to convince him, or himself.

“Am I going to like this agreement?” Jack asked.

Walter shook his head. “Not one bit.”

“Saw that coming.”

Walter pursed his lips and gave Jack something that looked almost…apologetic? “It’s not your fault, you know.”

“What’s not my fault?”

“How badly everything got. Allie, the dog, those guys out there.” He shook his head. “I didn’t see any of this coming, either. But hey, I’m nothing if not flexible. Always have been. Learned that the hard way when I went to work for Gorman and Smith.” He snorted, and Jack thought there was a lot of bitterness there. “They don’t play around, those guys.”

“Who? Gorman and Smith? I thought that was just the name of the company.”

“It is. But there are people behind it…” Walter shook his head. “Anyway, it’s not important. It’s time to be flexible again. Improvise.”

Aw, man, Jack thought, when he saw how Walter was holding the gun. He’d seen that before—Walter was psyching himself up to do something he didn’t want to.

“I’m sorry,” Walter said.

“You think you can do it?” Jack asked.

Walter looked down at the gun. “I don’t know. Maybe.” He held up his left hand, the knuckles still raw and covered in specks of Jack’s blood. “I didn’t think I could do this, either, but desperate times…”

“There’s a big difference between blindsiding someone because you have no choice, and what you’re thinking about doing right now.”

“It wasn’t difficult for you earlier, when you wanted me to get to work.”

Jack thought about lying, but he didn’t, because Walter was too smart. More than that, Walter already knew what he was capable of, because Jack had shown him with his Ka-Bar knife earlier.

“It’s part of the job,” Jack said.

“You like it? The job?”

“It’s a living,” Jack shrugged.

“I suppose it is,” Walter said. “The problem is, Jack—that’s not your real name, right?” He shook his head before Jack could answer. “Doesn’t matter. I’d rather not know anyway. Jack’s generic enough that I probably won’t dwell on it too much after tonight.” He paused for a moment, as if gathering his thoughts. Finally, he said, “The problem is, Jack, I don’t have much of a choice. I knew this was possible when I started on this road, that I might actually have to get my hands dirty, even bloody. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but here we are.”

“I’m surprised you’re not going to let Monroe do it. Keep your hands clean.”

Walter looked down at his bloody knuckles again. “My hands are already dirty. Besides, I need him to know I’m capable of this, so he doesn’t think he can push me around. Another lesson I learned the hard way, Jack: When you’re dealing with bad men, you can’t let them think they can bend you over whenever they want.”

Jack sighed and leaned against the wall. For some reason, he didn’t feel like fighting what was coming. “Before you do anything, at least tell me who you are. Who you really are.”

“I’m Walter.”

“Besides that.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Walter said. “It’s a long, winding story. The truth is, I needed you to succeed. To leave here with the goods. But something went wrong. You weren’t supposed to harm me, but you went beyond that, didn’t you?”

“I had no choice.”

“Of course you did. You just chose the wrong one,” Walter said, and lifted the gun and aimed it at him.

“Wait!” Jack shouted.

Suddenly, he wanted to live. Suddenly, he wasn’t ready to just accept what was about to happen.

His mind spun and words clamored to get out of his mouth, but the only thing he could muster was, “Let’s talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Walter said.

“You don’t want to do this.” He started to get up, his back pressed against the wall for support, and he swore he could feel every bump in the wallpaper behind him. “Once you pull that trigger, there’s no turning back, Walter. That’s it, it’s permanently etched into your brain. Trust me, I know what it’s like. You think you can just forget about tonight? You’re lying to yourself. It’s going to haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Walter sighed, and for a moment—just a moment—Jack thought he wasn’t going to do it, that he had gotten through to the man.

But then Walter said, “Sorry, Jack,” and pulled the trigger.


Chapter 15


Allie wasn’t sure if she was screaming as she dived to the floor. The walls inside the narrow back hallway exploded, chunks of Sheetrock flying through the air like missiles, some pelting her, but most missing and spreading across the floor. The lightbulb above her exploded and sparks showered the air, leaving the only source of light coming from behind the man with the Uzi. He was shooting wildly, swinging his weapon left and right, but he must have lost sight of her as soon as the corridor went dark.

Pressed against the floor on her stomach, she couldn’t get up or retreat, which left her with only one option. She stuck her gun forward and fired up the hallway, knowing she wasn’t going to hit anything, but desperately needing to make the man with the Uzi dart for cover. Which was exactly what he did.

She didn’t hesitate, didn’t waste a heartbeat, and was scrambling from the debris-strewn floor when the tall man who had been talking on the phone started shooting. Except it wasn’t at her. The mystery of why lasted for a second, when she glimpsed the flash of white fur (Apollo!) racing around the living room, drawing the man’s attention—and bullets—to him.

Woman’s best friend, she thought, unable to stop the stupid grin spreading across her face even as she pushed up to her knees, in time to see Apollo disappear into the kitchen. The island granite counter—or what little was left of it—blew apart as the tall man fired after the dog.

Run, boy, run!

A blur of motion drew her eyes back to the immediate danger, as the man with the Uzi reappeared in the opening in front of her, blocking her path to the chaos in the kitchen.

She snapped off a shot—too fast—and chipped the corner where the back hallway met the living room, and the man pulled his head back before he could unload on her a second time. But he didn’t stay hidden for long. He stuck his right hand—and the Uzi—into the opening and pulled the trigger.

She launched herself to her feet and lunged to the right, smashing into an obliterated section of the wall and hugging it as the floor and far wall came undone against the onslaught of full-auto fire. The man obviously couldn’t see what he was shooting at, and was pointing his weapon in the general vicinity of where he had last seen her.

Allie didn’t think there was anything left in the back hallway to be destroyed, but she was very wrong as more Sheetrock exploded almost in tune to the cyclic whirring of the submachine gun in front of her. The man didn’t stop shooting until he had run out of bullets, when he finally jerked the Uzi back behind the wall and she heard the click of his magazine ejecting and the man scrambling to reload.

“Don’t open the fucking door!” someone screamed. It sounded like the tall man, but he, along with Apollo, had vanished out of her view somewhere to the left of the kitchen.

Then Apollo was barking again, except this time it sounded slightly muffled, almost as if he was…

Outside the house!

How had Apollo gotten outside?

Shut up and run! a voice boomed inside her head.

And she did. Allie pushed off the wall, spun around, and ran toward the back of the hallway, the basement door so tantalizingly close and yet so far. Thank God it was still ajar and she only had to grab the doorknob and throw the door open, then let the darkness inside swallow her up as she felt the top landing under her soles. She didn’t stop running until she had reached the middle of the concrete steps, and only then did she slow down until she had stopped completely, twisting around and dropping into a crouch—

The door was swinging open and a figure was moving in the doorframe by the time she had turned completely around. She fired.

The man’s head snapped back and he dropped, followed by the clatter of a weapon falling. The man had collapsed partially in the doorframe, and one of his legs was keeping the door from closing, giving her a decent view of the destroyed hallway beyond.

“Shit!” someone hissed from the other side of the door.

She didn’t dare move, or lower her gun, and waited for a target to appear, but none did. Instead, the body she’d shot began sliding backward—someone was pulling it—until the man finally cleared the doorframe, allowing the door to close back up. She thought she heard voices again, but with the door closed it was difficult to be sure.

The gun in her hand was feeling light, but Allie remained frozen, the gun unmoving, while her heart hammered against her chest.

Reload, a voice inside her head commanded. Reload the gun now!

But she didn’t move. Even if she wasn’t rusty, it would have taken too long to swap magazines. Three seconds at least. Not long by any stretch, but that was three seconds too long to be without a loaded gun—

The doorknob moved slightly, and she put a round through the wooden frame, at dead center. Heavy footsteps echoed as whoever was on the other side took a couple of quick steps back. The doorknob didn’t move again.

Silence.

She finally forced her legs to move and took one step backward, then two. She repeated the process until she was standing at the bottom of the steps. She kept her eyes and the gun focused on the door while devoting a part of her attention to slowing down her heartbeat. All the days and weeks and months of practice at the range came flooding back, and she found that she wasn’t anxious at all.

She was just…calm.

She hadn’t heard anything fall after her last shot, so she had probably missed. Not that it changed anything; the goal of the shot was to let them know she was still dangerous, and to discourage them from trying to come at her head-on. The prospect of having to face off against another Uzi made her shiver involuntarily.

Maybe her warning shot worked, and maybe it didn’t, but no one came through the door.

Allie took two more quick steps away from the stairs before shooting a glance over at the basement window behind and to her right. A figure moved on the other side of the rectangular opening, and she swiveled around, the gun raised to fire—

Big brown eyes were watching her curiously.

Allie couldn’t help herself, and smiled.

A dog versus an Uzi. She’d take the dog every time.
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It was harder to climb out of the basement than it had been to climb in, but if some squatters had already done it multiple times, she told herself, there was no reason she couldn’t, too. Of course, those squatters didn’t have to keep looking over their shoulder to make sure armed gunmen didn’t storm inside and murder them.

She used the sofa as a stepping stone and stretched up enough to grab the sides of the window and pull herself up. She deposited herself back on slightly damp earth at the same time Apollo was pushing his way back through the two bushes that had hidden the window. The dog sat down on his haunches in front of her.

“Anything?” she whispered to him.

In lieu of a response, Apollo turned around and continued to stand at attention.

She pulled the gun out of from behind her back and glanced into the basement to make sure it was still empty, that no one had rushed inside while she wasn’t looking. It bothered her there was no one outside the window waiting for her. She’d expected to be shot regardless of which direction she went—back into the house or out the window. Except there was nothing waiting for her besides Apollo.

This can’t be right.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out how she had gotten into the basement. She should have had to shoot her way out, but as she looked around at the darkened back of the house, there were no signs of men in suits, not even the one she’d seen at the front of the house.

Maybe they’re out of fresh bodies. Or maybe I just don’t rate as important to them.

That thought led her to the obvious:

Walter. They’re here for Walter. Why waste more men chasing a woman with a gun outside the house, when their prize is inside?

Dammit, Walter, what does everyone want with you?

Apollo’s head snapped left at the same time she heard voices coming from the back patio. The speaker was too far in the house for her to make out words, but there was, like last time, just one person talking.

The tall guy. Maybe he was even on the phone again.

“What’s he saying, boy?” she whispered.

Apollo must not have found the man interesting or dangerous, because he turned back to her, looking almost bored. She reached over and scratched his head, and was running her hand through his fur when she felt something sticky. Blood. She leaned in closer, saw the fresh red splashes among Apollo’s white coat.

“You’re hurt…”

Apollo leaned over and brushed his head against her leg.

“Where’d he get you, boy?”

She checked him for wounds, pushing at the strands of fur until she found a sharp cut on his left shoulder. It was a bullet graze, enough to draw blood, but not enough to keep Apollo down for the count. If the dog was hurting, he didn’t show it. She wondered if he even knew he was bleeding. Maybe, like her, he was still pumped full of adrenaline.

“Gotta get you to a vet. They’ll fix you right up.”

She put the gun down and scratched him under the chin while simultaneously rubbing his head. He leaned in closer and let out a soft whine to let her know he approved of the extra attention.

“I’d send you back to Lucy, but you’re probably too stubborn to go.”

He blinked at her, brown eyes glinting in the moonlight.

“Like owner, like dog,” she smiled.
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She circled the back of the house the same way she had approached it earlier: with Apollo next to her, and sticking to the shadows. Her instincts were to run into the woods and make her way back to Lucy, but she couldn’t leave.

Not yet, not with Walter still inside the house.

She rounded the building until she was along the side. She stopped, pressing her back against the brick exterior, and leaned around the corner to scan the front yard. The two SUVs and Walter’s Mercedes were where she’d last seen them, and the extra man in the suit she’d seen earlier was nowhere to be found.

She looked down at Apollo, standing calmly next to her. “Anything?”

He glanced up at her in silence, before returning his gaze to the front yard.

“You’d tell me if you sensed something, right?”

He snapped at a mosquito that flew too close for comfort.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

She turned the corner and, bent low at the waist, moved along the front of the house with the Sig Sauer clutched at the ready. The first security bars she passed were the ones over the master bedroom. No one had bothered to turn on the lights inside, and when she stopped to listen, couldn’t hear anything from within.

The next window was the second guest bedroom, where Jack had taken Walter. If her boyfriend was still alive, he’d be in there right now doing whatever it was Jack wanted from him in the first place. Jack, and now these men in suits.

What do they want from you, Walter?

There was only one way to find out…

She moved under the windowsill, spending another few seconds making sure there wasn’t anyone hiding behind the SUVs or coming out of the front door before raising up and looking past the metal bars through a small sliver in the curtains, then into the guest bedroom. There wasn’t a whole lot of space to see inside—barely half an inch—but it was just enough.

Jack, on the floor. His face was covered in blood and his eyes looked puffy, as if he’d gotten himself involved in a fistfight and lost badly. Jack was looking across the room at something, and she had to adjust her position to see what he was staring at—

Walter?

He was leaning against the wall, with white gauze wrapped around his head. Blood was seeping through the material around his left ear where he had been injured, but Allie couldn’t tell how grievous the wound was underneath the bandage. If the trail of blood (still drying along his cheek) that had dripped over the collars and parts of his shirt were any indication, the injury was bad enough that Walter had bled for a while afterward.

Jesus, Walter, what did they do to you?

There was something else about Walter that wasn’t right. He was armed. He didn’t just have a rifle (That looks familiar…) slung over his shoulder; there was also a gun in his hand, and he was pointing it at—

Jack raised his hand, shouted, “Wait! Let’s talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Walter said.

“You don’t want to do this,” Jack was saying, even as he started to get up, using the wall as a brace, because his feet looked wobbly. “Once you pull that trigger, there’s no turning back, Walter. That’s it; it’s permanently etched into your brain. Trust me, I know what it’s like. You think you can just forget about tonight after this? You’re lying to yourself. It’s going to haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Walter said something in reply, but she was too busy focusing on his hand as he tightened his finger on the trigger. Walter was going to shoot Jack.

“Walter!”

His name burst out of her before she even knew what she was doing. Maybe it was the shock of seeing Walter with a gun, or seeing him about to shoot someone that made her stand up and shout out his name, at the same time exposing herself.

But Walter was already squeezing the trigger, and he couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to.

Bang! as his gun discharged, and the round hit the wall above Jack’s head—barely two inches from its intended target. Jack flinched and threw himself to the floor face-first.

Walter spun around and his eyes went wide at the sight of her.

Then Jack was on his feet and running toward the window—toward her. She didn’t understand what he was doing. How did he think he was going to get past the burglar bars? Or maybe he just didn’t have any choice, because on the other side was Walter—

Bang!

Jack stumbled and collapsed, revealing Walter across the room, the gun still gripped tightly in his hand.


Chapter 16


How did it go so wrong?

The thought raced through Walter’s brain as he looked at Allie, standing on the other side of the window with shock all over her face as she stared back at him through the small break in the curtains.

Then Jack was on his feet and diving toward the window, as if he could make his escape that way. How exactly was he going to get through the bars, Walter wanted to ask him. Jack bled the entire time, blood splattering the carpet as he ran for all he was worth.

It wasn’t quite fast enough, as it turned out, and Walter shot the gunman in the back without thinking, which was for the best, because trying to shoot him the first time (and missing) had involved too much doubt and second-guessing. Walter hadn’t come here to kill someone; he hadn’t wanted anyone to get hurt, but there had been no choice with Jack. Even as he took aim and squeezed the trigger, he thought he was going to vomit.

After Jack collapsed in front of the window, Walter quickly lowered his gun hand and took a step toward Allie, saying, “Allie, wait—” when the door behind him crashed open. A man in a suit ran inside and tackled him, and they went sprawling to the floor.

No, no, Allie! Let me explain! Allie!

Walter lost his grip on the gun and grunted with pain, slamming into the carpet, the rifle slung over his back digging into his flesh. The man was bigger, stronger, and he scrambled up first, straddling Walter’s chest and pinning him to the floor with his weight. Walter struggled, but it was like trying to push off a boulder.

The guy produced a gun and shoved it against Walter’s forehead. “Move and I blow your brains out,” the man said, his face contorted, ugly, and flushed red.

Walter didn’t think the man would actually blow his brains out, but the guy might not know who he was. For all he knew, the man might think he was Jack, and to go through all this only to get shot by accident wasn’t something he was willing to risk, so Walter lowered his hands and sighed.

“Smart,” the guy said. He removed Walter’s gun and stood up.

A second figure—taller than the first, and thinner—appeared in the open doorframe and walked over. Walter lay still, too tired to get up. He spent the next few seconds processing how to proceed.

The tall man crouched next to him. “Walter, I’m Monroe. We talked on the phone? The handsome guy over there is Barnes.”

“That’s Walter?” the man named Barnes said.

Monroe produced his cell phone and showed it to Walter. His employee picture was on the screen. “Yup.”

“Shit, I almost blew his head off,” Barnes said.

Monroe chuckled. “Good thing you didn’t.”

“Close call…”

“Good help is hard to find,” Monroe said, smiling down at Walter. Then he stood up and extended his hand. Walter grabbed it and let the man pull him up. “We heard two shots, thought you were in trouble,” Monroe said. “Sorry about the door.”

Walter looked over at the window, but Allie was gone.

Of course she was gone. She’d seen him murder Jack right before her eyes. He’d run too if the woman he was dating did that. There was no telling how long she’d been standing out there before he noticed her. How much had she heard?

“What happened to your head?” Monroe was saying.

Walter nodded at Jack’s body.

“What’d he do, tune you up?” Monroe asked.

“He sliced off half of my left ear.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.”

Just mentioning the ear made it tingle, and he touched the bandage over it, grimacing from the contact. It had stopped bleeding, but it still hurt—even more so when he paid attention to it. There had been surprisingly little blood after Walter first cut off the piece, but the pain had been unbelievable. He had screamed and, at one point, cried like a child. He would have been ashamed of it if Lucy and Allie had seen or heard him, but thank God they weren’t at the house when Jack decided to “incentivize” him into working.

Walter focused back on the window. “She was outside…”

“Who?” Monroe asked.

“Allie.”

“Your girlfriend,” Monroe said. He flicked at his cell phone’s screen with his forefinger and showed Allie’s employee picture to Walter. “She was inside the house, too.”

Walter stared disbelieving at him.

Allie? Inside the house earlier? But wasn’t that when it sounded like all hell was breaking loose?

“Inside?” Walter said. “When was Allie inside?”

“The shooting earlier. That was her. She and the dog popped out of the basement. Killed two of my guys before they ran off.”

“Allie killed two of your guys?”

Monroe nodded and narrowed his eyes at him. “You didn’t know she was capable of something like that?”

“Allie’s a secretary…”

“Maybe, but the woman I saw back there knew how to handle a gun. Shot one of my guys point-blank while he was trying to zip up his pants, if you can believe it, then shot another one when he chased her into the basement.”

“You let her go?”

Monroe jerked a thumb at Barnes. “I’m all out of fresh bodies, except for that guy. She could stay down in the basement the entire night, for all I care. You were always the priority, even more so now after our little chat. But it looked like she climbed out, snuck around the house.” He looked almost impressed when he added, “That’s a hell of a woman you got there, Walt.”

Walter turned back to the window, replaying the look on Allie’s face after she saw him kill Jack. She’d looked shocked and confused. He wondered if her expression was anything like what was on his face at the moment.

“I gotta tell you, Walt, I’m not someone who changes sides in the middle of a job,” Monroe was saying behind him, “but if you’re not bullshitting me about the money involved…”

“I’m not,” Walter said.

“I believe you, because you definitely wouldn’t want to lie to me, or Barnes here.”

“It’s just money,” Walter said. “There’s more than enough to go around.”

“Good to hear it.” Monroe nodded at the laptop, lying in pieces on the floor. “I take it that doesn’t matter anymore?”

“Not anymore…”

He could feel Monroe’s and Barnes’s eyes on him as Walter walked over and picked up the handgun he had dropped.

How much did they really know, he wondered. They were mercenaries, which was exactly why he knew he could convince them to see things his way. Men who slaved for the Almighty Dollar were easy to sway, especially when the numbers were this high.

Walter felt better with the gun in his hand, something he never thought he’d say in a million years, until tonight. Not that he was delusional enough to think he could shoot it out with the two of them, but there was something to be said for not being completely helpless. And he had proven to them, with Jack, that he was fully capable of violence, too.

“Where is it?” Monroe asked. “Where’s the money?”

“Cyberspace,” Walter said. “Every cent that I took from Gorman and Smith.”

“And you can get your hands on it again?”

Half of it, because the other half belongs to someone else, someone who would probably shoot me if he finds out what I’m doing right now, Walter thought, but he said instead, “Absolutely.”
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If he thought the guest bedroom was a mess, the living room was like a war zone. Most of the furniture was overturned and shredded, there were bullet holes in the walls and floor and ceiling, and glass was sprinkled everywhere, crunching under his shoes as he walked out of the bedroom hallway and through the house. Red splatters covered the floor and walls and furniture, and Walter gagged slightly at the unmistakable smell of blood in the air.

“Sorry about the mess,” Monroe said.

“What happened?” Walter asked.

“Your girlfriend and the dog happened. I think I nicked it, but it managed to escape through the front door when this moron opened it.”

“Hey,” Barnes said. “I didn’t know it was waiting on the other side.”

“That’s one smart dog,” Monroe said to Walter.

He nodded. The dog’s name was Apollo, and it was Allie’s. They’d come as a package deal, though of course he didn’t know she had a dog until the third date. Walter had a hard time believing the animal that always slept in a corner of Allie’s apartment and barely acknowledged his presence whenever he stayed overnight was capable of turning his house into…this. But he’d seen what Apollo had done to Jones, one of Jack’s people, because the body was still in the other guest bedroom when he had walked past earlier.

“Who is she?” Monroe asked.

“Who?” he said.

“Allie.”

“She was my friend’s secretary at Gorman and Smith. We started dating five months ago.”

“That’s it? Her résumé didn’t say anything about being a gun pro?”

Walter shook his head.

Monroe didn’t look as if he believed him, but he didn’t push the subject.

“How did she get into the basement?” Walter asked.

“Through the back window,” Barnes said. “I wanted to go in after her, but boss man here said to hold back.”

“You were the prize,” Monroe said.

You mean the money I stole from Gorman and Smith, Walter thought, but he said, “I have to find her.”

“Later,” Monroe said. “First, let’s talk turkey. How much are we really talking about here, and how does it work? How do you access the money?”

“Forty million.”

“Twenty for you, and twenty for me?”

“Twenty for me, but you’ll have to split your twenty with him,” Walter said, nodding at Barnes.

Barnes, leaning against the foyer wall, whistled. “Goddamn. Looks like we picked the right night to make the switch, boss.”

“And you’re willing to part with twenty million?” Monroe asked Walter. “Just like that?”

“Half is better than zero,” Walter said.

Monroe chuckled. “Good answer. So tell me how it works.”

“That’s the part you don’t get to know.”

“Wrong answer. I want all the details or you’re going back into the city, where I hand you off to my employers.”

Walter shook his head. He didn’t know where the courage came from. It definitely wasn’t from the gun stuffed into his waistband.

“Twenty million,” Walter said, willing his voice to remain as steady as humanly possible. “That’s your share. My only insurance that you keep your word is what’s in here.” He tapped his temple. “If anything happens to me, every cent of that twenty million goes forever unclaimed by you and Barnes. You can either leave today with more money than you’ve ever dreamed of, or you can keep doing grunt work for people in exchange for chump change. It’s your choice, but I know what I would choose.”

Monroe narrowed his eyes at him, but didn’t say anything. Walter wondered if the man was trying to decide if he could interrogate the answers out of him, and how much it was going to hurt. For him, anyway. He had a feeling Monroe had done much, much more for way, way less in the past.

Barnes broke the tense silence. “For ten million, you can keep your nerd secrets.”

Monroe flashed a forced smile. “Barnes has a way with words.”

“So we have a deal,” Walter said.

“It would appear so,” Monroe said, and stuck out his hand.

Walter flashed the mercenary a cocky smile, praying his hand wasn’t shaking too noticeably when he clasped Monroe’s and shook it. “I guess this means the two of you are working for me now.”

Monroe grinned back at him, with all the enthusiasm of a snake measuring up his latest victim.

“I guess so, boss man,” the suited mercenary said.


Chapter 17


“Lucy, your dad’s a liar and a killer. Now let’s go home!”

Yeah, right.

It didn’t matter how long she thought about it; it still didn’t make any sense. What had she really seen back there, at the house?

Walter. And Jack.

Then Walter shooting Jack.

Walter shooting Jack.

She stopped and looked back in the direction of the house. It was somewhere behind those two large trees, but of course she’d been walking in a daze for the last few (Ten? Twenty?) minutes and might have been halfway back to Lucy by now without realizing it. That is, if she was even going in the right direction.

Apollo had stopped too, and sat on his hind legs, waiting patiently for her.

She looked back at him. “You saw what Walter did, too, right? It wasn’t just my imagination?”

The dog bent over and licked himself.

“Gross, Apollo.”

She looked behind her again. Walter was back there, maybe even still standing over Jack’s dead body. So who were the other guys with the Uzis?

Allie almost laughed out loud. She had thought that as the night dragged on, things would become clearer. If anything, they had only gotten muddier. If she was confused about what was happening before, that didn’t hold a candle to the insanity of the last hour. The smartest thing she could do now was return to Lucy and get the kid out of here. They didn’t have a car—she’d even checked the two-story house’s attached garage—but there was a road somewhere out there. Besides, “out there” was better than hunkering down in a shuttered house if the men in suits (and Walter) came looking for them.

“It’ll be great,” Walter had said. “It’s the perfect chance to get to know each other better.”

He’d really meant it was the chance for her to connect with Lucy, because even a blind man could see the drama that played out whenever she and the teenager were in the same room together for longer than a few seconds.

Or maybe that wasn’t what Walter had meant at all. After tonight, after what she had seen, she didn’t know anything anymore.

“Should have stayed out of the woods,” she said out loud. “Nothing good ever comes from going into the woods. Right, boy?”

Apollo stopped licking himself long enough to look up at her.

“Thanks. Glad we’re on the same wavelength.”

She turned around and continued through the woods, back toward the house. Back to Lucy.

She probably had ten minutes, give or take, before she reached her destination. Ten minutes, give or take, to figure out what to tell Lucy about her dad.

“Guess what, kid? Your dad’s not who we thought he was! He’s a liar and a killer, and God only knows the real reason he brought us out here in the first place!”

Yeah, that was probably not going to work, either.
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As it turned out, she didn’t have to worry about what she was going to tell Lucy, because she could hear the sounds of fate taking that option away from her just beyond the tree lines. She knew what they were before she saw the bright LED headlights sweeping across the woods, making her drop to the ground on her stomach as they flashed overhead.

Apollo, trailing behind her, did the same thing.

After about ten painstaking seconds of trying to convince herself to get up and run in the other direction, she did get up, but crab-walked the rest of the way to the tree line. She looked out in time to see the tall man in the suit—the same one who had tried to shoot Apollo back at the house—sliding out of a familiar looking SUV in the well-lit front yard of the two-story house. A second man, also wearing a suit, climbed out of the driver’s side, but didn’t move away from it. Instead, he stood behind the open door and waited as his tall partner walked forward.

Apollo trotted over and sat down next to her, and together they watched the tall man stop halfway to the house and looked back toward the SUV.

“This is your show, boss man,” the tall man said to someone back at the car. He wasn’t talking to the one at the driver-side door. “What now?”

One of the SUV’s back doors creaked open, and a third figure emerged. She had no trouble recognizing the white bandage wrapped around his head.

Walter.

He’d led them here. Right to her and Lucy.

Her heart raced at the sight of him, all the questions she had been turning over in her head on the way over here rushing back in a tidal wave, more confusing now than ever.

“Let me do the talking,” Walter said as he walked past the tall man, toward the front porch.

“What if they’re not here?” the tall man asked.

“It has to be this one. My only other neighbors are miles away in the other direction.”

“If you say so, boss man.”

‘Boss man?’

The tall man in the suit stood back and allowed Walter to approach the house by himself. The man looked around the yard, until he was suddenly peering in her direction. She took an involuntary step backward, moving further into the shadows, even though she was sure he couldn’t see her given the distance between them.

Probably.

The man kept turning until he was looking at another part of the woods. She breathed easier, but stayed where she was.

Walter was now on the front porch and looking through one of the windows, before moving over to the door and knocking on it. He probably noticed right away that the doorknob was busted, that the only thing keeping the door closed at all was a shoe rack on the other side.

Instead of pushing his way in, Walter leaned toward the slight opening and shouted, “Lucy! Allie! It’s me! Can you guys hear me? You can both come out now! It’s safe! I promise, it’s safe!”

Goddamned liar, she thought, as his voice echoed in the night air.

There was no movement from inside the house, and Allie held out hope that Lucy wouldn’t respond, that she would know something wasn’t right when Walter showed up with two strangers in an SUV.

Be smart, Lucy. Something’s not right. You can see it, can’t you?

But all that optimism quickly vanished when a figure appeared from the far side of the building, and a voice shouted, “Dad!”

Allie sighed as she watched Lucy run toward Walter, who hurried down the steps and opened his arms. The girl practically jumped into them. The two of them looked like the picture of a happy family reunion, except, of course, Allie knew better.

Who are you, Walter?

She heard a low, rumbling growl and looked down at Apollo, sitting next to her. He only had eyes for the two suited men at the SUV, and she wondered if he recognized the one who had tried to shoot him back at the house.

“Easy, boy. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. Promise.”

Apollo looked at her for a second before turning back to the men in suits.

She did the same thing, when she noticed the one back at the SUV was leaning against the hood of the vehicle, looking through a pair of binoculars. The lens seemed to be glowing neon green, and the man was looking right at her.

Oh, hell, she thought, when the man pulled back from the binoculars and said something. The tall one turned around, and he stared in her direction for the second time. He pulled something out from behind his back, and she learned what that “something” was when the man pointed it at her at the same time a bright beam of LED light hit her in the face.

She flinched at the sudden stab of brightness, even as Apollo let out a loud bark in response.

There goes the element of surprise, she thought, fighting through the pain until she could see again.

Her vision returned just in time to catch the tall man dropping the flashlight and brushing back his blazer, the moonlight glinting off the steel barrel of his Uzi’s attached suppressor.

“Run!” she shouted.

Apollo was a blur of movement next to her, vanishing from her side even before she had completely spun around and flung herself away from the tree line. She was still in mid-air when the trunk she’d been sitting next to exploded and showered her in bark. The woods began emitting a strong burning smell as 9MM rounds slashed through the darkness, chopping into anything and everything.

She crawled forward on her hands and knees, desperate to get as far away from the tree line as possible, the gun still clutched in one hand. She didn’t get up until the man had stopped shooting and branches stopped falling, and only then did she scrambled to her knees, then hopped up to her feet, and took off running.

Apollo was right beside her, easily keeping pace.

“Goddammit, why did you do that?” someone shouted behind her. She would recognize the voice anywhere. Walter. “We had a fucking deal!”

She ran on, snapping twigs and swiping at branches that seemed to be dropping out of the sky for the express purpose of hindering her escape.

Even as her legs pumped and her breath crashed against her chest, Walter’s words echoed inside her head:

“We had a fucking deal!”

She kept running, her thoughts jumbled with the last five months as she struggled to understand what was happening, how this Walter was even the same one in the almost-plain suit who nervously asked her out that first time. She remembered taking the initiative and kissing him on their second date after being disappointed that he hadn’t already done it on the first one two days earlier.

Who was the real Walter? Was it the timid single father she had reluctantly allowed to enter her life after a year and a half of being alone, or was it the one back at the house, who had shot Jack down like a dog?

Goddamn you, Walter. Who are you?

Who are you?


Chapter 18


“We had a deal!” Walter shouted, rushing over to where Monroe was standing. “You promised I’d get to talk to her first, goddammit!”

If Monroe was the least bit intimidated, the man didn’t show it. He calmly inserted a new magazine from his back pocket into the Uzi, then tossed the spent one. “I said I’d try. Big difference.”

“Not to me, it’s not.”

Walter clenched his teeth in frustration, but he didn’t forget where he was, or who (Lucy) was standing behind him right now. He said in a low voice that only Monroe could hear, “Don’t test me. You pull another stunt like that, and we’re done. You hear me? We’re done, and you can kiss all those millions good-bye and go back to working for table scraps from people like Gorman and Smith. Have I made myself clear?”

Monroe stared back at him, and Walter wondered how many ways this man, this professional killer, could end his life right now. Sure, he still had Jack’s gun in his back waistband—hidden, so Lucy wouldn’t see it—but what were the chances he could get it out to defend himself if Monroe should decide, right here and now, that the money wasn’t worth the trouble of putting up with him?

But he didn’t have to worry about that, because Monroe raised an amused eyebrow and took a step back, a clear signal that money was, after all, worth the trouble. “Whatever you say, Walt. You’re the boss…Boss.”

“That’s what I thought,” Walter said, and turned around quickly, so Monroe couldn’t see the relief on his face.

“Dad, what’s going on?” Lucy asked. She was watching him closely, the confusion and uncertainty on her face obvious under the bright lights. “Who was he shooting at?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” Walter said, walking back to her. “It might have been the men from the house, the ones that held us at gunpoint.” He touched his ear over the bandage. “The same ones that did this to me.”

“Allie went back there. She went back to get you.”

“I know, and we’re going to find her. My friends and I.”

He threw a quick glance back at Monroe, who had walked over to the tree line, the Uzi hanging at his side. If Allie was still in there, somewhere, and armed, it wouldn’t have taken very much for her to pick him off. The Allie he knew couldn’t have done something like that, but this Allie, who knew about suppressors and had gone back for him even after being chased out here by Jerry…

I guess I didn’t really know her after all.

The question was: How much of the woman he thought he knew actually existed? She couldn’t have hidden everything from him. They were friends before they dated, then became lovers.

The irony was, he was worried about her reaction to all of this when he eventually got around to revealing the truth to her. There were a couple of times when he’d found the perfect spot to tell her about tonight’s plans. But he hadn’t, because he didn’t think she could go through with it if she knew, because he didn’t think she was “that kind of a girl.”

He almost laughed thinking about it now, but he didn’t, because Lucy was still watching him intently.

“Is she okay?” Lucy asked. “I’m really worried about her.”

“I don’t know, and I’m worried, too,” Walter said. He put his hands on her thin shoulders and squeezed. “When my friends came to help me, she hadn’t shown up yet. I think she might have gotten lost in the woods. It’s pretty dark, and she’s never been here before.”

Lucy nodded, and he knew he’d gotten through to her. Or, at least, enough that she believed him. “I think we got lost a couple of times before we found this place.”

“See? I’m sure that’s all that happened to her.”

Lucy glanced back at the house. “There’s someone in there, Dad. On the second floor. Allie shot him when he came after us.”

“Is he still alive?”

She nodded. “We left him tied up in the master bedroom.”

“Okay, baby, that’s good to know.” He looked back at Monroe and called, “We have a problem.”

“Another one?” Monroe said, looking over.

“There’s someone tied up in the second-floor master bedroom. Can you go check on him, make sure he’s okay until the cops show up?”

Monroe smiled knowingly. “I’ll take care of it. Make sure he’s still around to give the police his statement.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

Monroe headed back to the SUV, where Barnes was still leaning over the hood. The two of them began making plans in a low voice that Walter couldn’t hear, so he was certain Lucy couldn’t, either.

“You called the cops?” Lucy asked.

“I did,” Walter nodded. “But not the locals. I don’t know if we can trust them. Thankfully, I have some friends with the state troopers. They’re coming over now, but it’s going to take a while. Maybe another couple of hours.”

“Thank God. We didn’t have our phones, and the house doesn’t have a landline.”

“Just like ours, huh?”

Lucy managed a smile. “Allie says no one has landlines anymore.”

“Well, not the smart ones, anyway.” He forced a smile, then gave her shoulders another squeeze before adding, “Okay, sweetheart. I’m going to leave you here with Barnes. He’ll watch over you until I come back.”

“Where are you going?”

“To go look for Allie, in the woods. I can’t leave her out there by herself.”

“In case there are more of those guys running around?”

“Exactly.”

“What happened to the one back at the house?”

He sighed regretfully. “My friends had to kill him. Unfortunately, the guy didn’t give them a choice.”

Lucy nodded. “I understand.”

“I know you do, because you’re smart. You take after your old man.”

“You’re not that old.”

He laughed for real this time. “Old enough,” he said, and pulled her to him in a hug, never wanting to let go. After all, he had done all of this for her, for their future. Allie was supposed to be a part of that future.

Allie…
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“What if you can’t convince her?” Monroe asked.

Walter wished the man would shut up. He was already having a difficult enough time trying to come up with something convincing to say to Allie when they finally caught up to her; he didn’t need Monroe’s useless chatter clogging up his head.

“I don’t know,” Walter said.

“Fair warning: If she pulls on me, I’ll have to put her down.”

“Just…give me a chance to talk to her first.”

Monroe didn’t reply.

“Did you hear me?” Walter said, even though he knew Monroe could hear him. There was barely four feet between them at the moment.

“Yeah, sure,” Monroe said.

The taller man looked absurd moving through the darkened woods in his tailored black suit and white dress shirt and black tie. The shoes he was wearing weren’t exactly made for the surroundings, either. But none of that mattered except for the Uzi in his hands.

Walter had kept his handgun hidden behind his back. The thought of Allie seeing him coming with a gun in his hand was horrifying. Despite all the craziness of tonight, he still clung to hope that they could repair things, even if deep down he was already worried the distrust might be too great to mend.

“She’s gorgeous,” he remembered Dan telling him during lunch one day. “Single, too.”

“How do you know?” he had asked.

“Walter, the woman’s been working for me for months now. No social life to speak of. Comes in early, leaves late. Answers my texts and phone calls every time, regardless of the hour.” Dan had winked knowingly. “Trust me; she’s single and ready to mingle. That’s your cue, buddy. You ready to mingle, or what? Time to get back on that horse.”

God, he’d been nervous that day, so much so that he’d had to take a sip of Dan’s brandy in his office before coming out and dropping the question. He’d always wondered if she could smell the liquor on his lips from that day, but she had never said anything about it then, or since.

And now…

Was it too late? Was it over? Was he trying to save a relationship that was built on lies—hers, his, theirs?

“She didn’t know anything?” Monroe asked, slapping at a low-hanging branch.

Walter shook his head. “No one knew. That was the point.”

It was a lie, because one other person knew. Walter could never have done all of this by himself, not in a million years. He didn’t have the resources or know the right (bad) people. But Monroe didn’t need to know any of that. It was the same reason Walter hadn’t told him that while he had forty million coming, the other forty million was going to someone else.

“Not a bad plan,” Monroe said. “Brilliant, even.”

“Not quite, as it turned out.”

“Still, if that dog hadn’t gone Rambo on one of the hired hands and the girls escaped as a result, you’d be free and clear.” He grinned. “Well, until I eventually showed up, anyway.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask. How did Gorman and Smith know? You were at the house within hours.”

Monroe shrugged. “I don’t have all the inside baseball, not my department, but I guess you weren’t being nearly as stealthy as you thought you were, even before tonight. They’ve had us on standby for the last month. To be honest with you, I didn’t think we’d ever get the call. As luck would have it, when it finally did come we were at a motel just an hour down the interstate from here.”

“Yeah, lucky.” He sighed, then, unable to hide his disappointment, “I guess they know it was me. No going back now.”

“I’d say your guess is dead-on, Walt ol’ pal.”

Walter couldn’t help it, and sighed out loud. He’d always known it was risky, but the alternative was unacceptable, and the rewards just too great to pass up. And God, he was so confident that he could pull it off. He’d never been more confident of anything in his life.

He touched his ear through the bandage again. It still tingled more than it hurt, but maybe he was just telling himself that in order to cope with the pain. He was going to have to see a plastic surgeon after tonight, which would mean going back to the house and finding that piece of his ear Jack had cut off. Dammit, why hadn’t he taken the time to find it before he left with Monroe? The good news was, it would probably still be there—wherever the hell Jack had put it. Unless, of course, some animal had wandered into the house and absconded with it. The thought made him shiver unwittingly.

“You okay there?” Monroe asked, glancing over.

“Fine.”

“Don’t worry; we’ll find her. But my question still stands: What happens if you can’t convince her?”

He didn’t answer, because he didn’t want to.

What if I can’t convince her?

I don’t know. I don’t know…

He’d have to be really convincing, that much was a given. The problem was, he’d never been particularly good at that, especially when women were involved. But once she learned he was doing all of this for Lucy, for her, for the three of them, she’d understand. She had to under—

A loud bark and something white flashed in the corner of his eye, and Walter spun around just in time to see Apollo—his coat of fur a stark contrast against the unyielding blackness of the woods—smashing into Monroe’s chest. Man and beast slammed into the ground, even as Monroe squeezed the Uzi’s trigger and bullets tore apart branches and leaves above—then around—him.

Walter ducked as a bullet nearly took his head off. He was reaching behind his back for Jack’s handgun when he heard crunching footsteps seconds before the very cold barrel of a gun jammed into the back of his neck.

“Don’t you fucking move, Walter,” a painfully familiar voice, dripping with anger, said from behind him.


Chapter 19


Walter stared, mouth slightly agape, as Apollo clamped down on the tall man’s right arm—the same one that had been holding the Uzi—and began jerking his head left and right as if the appendage were his own personal chew toy. The man screamed and thrashed, trying in vain to push the dog off. He had let go of the submachine gun, probably because holding onto it wasn’t important anymore with a full set of sharp teeth rending at his flesh. She wanted to say the sight of Apollo working on the man was terrifying, but the truth was, after the long night she’d had, Allie couldn’t muster the energy to give a shit.

Walter was another matter. He might have gasped “Oh Jesus” just before he doubled over and threw up.

Allie stepped back. Somehow, the sight of Walter vomiting was almost reassuring, a sign that maybe the Walter she thought she knew wasn’t entirely a fabrication after all.

“Apollo!” she shouted.

The dog instantly let go of the man’s arm, but he didn’t go very far. He began circling his prey and baring his teeth, every single sharp fang covered in blood. The white fur under his chin was splashed with a new coat of fresh red, as were parts of his shoulders, neck, and forearms. He looked like a hunter wearing war paint, and the way he was growling at the tall man convinced her Apollo recognized the face of the person who had tried to shoot him not all that long ago.

“If I give him the word, he’ll finish you off, and neither one of us will lose any sleep over it,” Allie said to the man.

He may or may not have heard her as he struggled to his knees, cradling his right hand in his lap. There was an odd look on his face, almost as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened and that all this might have just been a bad dream. But all he had to do was look at Apollo, still circling him, to know he was very much awake.

“Go ahead,” Allie said, when she saw the man’s eyes settle on his fallen Uzi, less than four feet away.

The man sighed and sat back down on his butt. He shrugged off his suit jacket and began wrapping it around his bleeding arm, grimacing with every contact against the ghastly wound. He was clearly in tremendous pain and doing a poor job of hiding it. Maybe it was the adrenaline, she thought, allowing him to treat his wound without screaming out in agony.

“You have a name?” she asked him.

He gritted his teeth as he pulled the jacket tight, then said, “Monroe.”

“Where’s the other one, Monroe?”

“He left.”

“Let’s try this again,” she said, and fired at the ground barely an inch from his right leg.

He flinched and tried to pull the leg back, but Apollo, now behind him, growled even louder. Monroe froze.

“Now,” she said, “where’s the other one?”

“Back at the house with the girl,” Monroe said.

“Walter, is he lying?”

Walter shook his head and tried to turn to look back at her without moving too much, maybe for fear she would shoot him. She wasn’t sure if she could if he suddenly turned completely around, but fortunately he didn’t make her find out.

“He’s back there with Lucy,” Walter said.

“Doing what?” she asked.

“Waiting.”

“For?”

“Us to come back.”

“Who is ‘us,’ Walter?”

“You and me…”

“What about him?” she asked, nodding at Monroe, even though Walter couldn’t see the movement of her head because, of course, she was standing behind him.

“I guess him, too.”

“You guess?”

“Let me explain,” Walter started to say.

“Shut up,” she said. Allie reached into her back pocket and pulled out the two remaining plastic cuffs she’d taken off Jerry, and tossed one into Monroe’s lap, then handed the other to Walter. “Put them on. Both of you.”

“Hands or feet?” Monroe asked, flashing her a barely credible grin that he wanted her to believe was all devil-may-care, but it just looked pathetic.

“Whichever one lets you walk, asshole,” she said.

“You’re no fun.”

“I’m not here to amuse you. Now put it on.”

Monroe picked up the cuffs and gingerly slipped them around his wrists, doing his best not to nudge his right arm. His face was contorted in obvious pain through the whole thing.

“Allie,” Walter said. Unlike Monroe, he hadn’t put his cuffs on. “Let me explain—”

“Put them on, Walter,” she said.

“Allie, please…”

“Put them on,” she said, spitting the words out through clenched teeth.

He sighed and did as instructed.

“Where is it?” she asked.

“Where is what?” he said.

“The gun. The one you shot Jack with.”

His entire body seemed to stiffen, and she had to wonder if he had convinced himself she hadn’t witnessed him murdering Jack back at the house. Or maybe he was hoping she wouldn’t bring it up.

“Behind my back,” he said quietly.

She reached under his jacket and felt around, found the gun, and relieved him of it. “Where’s your phone?”

“My phone?”

“Yes, Walter, your phone.”

“It’s back at the house. In the car. Reception was spotty, anyway,” he added. It was probably supposed to be a joke, but she didn’t laugh or even smile.

“Get up,” she said instead. “Both of you.”

Monroe struggled to his feet, grunting the entire time. His face had paled noticeably since Apollo got off him, and he was dripping blood from the gashed right arm despite the thick bundle of jacket wrapped tightly around it.

“Watch him, boy,” Allie said.

She didn’t have to tell him, because Apollo’s large brown eyes had never left Monroe, not even for a second.

“Hold up your hands,” she said as she walked around Walter. When he did, she pulled at the cuffs to make sure they were firmly in place. “Don’t move.”

“Allie,” he said, in that familiar pleading voice he always resorted to whenever he asked for forgiveness after an argument. There had been three occasions that she could recall, and he was the one who always apologized, even though two of those times had been her fault. Or partially her fault. Not that she ever let him know, even if she suspected that he knew but was just being the bigger man.

That Walter was worth fighting for. Maybe even worth dying for.

This Walter…she didn’t know this Walter at all.

“Allie, please,” he said, “just give me a chance to explain things. You’ll understand—”

“Shut up,” she said.

“Allie, please…”

“Start walking.”

“Allie…”

“Start walking,” she said, summoning every ounce of self-will not to punch him in the face right then and there.
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“Allie,” Walter said, as he walked in front of her. “Please listen to me. I did all of this for a reason. No one was supposed to get hurt. I swear to you, I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.”

“You did this,” she said. “All of this. Tonight. You.”

“Yes—no. I mean no. It wasn’t just me. Someone else was involved.”

“Who?”

“That doesn’t matter. It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this. I swear, no one was supposed to get hurt.”

“How was it supposed to work, Walter?”

He didn’t answer right away, and even though she was behind him, she could glimpse his face from time to time and knew he was struggling, trying to pick the right words. Walter was always so easy to read.

No, that’s not true. I just thought he was, but he’s not. He’s never really been.

She kept at least five feet between her and Walter, with Monroe walking to their left. The mercenary’s head was slightly bent forward, and she caught him blinking every now and then. His face was paler than before, a clear indication he hadn’t dealt with his blood loss quite as well as he had wanted her to believe earlier. If his blazer weren’t black, she would have probably been able to see the blood that soaked through the material. She didn’t know how the man was even still on his feet, much less walking next to them.

She kept expecting Monroe to make a run for it, especially since Apollo had begun vanishing at random intervals. She first noticed it five minutes ago when the dog simply disappeared into thin air, only to reappear on the other side of Monroe a few minutes later. Then he was gone again when she wasn’t looking. She didn’t know where he went and was always a little concerned until he returned. She couldn’t decide if he was scouting the area around them for potential dangers or if he was just doing what dogs do and chasing the variety of animals inside the woods.

“The company’s dying,” Walter was saying in front of her. “No one knows except the higher-ups.”

“Like you.”

“Yes.” He paused before continuing. “There won’t be a Gorman and Smith in a year. We’ll be lucky to survive the next few months. Everyone who knows about it is already looking for a way out. Including Dan.”

“Dan never said anything to me.”

“No, he wouldn’t. Can’t let something like the dissolution of the company get out to the masses. Everyone would panic, especially about their retirement plans and 401Ks.”

“What about them?”

“That’s the question. No one knows what will happen to them. To anything connected to the company.”

“Is that what this is about, Walter? Your retirement plan? Money?”

“Of course it is, Allie. Money makes the world go ’round. Why do you get up and go to work every morning, or answer all of Dan’s calls even on the weekends? Money.”

“You were stealing from Gorman and Smith.”

“Yes…in a way.”

“How?”

“There are money accounts in the company system that…don’t belong there.”

“I don’t understand…”

“Gorman and Smith has a lot of clients, and not all of them are the type of people you’d want to have brunch with. Dangerous people.”

“Criminals.”

“Yes.”

She took a moment to process what Walter was telling her. Could it be? How was that even possible? Wouldn’t she have spotted the signs? Could she even believe anything he was saying now, especially after everything that had happened tonight?

“Are you telling me I’ve been working for a company that launders money for organized crime, and never knew it?” she said. “I was there for seven months, Walter.”

“And they’ve been perfecting the façade for ten years before we showed up.”

“But you found out.”

“It took a few years, but I started noticing things. Strange money movements, accounts that didn’t seem to have real histories behind them. Very small details that most people wouldn’t see unless they spent too much time reading numbers…and had access.”

“Like you.”

He nodded. “Eventually, they came clean with me.”

“And you still kept working for them,” she said. It wasn’t a question, and he probably knew it by the way his shoulders stiffened slightly.

“You have to understand, Allie, they didn’t really give me a choice. It was join the team or put everyone I love at risk. You know Lucy means everything to me. Lucy and you—”

“Don’t.”

He sighed. Deeply, as if the world were crashing down on his shoulders.

Now you know how I feel, she thought.

“It’s the truth, Allie,” he said. “All of it.”

They walked in silence for the next few minutes, neither one saying anything. She spent the quiet time turning over everything she thought she knew about Gorman and Smith. About Dan, her boss. How had she missed the signs? Were there even signs to be missed? The idea of working blind all these months gnawed at the pit of her stomach. More than that, it pissed her off.

Walter, in front of her, sneaked a look back at her, maybe to gauge her reaction. “Allie…”

“The three that were waiting for us at the house,” she said. “Who were they?”

“Mercenaries.”

“Did Gorman and Smith send them? Did they find out what you were doing?”

“No.”

“Who were they, Walter?”

“I hired them.”

“Jesus, Walter…”

“It wasn’t supposed to go down like this.” His voice had sped up noticeably, as if he was afraid she might not let him finish. “Once Gorman and Smith found out what I had done, they weren’t just going to take my word for it that I was held at gunpoint and forced to move their clients’ money around into places where they can’t access it. So this was the only way.”

“You needed witnesses. Lucy and me.”

“Yes.”

“You needed us to be believable, which we would have been because we didn’t know any better. For all we knew, we would be telling the truth.” She paused, and because she didn’t know what else to say, “Jesus, Walter.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “They weren’t supposed to hurt anyone. They had very strict orders not to hurt anyone. If Apollo hadn’t attacked one of them…”

“They didn’t know you hired them.”

He shook his head.

“Because you had an accomplice,” she continued.

He nodded. “Someone else communicated with them throughout the week leading up to the job, then, if necessary, during it. They were supposed to threaten me using you and Lucy, and I would eventually buckle and do what they wanted—move a sizable amount of money out of Gorman and Smith and into dummy shell accounts that only I could access later.”

“Not all of it?”

“No. We needed to leave enough behind for the feds to uncover. That was the other part of the plan. The U.S. government.”

“They know about Gorman and Smith. The real Gorman and Smith. That’s why you said the company only has a year at most before it goes under.”

“They’ve suspected for years, but they’ve only started actively investigating recently. This—what happened to us out here—would be the excuse they’d need to get their hands on company records. Once that happened, Gorman and Smith would have other things to worry about than trying to pick apart my story. And before anyone knew what I’d done, we’d be gone. You, me, and Lucy. That was the original plan, anyway.” He sighed. “Things…got complicated.”

No shit, Walter, she thought, before looking over at Monroe. “What about him?”

Monroe wasn’t moving quite as easily next to them as before. He was clearly struggling with every step, his eyes permanently fixed on the ground. She still had to marvel that he was even moving at all. If he had heard a word of their conversation, he didn’t show it.

“He’s a company-hired gun,” Walter said. “It turns out I wasn’t being nearly as subtle as I thought leading up to tonight. They’d already suspected even before I started moving the money around, and had been tracking me.”

“But you were working with him. Monroe.”

“Not at first, but I convinced him he could make more money by not turning me in.”

“You talked him into double-crossing Gorman and Smith?”

“It wasn’t that hard, Allie. Everyone wants a retirement package. Even hired killers like Monroe.” He paused for a moment; she could feel the sales pitch winding up, and he didn’t disappoint her. “Things didn’t work out like I planned. We won’t be able to talk our way out of this now, but we don’t have to. Forget about returning to the city. We could leave now and never look back. Ditch our old lives and start all over again.”

“Start over where, Walter?”

“Does it matter? It could be anywhere in the world, Allie, and we’d never have to work another day in our lives. You, me, and Lucy.”

“Lucy doesn’t know…”

“Of course not. But I thought about telling you. God, I almost told you so many times…”

“But you never did.”

“I didn’t think you’d go along with it.” There was something in his voice, almost accusing, when he added, “That was before tonight.”

He finally found the courage to stop and turn around, and his eyes sought her out. She didn’t know why, but she didn’t point the gun at him, and at the same time wasn’t afraid he would lunge at her. Maybe it was because she could see the old Walter in his eyes; but the new one Walter was also there, too, which was probably why she never took her finger off the trigger.

“I did this for us,” he said. “For our future. You have to believe me.”

“I do.”

“You do?” Surprise—maybe a little bit of shock—registered on his face. “You believe me?”

She nodded. “I believe you.”

“Allie, that’s great!” he said, and the confusion was replaced by a big old Walter-like smile.

“Except you don’t get it.”

The smile stuttered. “Get what? What are you talking about?”

“It’s not a matter of me not believing you, Walter.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s about me thinking you’re delusional.”

The smile vanished, replaced by the beginning of a frown. “I don’t understand…”

“The fact that you think we could just pretend tonight never happened, that we could just move on as one big, happy family. You’re out of your goddamned mind, Walter.”

His frowned deepened and for a moment she thought he might start to cry, and she felt amazingly sorry for him. “I thought you understood.…”

“I do. And it doesn’t change a damned thing.”

“Allie.…”

“Turn around, Walter.”

“What?”

“Turn around. We’re going to walk back to the house, get Lucy, and we’re going to get into that car and drive away from here.” She tightened her grip on the gun. “Then I’m going to turn you in to the police and you’ll tell the feds everything. About Gorman and Smith, about tonight, everything.”

“Allie…”

“Shut up and turn around and start walking.”

He sighed and was turning around, when a loud bang! shattered her eardrums and something wet and clumpy hit her in the face.

Allie fell to her knees even as the gunshot echoed, and she managed to scrape enough of the material out of her eyes to see—

Walter on the ground on his stomach, his head turned sideways, his face toward her, frozen in that same frown she’d seen just a few seconds earlier. There was a hole in his forehead that hadn’t been there before.

A second bang! and Monroe collapsed to the ground beside her. He fell and lay still, staring up at the dark skies beyond the tree canopies. In an odd way, she thought he looked almost relieved.

Allie had forgotten when she had dropped the gun, but instead of looking for it, she could only focus on the sticky substance caking her face. She scraped at them with both hands, flicking blood and something thick (Don’t think about it) clinging to her skin, as boots appeared out of the bushes and from behind trees.

Men in black clothing surrounded her. They were carrying rifles, moonlight flickering off the long, polished barrels. She recognized the sleek frame of their weapons—AK-47s. Assault rifles. They all wore gun belts, all except for one. The man had on dress slacks and a white dress shirt with a sleek blood-red tie. He emerged from between two massive trees and stepped over Walter’s prone body toward her.

He crouched in front of her, took out a silk handkerchief, and held it out. She spied a pair of initials in the corner: D.W.

“Long night, huh?” the man said.

She grabbed at the proffered fabric and wiped at the pieces of Walter still clinging to her face. There was so much of it that she couldn’t reconcile how it had all come from that small hole in his forehead, but then she remembered she was looking at the entry hole, not the exit…

“Was that you that fired that shot earlier?” the man asked. “That’s how we knew where you were, you know. Then there was all that chatter. Walter, begging, as he’s wont to do.” The man glanced over at Monroe’s body. “I told them one-shot, one-kill, and look. Talk about professionals.” He fixed his eyes back on her. “You look like shit, Allie.”

She focused on the man’s face and couldn’t remember the last time she had personally seen him outside of Gorman and Smith. All of her interactions with Daniel “Dan” Wasterman, her boss, were always at the office.

“It’s definitely been a long and violent night, that’s for sure,” Dan said, standing up. “But it’s almost over. Just a few more hours to tie up all the loose ends; then we can all go back to our regularly scheduled lives. Well, for some of us, anyway…”


Chapter 20


“I was the one who recruited him, you know,” Dan said. “All three times. The first time was when he came to work for us, then again when he stumbled across our dirty little secret; and finally, for this job. The irony is, Gorman and Smith didn’t always use to hide ill-gotten money for bad people. We really were, once upon a time, an honest to goodness, well, honest enterprise. But, you know, reasons.”

The more Dan talked, the more she wanted to punch him. Better yet, drive a knife through the back of his skull. She’d never hated anyone more than she did him now. He walked in front of her, hands in his pockets, like he owned every old tree and inch of ground around them.

He didn’t have to pay any attention to her or their surroundings, because the well-armed men in black military-style clothes did that for him. There were four of them, and they looked every bit like Jack and his two comrades—except deadlier and more silent. Two of them walked up front, flanking Dan, while the other two followed closely behind her. They hadn’t restrained her, but they didn’t have to. She had no illusions that she could escape from them. Not for one millisecond.

“Your résumé left out a few things about your past,” Dan was saying. “Walter called me post-Jack, told me what you did. Let’s just say we were both speechless.”

She knew he wanted some kind of response from her, wanted this to be an ongoing (walking) conversation until they reached their destination. If there was one thing Dan liked more than loose women, it was hearing himself talk. A part of her wanted to deny him, but she needed answers. Despite everything Walter had already told her, there were still holes, information that she didn’t have.

“You planned this,” she said.

“How much did Walter tell you before…well, you know.”

“Everything he knew, but it wasn’t everything, was it?”

He shrugged. “He probably told you that Gorman and Smith’s days are numbered. It’s been for a while, ever since the feds first started sniffing around, thanks to a few loose lips. Why did you think I hired you? Single, a long way from home, and just the right age. Not too young, not too old. Besides, you’re just his type. Right down to the blue eyes.”

“Why?”

“Because I needed to give Walter a reason. Lucy alone might have done it, but why settle for one when you can have two? The combination of a future with you, and freedom for Lucy, was enough to convince him. He knew as well as I did that when the feds made their move, we’d all be under the gun.”

“Walter told me that he planned it, that all of this was his idea, including the three mercenaries back at the house.”

Dan chuckled. “Of course he did.”

“But it was always you. You planted the seed. And I was a part of it.”

“Don’t be so modest. You were a big part of it, Allie. The hardest part was getting him to reach for the brass ring. You. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Walter can sometimes be a little meek. He needed nudging, and I have very sharp elbows.” He mimed nudging for her. “Of course, it was lust at first sight for him. Like I said: You’re his perfect type.”

Oh, Walter. You never knew, did you? He played you all along. He played us.

She swiped at something dripping down her right eyebrow and flicked it away, purposefully not looking to see what it was. She didn’t want to know.

“You told Jack and the others to kill us when Walter was done, didn’t you? That’s why they showed us their faces. I bet you didn’t bother to tell Walter that part.”

“No comment.”

“You fucker.”

He shot her a warning glance over his shoulder. “Let’s watch the language.”

She ignored him, said, “How are you going to get the money now, genius? Walter’s dead.”

He flashed her a smug grin before turning back around. “You really think I’d tell these boys to pop ol’ Walt if that part was still in doubt? You know me better than that, Allie. I was mirroring everything on the laptop Jack gave Walter from the time it booted up. I recorded every keystroke, every URL, and every account. Walter, bless his soul, was never going to last long after tonight. Even if everything worked out perfectly, he’d break. Either to the feds, or to Gorman and Smith. It’s in his nature. These boys were always supposed to deal with Jack and the other two, but I have to admit, I didn’t know Gorman and Smith would send their goons first. But hey, that’s why they call them contingency plans, right?”

“He trusted you,” she said. “Jesus, he trusted you like a brother.”

“What’s that saying, ‘Bros before hoes’? I like to think of it as, ‘Dough before bros.’”

From the very beginning, Walter. He played you from the very beginning. And you had no idea, did you, you poor, dumb bastard.

“What now?” she asked. “Why haven’t you shot me yet?”

“You anxious to get shot, Allie?”

She didn’t answer him, and he let the silence linger for ten, then twenty seconds, where the only sounds were their footsteps and those of the armed men around them.

“The girl,” he finally said.

She didn’t have to ask him who “the girl” was. Lucy.

“She took off when my men put down Monroe’s guy,” Dan continued. “She’s somewhere in that house, hiding. The problem is, I don’t have all day to tear the place apart looking for her.” He glanced down at his watch, the moonlight gleaming off the gold Rolex. “Help me bring her out of hiding, and I’ll let you go. Tell me that’s not the best deal you’ve gotten all night.”

Bullshit. I was born at night, but not last night, you fucker.

But Allie said instead, “What’s so important about a fifteen-year-old girl? You’re just going to disappear after tonight anyway, aren’t you?”

“Walter.”

“Walter?”

“He pulled a fast one on me, that bugger.”

She felt a smile coming and didn’t fight it, since Dan couldn’t see it anyway. “He outsmarted you.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. More like he wanted to make a point.”

“To you?”

“To Lucy. His way of showing her that all of this was for her, would be my guess. Walter always could get a little hammy from time to time.”

“I don’t understand…”

“He put the money in her name,” Dan said. “She’s the only one who can retrieve his half. All forty million of it.”
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Apollo, where the hell are you?

The dog hadn’t been present when Dan’s people murdered Walter and Monroe. It was a good thing, as it turned out, because as fast and cunning as the dog was, Allie didn’t think for one second he could survive four men with assault rifles.

So where was he now? And did Dan know about him? He’d said that Walter had called him on the phone, told him about her, but had Walter also mentioned the trouble Apollo had caused Jack and the others? Dan, of course, knew about her dog, but how much did he know—if anything—about what Apollo had done tonight?

She sneaked a look around her—first left, then right, then even slightly behind her by pretending she was spitting—but there were no signs of Apollo. Either the dog had taken off or he was hanging back. Despite the two years since the animal had come into her life, Allie had to admit she hadn’t known what he was fully capable of until tonight. Maybe he was a lot smarter than she gave him credit for, and she thought he was plenty smart already.

He had to be out there somewhere, doing…what? If one of the mercenaries had shot him, wouldn’t Dan have mentioned it? Maybe.

After what seemed like hours of walking and listening to Dan crow, they finally stepped out of the woods and into the clearing around the familiar two-story house. There were two extra vehicles parked around Monroe’s black SUV, both minivans, along with two more men in black military uniforms. One of them was standing on the front porch while the other one was moving around on the other side, looking into the shadows.

“There was another man,” Allie said. “Inside the house, on the second floor.”

“Someone already put him out of his misery before we showed up,” Dan said, “so no fair putting that body on me, too.”

“What about Lucy?”

Dan led her to one of the black minivans with its side hatch open and nodded at one of his mercenaries. “Tell her.”

The man slung his rifle and pulled a bottle of water out of the van. “Window on the second-floor master bedroom was open, but I think that’s a trick. She’s still in the house but wanted us to think she jumped down. I had men in the back at the time, and they would have seen her.”

“You know she’s still in the house, but you can’t find her,” she said.

The man nodded and took a sip of water. “That’s correct. We’ve searched all the rooms. Every closet and pantry, but it’s a big house. It’ll take all day to find all the cracks and secret rooms, assuming there are secret rooms.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have all day,” Dan said. “Gorman and Smith already knows about Walter, and they probably know about me now, too. As soon as their boys fail to report in, they’ll send more people. I’d rather avoid that, so that’s where you come in.”

Allie didn’t reply right away. The truth was, she didn’t know where Lucy could be. While she’d spent some time in the house, they’d kept the lights off and she was more concerned with Jerry coming after them than going around exploring. But Lucy had that luxury after she left the teenager alone, so it wasn’t out of the question the girl might have found one of those secret rooms the hired gun was talking about.

“I’ll have a better idea inside the house,” she finally said. “By myself.”

“No can do,” Dan said.

“Your men will scare her from coming out of hiding.”

“Womack will go inside with you while the rest stays out here.” He glanced at his watch again, before adding, “Make it fast.”

“What’s the hurry? I hear prison can be fun for a dandy like you.”

He snorted. “It’s not the feds I’m worried about, Allie. If you’re smart, you’ll make a run for it too when this is all over.”

“Are you telling me I’ve been working for a company that launders money for organized crime, and never knew it?” she had asked Walter.

“And they’ve been perfecting the façade for ten years before we showed up,” he had said.

She looked over at Womack, “Can I have some of that?”

The mercenary handed her his bottle and she took a quick swig, then used the rest to wash away Walter’s blood (and other things) that had refused to be scraped off her face on the walk over.

“Give the lady another bottle,” Dan said. “She looks like she can use it.”

Womack reached into the van and brought out another bottle. This time she drank the whole thing, all the while trying to come up with a plan that would keep both her and Lucy alive to see morning.

Two girls against six men with assault rifles.

Yeah, no sweat.


Chapter 21


The house looked different with all the lights turned on. Of course, she’d been running around in the dark for almost the entire night, so maybe that had a lot to do with how bright everything seemed. As she stepped back inside the house, Allie couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed and out of her depth. Most of all, though, was the reality of being so outgunned.

For a moment, she thought she’d gained the upper hand. She’d outsmarted Walter and Monroe when they thought they were hunting her, and all that was left was to come back here and gather up Lucy and leave in the SUV. Walter’s betrayal stung, but she had to admit, it’d been awhile since she had felt so alive.

And then Dan showed up.

You had no idea what he was capable of, did you, Walter?

Neither did I, as it turned out.

She stepped over a man in a suit and tie lying in the middle of the living room, careful not to get his blood on her shoes. He had two bullet holes in his chest and a third in his forehead. She recognized him as being Monroe’s man, who had been left behind with Lucy. She had been reasonably confident she could have dealt with him if she needed to when she got back to the house. Apparently, someone had beaten her to it.

Womack led her through the house, then up the stairs. They passed puddles of fresh and dried blood on the way. Jerry’s, Monroe’s man, and who else? Not that it mattered. She stepped around them and focused on her surroundings, on where everyone was, and her distance to all the exits.

Too many, and too far.

“How old is she?” Womack asked as they went up the stairs.

He walked in front of her, his rifle slung and his holstered handgun—a Colt 1911 model—with its handle facing her. She measured the distance between them and came up with three feet. Close enough, but she didn’t go for the gun because the problem wasn’t just Womack; it was also the five others, not counting Dan, surrounding the house.

Five against one was bad odds, even if she could somehow take Womack’s pistol and assault rifle off him. That was already an iffy prospect. The man had at least a foot and a solid hundred pounds of lean muscle on her, never mind his probably hand-to-hand combat training. She had some of that, too, but Allie wasn’t delusional enough to think she could take a man of Womack’s size in a stand-up fight.

“Fifteen,” Allie said as they passed framed photos of a large family along the wall to her left. She hadn’t seen them before because the whole place was dark when she was last here. The people in the portraits looked happy, but then, what family didn’t when the cameras were pointed at them?

“You have any ideas where she might be hiding?” Womack asked.

“I don’t know. It’s a big house.”

“Give me a hint.”

“I want to see the master bedroom first.”

“Why?”

“You said she didn’t go out the back window.”

“She didn’t.”

“It’s only a ten-foot drop. She could have jumped down and run into the woods.”

“No,” Womack said, with all the confidence in the world. “There were no tracks, nothing to indicate she’d reached the ground. And, like I said, I had men all around the house at the time.”

“She’s a smart girl.”

“She may be, but she didn’t leave through the window.”

“So you keep saying.”

He grunted, but didn’t press the issue.

They reached the second floor, where Allie caught her breath for a moment.

Jesus. How did I survive that?

It looked worse in the light—a long, jagged string of bullet holes along the wall and chunks of plaster of all sizes covering the floor. There was so much damage—there were a few bullet holes in the ceiling, too—including along the wooden railing on her right, that she wondered if this wasn’t all just a dream, that maybe she hadn’t actually survived Jerry’s barrage after all.

“What happened here?” Womack asked.

“Someone tried to shoot me.”

“You look in one piece to me.”

“I guess I was lucky.”

Womack chuckled. “You must have nine lives.”

Eight now, she thought, before correcting herself: Or seven, now. Beckard claimed one of them, remember?

The master bedroom where she had marched Jerry to earlier was open, and they stepped inside. The king-size bed was a mess, the blankets covered in blood, and Jerry himself was lying on the floor nearby. Coagulated blood pooled around his head, leaking out from the razor-thin cut that stretched across his neck where he had been garroted.

“Who killed him?” she asked.

“We’re thinking the guy downstairs,” Womack said. “Saved us the trouble.”

“And you took care of him in turn.”

“That’s the job.”

“How much is Dan paying you?”

Womack didn’t answer her, and instead crossed the room to the back window.

“A lot?” she pressed.

“Enough,” Womack said, and stood next to the open window, as if to say, “Well, you wanted to see it, so see it.”

She walked over, stepping around a fallen pillow smeared with blood.

The room, like downstairs, looked larger with the lights on. The closet and bathroom doors were open, and there were signs that the place had been thoroughly searched very recently.

So where was Lucy?

“She didn’t jump down,” Womack said as Allie leaned out the open window and peered down. He pointed at a pair of bushes directly below them. “They were undisturbed, no signs of anything—least of all a human being—having landed on top of them.”

Something moved in the backyard, in the darkness, and she thought, Apollo!, but when she looked over, she saw that it was just one of Dan’s mercenaries standing guard between the house and the surrounding woods. The man was wearing night-vision goggles, the device like an elongated third eye jutting from his forehead.

She pulled back from the window and saw Womack eyeing her carefully. “Where else could she be hiding?”

“You checked every room?”

“My men did.”

“Maybe they missed something.”

“Anything’s possible,” he said, shrugging. He obviously didn’t believe it. “Try calling her.”

“I don’t have to.”

“Why not?”

“Because I know exactly where she is.”

He cocked his head slightly to one side, not quite understanding. “You know where she is exactly? Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

“Because you won’t like the answer.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Come again?”

“Now.”

She was afraid of a loud pinging! sound as the baseball bat connected with the back of Womack’s head, but that would have happened only if the bat clutched in Lucy’s hands was aluminum. But it was solid oak, and there was just a dull thump as it made contact against flesh and the skull underneath it.

The strike dropped Womack like a sack of meat. The girl stood over him, shaking, both hands still choking up on the bat that was now stained with blood and patches of hair.

“Oh God, did I kill him?” Lucy whispered.

Allie didn’t answer her. Instead, she glanced out the back window again, at the mercenary. He was facing the woods, oblivious to what had just happened in the master bedroom behind him.

“Allie?” Lucy said, her voice still barely rising above a whisper.

“You did good,” she said, and pulled the curtains closed.

She crouched next to Womack and drew his 1911 from its holster and slipped the Kalashnikov off him. The man was heavier than he looked, and a part of the strap was trapped under his body. Allie had to grunt to get it free. She opened the pouches around his waist and grabbed two spare magazines, shoving them into one back pocket each. She took a moment to feel Womack’s pulse. He was alive, if just barely, the bloody patch on the back of his head staring at her.

She glanced up at Lucy, the bat looking heavy as it hung from her hand. She’d seen the girl sliding out from under the large king-size bed while she was at the window and Womack was talking. His back was turned to the teenager, and she had been amazingly quiet as she crept up on him, even if Allie could see her trembling with every step. It had been all Allie could do to keep Womack’s attention, to keep those eyes of his focused entirely on her.

Allie put both hands on the girl’s shoulders now and smiled. “You did really good.”

Lucy smiled back. Or tried to. She was shaking too badly to fully commit. “Where’s Dad? He went to find you.”

“I don’t know; I didn’t see him on my way back,” Allie said, hoping there wasn’t still blood on her face to give away the lie.

She hurried past the teenager before Lucy could ask something else, maybe more questions about Walter. Right now, the less the girl knew, the better. Allie drew the 1911 from her waistband and looked through the open bedroom door at the devastated second-floor hallway beyond.

Lucy followed her, almost stepping into Jerry’s blood, then onto Jerry himself, before leaning against the wall next to Allie. Every so often, the girl’s eyes would find their way back to the blood and hair clinging to the end of the baseball bat still clutched in her hand.

“How did you hide from them?” Allie asked.

“I was already on the second floor in one of the other bedrooms when they shot Barnes, so I ran into this one.” She glanced over at Jerry’s body on the floor. “I don’t know when that happened to him, or who did it…”

Barnes did that, she thought, but asked, “Where were you hiding?”

“There’s a small hidden compartment inside the closet, behind the safe. I found it while I was looking around waiting for you earlier; it’s small, and I had to squeeze in like a pretzel. I hid when they were searching the house, then I snuck out to see what was happening, when you and…the other one showed up. I couldn’t get back to the closet in time, so I slid under the bed.”

“And the bat?”

“It was in the closet. Some golf clubs, too, but the bat was heavier.”

“Good choice.”

The teenager gave Allie another failed attempt at a smile. “Thanks.” Then she looked back at Womack’s body on the other side of the bed. “Did I kill him?”

“No, he’s still alive.” Just barely, she thought, but decided the girl didn’t need to know that part.

“Oh,” Lucy said, and Allie detected more than just a little bit of relief in that one simple word. Then, “How are we going to get out of here, Allie? They’re everywhere.”

“We’ll improvise.” She looked around the room before settling on the back window. It was the most obvious route of escape. “Ten feet,” she said, mostly to herself.

“Ten feet?” Lucy repeated.

“From the second floor to the ground below.”

“Oh.”

Allie smiled at her. “You can do it.”

Lucy didn’t look convinced, but she walked over to the window, hiding against the wall on the other side from Allie so the lone dark figure walking out there couldn’t spot them. But the man hadn’t looked in their direction once; he seemed preoccupied with something in the wood, and she wondered what he was seeing that she couldn’t from the window with the naked eye.

“I opened the window so they’d think I jumped out,” Lucy said.

“Smart.”

“I heard what the man said. I guess they didn’t buy it.”

“No, but it was still a smart thing to do.”

She took a moment to peek out at the back of the mercenary about fifty (sixty?) yards from them. The problem wasn’t taking the man out; she could do it, if she had to. The problem was how long before the others responded to the gunshots. The thought of shooting it out with the rest of Dan’s men, with Lucy in the middle, made her queasy. She didn’t just worry for the girl’s safety, but her own, too. Allie had training—a lot of it—but none of it covered how to survive a firefight with a half dozen mercenaries.

“It’s really far down,” Lucy was saying while peering through the curtains at the ground below. “Are you sure it’s only ten feet?”

More like twelve, or thirteen, Allie thought, but said, “About ten feet.”

“It looks higher…”

“See those bushes?” she asked, pointing at the shrubbery below them.

Lucy nodded hesitantly.

“They’ll cushion your fall,” Allie said. “Trust me.”

The girl’s face paled.

“Trust me, Lucy,” Allie said.

Lucy flashed her another forced smile. This one, like the others, had no chance of being even semi-believable. “What about you?”

“Once I’m sure you’re safe, I’ll be right behind you.”

“Allie, where’s Dad?”

“We’ll find him together, later.” She gave the girl another reassuring smile. “But we have to get out of here first in order to do that, right?”

The teenager nodded, and Allie looked out the window again to make sure the dark figure still had his back to them. He did. What the hell was he looking at, anyway? Whatever it was, she hoped it would keep his attention for the next few minutes, or else this was going to be a very short escape attempt.

She turned back to Lucy. “Remember, I’ll be right behind you.”

Lucy leaned her bat against the wall and, swallowing hard, climbed up onto the windowsill with all the care of a woman preparing to do a high-wire walk with no safety nets.

“Just let yourself drop down, feet first, right into the bushes,” Allie said.

Lucy nodded nervously, her legs dangling out of the house now. She gave Allie a slightly terrified look, then rocked slightly forward and disappeared out of view.

Allie quickly raised the rifle to her chest and aimed it across the yard at the mercenary. The world looked different in fluorescent green—it was brighter and clearer, and she thought she could see patterns on the back of the man’s black sweater through the night-vision scope mounted on Womack’s AK-47. Her forefinger tested the trigger and she kept waiting for the man to turn, to discover Lucy somewhere in the bushes below. It was the last thing she wanted, but what were the chances he hadn’t heard Lucy falling, or the (too) loud whump! as the girl landed?

But the man didn’t turn around, and if anything he seemed to be leaning slightly forward, as if he was trying to get a better look at something in the woods.

What the hell is he looking at?

“Allie,” a voice whispered from below her.

She lowered the rifle and leaned out, looking down at Lucy as the girl stumbled awkwardly out of the bushes. She was brushing at her clothes and glancing worriedly back at the guard the entire time, her legs becoming tangled with branches. Allie swore she could hear every crunch and snap as Lucy struggled her way forward.

Allie slung the assault rifle and climbed onto the windowsill—

“Come in,” a voice said loudly.

She almost jumped at the sound, but managed to grab the window frame first. She didn’t have to go very far to find the source of the voice: it was coming from the radio clipped to the back of Womack’s belt, inside the master bedroom behind her.

“Womack,” the voice said. It was Dan. “Report. Did you find the girl yet?”

Now or never, Allie thought, and dropped down from the window.

Despite all the assurances she’d given Lucy, Allie was shocked her legs didn’t snap as soon as they vanished into the bushes below her. Instead, branches poked at her ribs and arms, and something long and green rushed up at her face, but she raised both hands to protect herself just in time.

She found her footing and scrambled out of the thicket, Lucy giving her a helping hand while snapping terrified looks back at the lone figure across the backyard from them. The man still hadn’t turned around, and Allie thought, Just keep looking and don’t turn around. Whatever you do, don’t turn—

She hadn’t finished thinking the word “turn” when the man did exactly just that—he started to turn around. He was holding something (a radio) up to his face as he did so, and she knew without even having to think about it that Dan had just sounded the alarm.

Allie stumbled out of the bushes, brushing past Lucy, and was unslinging her rifle at the same time the man lowered his radio and reach for his own slung weapon.

Neither one of them got a chance to fire, because something burst out of the woods behind the man first. The mercenary whirled around, sensing the incoming, and had his rifle halfway up when Apollo knocked him to the ground and sank his teeth into the man’s neck.

“Run!” Allie shouted.


Chapter 22


“Apollo, stop!”

The dog had clamped down on the mercenary’s left arm, which the man had lifted in a futile attempt to defend himself against the charging animal. The two of them were on the ground with Apollo perched on top when she screamed her command, and the dog stopped what he was doing and looked up at her.

She pointed frantically toward the trees. “Follow Lucy! Go!”

The dog let go of his victim, whirled around on a dime, and bounded in the direction he had come. He was already nipping at Lucy’s heels before Allie had the chance to take four more steps forward.

She didn’t know why she did it—ordered Apollo to stop attacking the mercenary. The man was clearly still dangerous, and he proved it when he wasted no time scrambling to his knees while simultaneously searching the ground for his fallen rifle. Maybe seeing Apollo attacking (killing) Jones had more of a profound effect on her than she wanted to admit, but there was a very real part of her that didn’t want Apollo to kill again.

She picked up her speed when she saw the mercenary going for his rifle. The man had wrapped his fingers around the barrel of the AK-47 when Allie lunged forward and kicked him in the side of the face and heard something break. The man rolled away from his weapon and Allie kicked it, watching it skid into the shadows.

Apollo and Lucy were almost at the tree line when the girl threw a look over her shoulder and opened her mouth to say something, but Allie cut her off first: “Keep going! Stick to Apollo!”

A second later, the girl vanished into the woods with Apollo next to her. Allie knew very well that the dog could have outrun the teenager, but he was sticking close.

Ever the protector, she thought, her lungs burning from the short sprint. God, she was out of shape. Two years of city life and eight-hour work days had made her soft. It was a miracle she had managed to survive this long tonight.

You’re lucky, girl. You’re so, so lucky.

She pushed through the pain as the wall of dark trees rushed toward her—ten, then nine, then eight yards from salvation—when the first gunshot cracked and she felt the bullet zip! past her right ear and saw it smash into one of the trees dead ahead.

She couldn’t help herself and glanced over her shoulder.

Two men in black clothes were coming around the right side of the house, while a third was rounding from the left. Two more burst out of the back kitchen door, and one of them was wearing a suit. Dan. A sixth man was leaning out the second-floor master bedroom window with a rifle—

She dived just as the man fired—crack!—and something small and fast sped past the left side of her head, vanishing into a bush directly in front of her.

Jesus, that was close!

She managed to stick her arms out at the very last second, just in time to stop herself from slamming face-first into the ground. That would have hurt. That would have really hurt.

Even so, the breath rushed out of both lungs as she crashed back to earth, and began rolling away from the spot in case the shooter sent more rounds after her. Pain shot through her body as Womack’s slung rifle dug into her back.

Seconds later she was pushing up onto one knee, then was back on her feet, all the while waiting for more cracks of gunshots from behind her. But for whatever reason, there were none, and she wasted exactly half a second wondering why before launching into a full spring, dodging trees and ducking branches, and gasping for breath with every step.

I’m out of shape. God, I’m so out of shape!

“Lucy!” she shouted. “Apollo! Where are you?”

She hadn’t finished shouting when Apollo burst out of the bushes in front of her, and Allie finally (finally!) slid to a stop. She doubled over, hands on her hips, to catch her breath as Lucy stepped out from behind a tree next to the dog.

“Are you shot?” Lucy asked.

Allie shook her head, smiled, and struggled to respond. She managed to gasp out, “I’m fine. You?”

“I’m okay.”

Allie unslung the rifle and gripped the weapon tightly in her hands as she turned around, looking back toward the two-story house. She was ready for the fight of her life, because there was no way Dan would let them go. Not now, not with millions within reach. She listened, but couldn’t hear anything that sounded remotely like a small army of men pouring into the woods after them.

In fact, it was amazingly quiet. Too quiet.

“Shouldn’t we be running?” Lucy asked anxiously.

“Yeah,” Allie said, turning back around. “We should definitely be running.”

They ran, with Lucy to her left and Apollo to her right. They hadn’t gone very far when she noticed there was something wrong with Apollo’s stride, and Allie began to slow down.

“Wait,” she said, stopping.

Lucy did too and looked back. “What’s wrong?” Unlike Allie, she didn’t seem to be breathing hard at all.

Of course not. I’m the only one out of shape here.

“Apollo,” Allie said.

She went down on one knee and held out her hands, and Apollo walked toward her. She could see it now—he had a noticeable limp and was moving gingerly on his right front leg. When he leaned against her, she didn’t have to search very far to find the fresh trail of blood among his white fur.

“Is he okay?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know,” Allie said.

Apollo lay down on his stomach and presented both arms to her. She wished she had a flashlight, but there was just enough moonlight to see the cut along his right forearm. It was a lot deeper than the bullet graze in his shoulder earlier, and she knew this one hurt much more by the way he was moving on it. He closed his eyes, and, for the first time all night, actually looked tired and in need of rest.

“He’s been shot,” Allie said. “It wasn’t recently, maybe from when they captured me.” The same time they shot your father, she thought, but said, “He was smart. He waited for the right time to strike, even though he was hurt.” She smiled at Apollo, a part of her hurting at his obvious pain. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”

Apollo opened his eyes and licked his nose.

“Of course you are. You’re a very good boy. A girl’s best friend.”

The dog suddenly lifted his head and peered past her, at the darkened woods behind them.

“We have to go,” Allie said, hurrying back to her feet.

“Where?” Lucy asked, clutching her arms. “We don’t know this place. We can’t even find a phone.”

“We know one place,” she said, even if the prospect of returning there, after everything that had happened tonight, made her physically ill.
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It was probably inevitable that they would end back at Walter’s house. Where else was she going to go? There may have been more neighbors on the other side, but that was too big of a risk, not to mention a lot more running through the woods with a scared girl and a wounded dog to worry about. Besides, if Walter had another neighbor near enough for her to reach by foot, those same people would have called the cops by now after all the gunfire.

Nice place you got here, Walter…if you’re a serial killer.

Another reason I should have stayed the hell out of the woods.

Walter’s car was where she remembered it, in the front yard next to the white SUV. A quick search of both vehicles came up empty—no guns, no phones, and no car keys. Had Walter taken the keys with him? She didn’t know, she’d never bothered to search his pockets. What about the key for the SUV?

Even though she knew there would be no one left at the house when they arrived (at least, no one alive), she went in with the rifle first anyway, with Apollo limping at her side. The door was damaged, with plenty of signs that someone had battered their way in after she and Lucy fled the place. The dog eventually walked on ahead, bad leg and all, sniffing the corners before taking them. As long as Apollo remained quiet, she could breathe easy.

In the kitchen, she gagged slightly at the sight of four men lying on the floor in two separate small piles. More of Monroe’s men, if the suits were any indication. They’d been there awhile, most of them having been dragged over from the back door by the trail of blood they’d left behind. A fourth body (mine) had clearly come from the basement across the house. The smell of blood was nauseating, and she instantly regretted coming back here.

She called Lucy inside, then pushed the door closed as much as was possible. There was no point in taking the time to fortify it, not with the destroyed back door hanging by a few shreds of wooden frame.

“Don’t go into the kitchen,” she told the girl.

“Why?” Lucy asked.

“You have to trust me. Go look for a phone or any car keys in your dad’s room.”

Lucy nodded and hurried down the bedroom hallway, glancing in at the two guest bedrooms as she passed. She lingered a bit on the one with Jones’s body, then later, the one with Jack’s, where Walter had been taken.

The three J’s. The three dead J’s. And Walter.

We should have kept going, taken our chances in the woods. This is a house of death.

And it’s not even close to being done with me, yet…

While Lucy busied herself inside her father’s bedroom, Allie thought about going through the four bodies in the kitchen, but decided whatever they had in their pockets, she didn’t want badly enough to dig through them. The fact that their weapons were all missing was annoying; had Monroe taken them with him in the SUV, along with the keys to the other vehicle? Dammit, she should have taken the time to search both of them back in the woods when she had the chance…

She didn’t have as many qualms going through Jones’s pockets, but unfortunately the man didn’t have anything very useful to find. Jack’s body yielded the Ka-Bar knife, but that was overkill when she already had Womack’s handgun and rifle. She opened one of his pouches and pulled out a roll of gauze tape, then tried turning on the laptop, but it was smashed beyond repair.

She left the guest bedroom and met Lucy as she was coming out of the room at the end. Allie closed her door so Lucy wouldn’t have to see Jack’s body a second time.

Allie already knew the answer from the look on the teenager’s face, but she had to ask anyway. “Anything?”

Lucy shook her head. “What are we going to do now?”

She glanced at her watch. “It’ll be morning soon. This house”—And all the death inside it—“is still safer than running around out there in the open against all of Dan’s men. At least in here we have some protection.”

Besides, I’m tired of running, she thought. You want me, Dan? Come and get me, you bastard.

But she didn’t give voice to those rebellious thoughts, not with Lucy standing in front of her, looking cold even though everything was warming up around them.

Instead, she led the girl back to the living room, where Apollo had perched himself on one of the bullet-riddled couches, looking at nothing in particular. He had both floppy ears raised, so she knew he was on high alert.

“You, come here,” she said.

The dog gave her a confused look.

“Now.”

Apollo climbed off the sofa and limped over to her. She took out the roll of gauze she’d gotten from Jack’s body and wrapped it around the dog’s leg. She thought Apollo might resist or run off (or, worse-case scenario, bite her), but he simply lay down on his stomach, chin against the debris-strewn rug, and watched her cover up his injured leg.

When she was done, she scratched him on the head and smiled. “Okay.”

He got up and walked, this time with less of a noticeable limp, back to the couch and hopped onto it, floppy ears immediately going back up on full alert.

“Thank God for Apollo,” Lucy said.

“Come on,” Allie said, and led her to the adjoining back hallway, the one with the basement at the end.

“Oh wow,” Lucy said when she saw the destruction in the passageway, the result of two thirty-round magazines unleashing into the wall and floor and ceiling at close range. It made her harrowing escape back at the two-story house seem almost quaint by comparison.

“Yeah,” Allie said.

“What happened here?”

“An Uzi.”

She took Lucy into the bathroom, where the big man she had shot earlier still lay on the floor, staring up at the bright lights. While Lucy watched, strangely expressionless, Allie dragged the body by the legs over to a corner.

“You’ll be safe in here,” she told the teenager. “Lock the door, and if there’s shooting, go into the bathtub and lie down.”

“The bathtub?” Lucy said doubtfully.

“Trust me.”

“I do.”

“Good.”

Allie kissed her on the forehead. It was, she realized, the first time they’d actually shared such an intimate moment. Lucy hugged her back and didn’t let go, until Allie had to pry her off.

“Be careful,” Lucy said.

“I will,” she said, and smiled at the girl.

Lucy returned it, and this time there was nothing forced about her response.

Well, Walter, you said you wanted me to bond with your daughter. I guess this means mission accomplished.

Lucy stepped back, careful to avoid the puddles of blood, and closed the door between them. A few seconds later, the sound of the lock sliding into place on the other side.

She turned to Apollo. “You hear anything yet?”

The dog seemed to consider the question for a moment before looking away.

“Keep your ears open, because they’re definitely coming.”

She unslung the rifle and pulled out the Kalashnikov’s banana-shaped magazine. She hadn’t fired a shot yet, and it was still full. She patted the spares in her back pockets, hoping she wouldn’t need them, but knowing she probably would. She had no delusions that Dan was going to take off and leave them be. He had every reason to come after them—after Lucy. Forty million reasons.

She should have been scared, and the fear should have forced her to abandon the house for the wide-open woods outside, but she wasn’t, and it didn’t.

Damn you, Dan. Damn you and Walter.

She was angry. She didn’t fully understand what she was feeling until now.

She was mad. No, more than that, she was pissed.

Come on then. You want Lucy? You want me? Come and get us, you bastard.

She looked around her, at the living room on one side, then at the door that led into the basement behind her. There was a reason she’d chosen this hallway and not the bigger one to her left. That one had three bedrooms, and three possible points of entry. She couldn’t hope to cover all of them at once, and the idea of the burglar bars stopping Dan’s people if they wanted to come in that way was laughable.

Besides, walking back and forth across the debris-strewn floor of the house had given her an idea of how to even the odds…


Chapter 23


“Allie!”

Even when she could only hear his voice, Allie felt the smugness coming through. It was hard to reconcile this Dan with the one she had worked with for so long. Was this really the same man? Dan had never been the caring type, but not in her wildest dreams did she think he was capable of this.

Maybe he’s saying the exact same thing about me right now.

“We can still make a deal!” Dan shouted. “Give me the girl!” Then, when she didn’t respond, “Can you hear me in there? Didn’t fall asleep while waiting for me to show up, did you?”

She didn’t bite, because it was a trick. Dan’s voice was coming from somewhere in the front of the house, but that wasn’t what she was focused on. It didn’t take a genius to know Dan’s mercenaries weren’t going to take the obvious approach. No, they wouldn’t come through the front door, even if it wouldn’t have been much of a challenge. The back door, facing the kitchen, on the other hand…

“I don’t know whether to be impressed or disappointed you came back here!” Dan shouted. “I’m leaning toward the former! If I’d known you were this impressive, well, who knows what might have happened!”

Like hell, she thought, the very idea of being another one of his conquests making her want to vomit in her mouth. And that was even before she knew this side of him. Dan had an ideal type, but he rarely discriminated when it came to the opposite sex.

“Allie! Come on! Let’s talk!”

She had the AK-47 aimed at the back door, her body leaning slightly out from the back hallway, just enough to see the entire living room. Beams of sunlight poured through slots in the destroyed door that the long sofa she had pushed up against it couldn’t entirely block, and the curtains kept most of the windows covered.

In front of her, Apollo hadn’t left the couch; he had found it to his liking ever since they arrived at the house. Both ears were raised, and he seemed to be trying to track Dan’s voice through the walls. Every now and then he would look over at her, as if asking for permission. She would shake her head back at him, and he would stay put.

“It doesn’t have to end this way!” Dan was shouting.

No? she wanted to ask him, but didn’t, because it was pointless. She knew exactly how it was going to end, and it didn’t involve either her or Lucy giving up.

“I just want the girl! What’s she to you, anyway? You don’t even like her!”

Allie glanced over at the closed bathroom door to her left, wondering if Lucy had heard that last part. Dan had a booming voice, so it was possible.

“Hand her over, and you can walk out of here! Don’t be stupid! Remember what Walter did. You don’t owe him anything!”

No, but I owe the girl, and there’s no way in hell I’m running from the likes of you.

“Allie! I know you can hear me in there! Let’s make a deal!”

Had he gotten closer to the house? Maybe. It wasn’t like she could tell, because she had no view of the front yard. She only had eyes for the back—where all the most obvious points of entry were—and ears for everything else.

“I’m willing to give you half of Walter’s share!” A brief pause (for dramatic effect, she guessed), then, “Consider it your retirement package, courtesy of Gorman and Smith. What do you say?”

Then, when she still didn’t answer:

“We can work this out! But you have to come outside and talk to me! Let’s do this the civilized way! After all, we used to be friends, right?”

Bullshit, she thought, when Apollo suddenly whirled back toward her at almost the exact time she heard the tell-tale crack! she had been waiting for. The sound came from one of many lightbulb fragments she had spread across the darkened top landing of the basement stairs behind her, crushing underneath a heavy boot.

She dropped to the floor and rolled over onto her back, debris crunching under her, a half-second before the basement doorknob started turning and the door flew open—

She saw only darkness on the other side, but she didn’t wait to see what came out before she put half a dozen rounds into the door, aiming high, exactly where an adult-size man’s chest would be.

The door kept opening as a black-clad figure collapsed through the doorframe, careening forward as if he had fallen asleep while standing up. Before the man even hit the floor, a second figure appeared behind him—except the man’s forward progress was impeded by his comrade, and he had to jump to get past. The man was partially in the air when Allie squeezed the trigger again, jerking her rifle up and from side to side until the man fell, landing comically on top of the first.

Allie didn’t wait to see if they were dead or if more came out of the darkness behind them. She rolled onto her stomach and looked out the hallway, and found Apollo with his mouth locked around another mercenary’s right arm. The sofa was on the floor, leaving the back door gaping open, morning sunlight pouring through in large swaths.

She had never seen the man before, though for just a brief second she thought it might have been Womack. But he was taller and skinnier, and he was struggling to free himself from Apollo’s teeth. When the man realized it wasn’t going to work, he reached for his sheathed knife with his free hand. He was wrapping his fingers around the weapon’s hilt when Allie shot him in the chest. The man fell, pulling Apollo down to the floor with him.

The dog let go as soon as the man stopped struggling and snapped back up on all fours, spinning toward the open back door, ready for more.

Allie scrambled up from the floor and dropped the Kalashnikov, pulling out the Colt 1911 and aiming it at the ajar basement door behind her. She would have preferred to use the AK-47, but she could tell by the weight that the magazine was almost drained, and the three to four seconds it would have taken to reload was likely three to four seconds more than she could afford.

She stopped moving completely and listened, but it was impossible to hear much of anything through the loud pounding of her heartbeat in her chest.

Click! as the bathroom door opened to her right, causing her to swivel her head around.

“Jesus!” Allie snapped at the sight of Lucy peering out at her. “Get back inside!”

Lucy quickly closed the door and locked it back up.

Allie returned her stare to the basement door. She could sense Apollo prowling the living room behind her. She would have smiled if she could force the muscles around her mouth to form the gesture at that very moment, but she was almost paralyzed with anticipation.

How many men did Dan have with him? Five? Six? She recalled the four in the woods with them, then two more back at the house. Lucy had taken out Womack, and she’d disarmed (but not killed) one more back at the other house.

That left…four? Maybe four and a half, because she didn’t think the one she’d kicked in the face would stay down—

Crack! as another pair of boots involuntarily crunched more pieces of lightbulb fragments sprinkled on the other side of the basement door. She fired and didn’t stop pulling the trigger until she had sent six rounds into the door, aiming for almost the exact same spot where she had put the first volley with the rifle.

She jerked her hand down and put two more holes into the bottom of the door, about three feet up from the floor, just in case the person on the other side was crouching.

The last gunshot echoed…then silence.

She waited to hear the sound of a body falling—or maybe it had already tumbled and she hadn’t heard because she was too busy shooting. That was the best-case scenario, anyway.

In the living room, Apollo remained silent, with only the soft tap-tap of his bare footsteps to interrupt the eerie silence as he continued to move around. That, more than anything, reassured her. A quiet Apollo meant no encroaching danger from behind.

Allie counted to five, then put the handgun away, picked up the rifle, ejected the magazine, and slapped in a new one. By the time the charging handle clacked! into place, she was breathing much easier, even with adrenaline still pulsing from her toes to the tips of her fingers.

The basement remained dead quiet as she approached it, the only sound coming from the clinking of brass casings as she kicked them out of her path. She peered forward at darkness within the room through the foot or so of space kept pried open by the two bodies lying in the doorframe.

The quiet unnerved her, and Allie stopped and stitched the door up and down with a new volley, then for good measure, side to side, until she had carved a jagged cross made up of bullet holes into the slab of wood.

As soon as the last clink of her spent shell casings stopped echoing in the corridor, Allie moved forward, jerked the door open, and aimed the rifle inside, sunlight from behind her glinting off the remaining glass shards she had spread across the landing as an early warning device. It was primitive, but highly effective, especially in the pitch darkness of the top staircase landing.

There was just enough morning sunlight coming through the open window at the back to give her a good look at a third man, also wearing black military fatigues, lying in the middle of the stairs. Blood dripped against the concrete steps under him, and his rifle had slid all the way down to the floor behind him.

The dead man in the basement made three that she had killed. Four, counting the one in the living room. Womack made five, and then there was the one she had kicked in the face. She couldn’t tell if the man on the stairs or the two collapsed in front of her was that man, and didn’t particularly care, either.

Allie grabbed one of the bodies and pulled it out of the door, then did the same to his friend. Despite all the holes she had put into it, the door still closed just fine. She rushed back to the other side of the hallway, reloading the AK-47 with the second and last spare from her back pocket as she went.

Apollo was already perched on the same couch, his coat of white fur covered in a fresh paint of red. Light from the back of the house flooded freely inside now that there wasn’t a sofa to blot it out. She leaned into the living room, glanced toward the back door and windows, and satisfied that no one was coming through, pulled back into the hallway and leaned heavily against the wall. Slowly, very slowly, she allowed her breathing to calm down.

She slid to the floor, when the bathroom door across from her clicked open a second time and Lucy peered outside.

“Are you okay?” the girl whispered.

Allie wanted to be mad at the teenager, but she couldn’t summon the strength. “I’m okay. Are you okay?”

Lucy nodded. “Are they gone?”

“I don’t know.”

“What happens now?”

“I guess that’s up to Dan.”

“I thought he was Dad’s friend,” the girl said, frowning.

“Me too.”

“I guess you can’t trust anyone these days.”

“You can trust me.”

Lucy smiled at her. “I do.”

“Good. Now go back inside, and do not come out again until I tell you to.”

The girl nodded and closed the bathroom door. That was followed by the familiar clacking of the lock moving into place.

Allie leaned back against the wall and sighed, allowing herself to close her eyes for the first time in…all night? She didn’t remember the last time she’d had such a long night. Well, that wasn’t entirely true…

She opened her eyes back up and waited for Dan to shout something. Another smug comment, maybe.

But there was just silence.

She looked over at Apollo, perched unmoving on the couch. His head snapped toward the front door when they both heard the sound of a car starting up, then seconds later, fading into the distance.

It’s a trick, she thought, and didn’t move.

An hour later, it was still ghostly quiet outside except for the chirping of birds and the calm beating of her heartbeat.

“Hey,” she said, getting Apollo’s attention. When the dog looked over, “Go outside and see if they’re still out there.”

Apollo stared back at her, but didn’t move.

“Go outside. Now.”

He lay down on the couch and licked himself.

“Stupid dog,” she smiled.

Apollo bounded off the sofa and walked over to her, then slid down onto his stomach. She checked his bandaged leg and saw a little bit of blood had seeped through the gauze, but overall her handiwork wasn’t too bad.

“You deserve a treat after this, boy. Or a dozen.”

She scratched his head, prompting Apollo to roll over onto his side to present his belly.

“What am I, your personal scratcher?”

He let out a pitiful whine.

“Okay, but just this once.”

She scratched his belly.

“Never again, Apollo. We are never, ever going into the woods ever again. Agreed?”

He closed his eyes and began tapping one of his legs against the floor.

“I’ll take that as a hell yeah.”

She laid the AK-47 across her lap and continued scratching his belly, the only sound coming from the birds outside and the soft tap-tap-tap of Apollo’s leg against the debris and bullet casing-covered floor.

It had been a hell of a night, but she was still alive. She didn’t know how, or why, but she was, and that was all that mattered.

For now, anyway.


Chapter 24


It took seven months and a lot of digging, a lot of patient research, recalling every single thing she knew—or thought she knew—about the man, and spotting patterns that no one else saw. Fortunately, she had spent a lot of time learning how to hunt down people who didn’t want to be found, and two years of inactivity hadn’t dulled that knowledge completely.

She didn’t bother trying to get his room number at the five-star Croatian resort hotel where he was staying. It wouldn’t have worked anyway. There was a reason clients paid a lot of money to stay here, and privacy was a big part of it. It cost her a good bit of her savings just to reserve a room, then for the plane ticket and everything else that came with a “last-minute vacation.”

It took half the day, alternating between lounging at the pool, walking around on the beach scanning faces, and turning down drinks from men in the resort’s three separate bars before she finally spotted him coming back to the hotel with, predictably, a tall blonde on his arm. He always did prefer blondes. The taller and skinnier, the better. She followed them up to his room, memorized the number, then returned to hers.

He was still groggy from last night’s activity when she knocked on the door the next morning. She had a blonde wig on, contacts, and almost the exact same black cocktail dress that his date was wearing on the night prior—not that she expected him to notice all the minor differences—so when he peered through the peephole and saw her, he didn’t even question her identity.

He opened the door, still wearing his robe, and flashed that smug grin that had been haunting her dreams for the last seven months. “Forgot something? Because I have to tell you, I think we were pretty thorough last night.”

“Charming,” she said, and showed him the small Sig Sauer P220 with the suppressor she had been hiding behind her purse.

His eyes went wide.

“Step back,” she said.

The surprise gave way to confusion as he backpedaled into the room. She closed the door, and with one hand extending backward, locked it, all the while keeping both eyes on him. She didn’t expect him to try something, but you could never be too careful when dealing with a fugitive who knew that there were worse things than being captured by the law.

“Who—” he started to say, when his eyes got big. “Oh, shit.”

“Now that’s the reaction I was hoping for,” she said. “Do I even need to say how this is going to work?” When he didn’t answer, “Scream, and I shoot you. If you have any doubts, remember what happened back at Walter’s.”

He sighed, then turned around and walked into the living room where he sat down on the couch. The open patio window let in a cool breeze, and she could see the sandy beaches and smell the blue waters all the way from up here.

She sat down across from him and took off the wig, then placed it on the table between them. “I want it.”

“Want what?”

“The money. All of it. Or whatever’s left,” she said, gesturing at the room, “after this.”

“Five million or so.”

“Bullshit.”

“I had a lot of people to pay off. Womack survived, you know. Mostly brain dead, but alive—”

“I don’t give a shit,” she said.

“Harsh.” He sighed and leaned back against the furniture, then crossed his legs. He wasn’t wearing anything under the robe. “I read about Lucy. Living with her aunt now?”

She didn’t reply.

“I thought you would adopt her,” he continued.

“I had other things to do.”

“Such as?”

She pointed the gun at him.

He smirked. “Looking for me.”

“Uh huh.”

“How did you do that, by the way?”

“I wasn’t always your secretary.”

“I guess not.”

They stared silently across at each other for a moment. She wondered what was going through his mind at the moment, and if he was scared of her—scared of the gun in her hand—or of all those people he didn’t “pay off” when he fled.

“Well, shit,” he said finally. “How do you want it?”

“Show me how to access it.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then I’m going to shoot you in the leg. Keep being stubborn, and I’ll shoot you in the other leg.”

“I might scream.”

“Sure, you could, but then someone would call the cops, and the cops might run your name through Interpol.”

“Croatia has no extradition treaty with the U.S. That’s why I came here, remember?”

“We both know the U.S. government is the least of your worries.”

He frowned.

“I ran across a couple of them while looking for you,” she continued. “They’re anxious to find you. Like you said, Dan, Gorman and Smith has been dealing with some very bad people. I suspect they want their money back, and you doing a little screaming isn’t going to bother them one bit. Me, on the other hand, I’ll settle for just the money.”

“Well, it’s nice to be wanted,” he smiled. Or tried to. The smugness was gone, though, replaced by obvious desperation. Then he sighed again. “I’ll need my laptop.”

“So let’s go get your laptop,” she said.
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“They’re on their way,” the English voice said over the phone. “You’re cutting it close.”

“Plenty of time,” she said.

“Who’s that?” Dan asked.

“No one that concerns you.” She put the phone away and picked up the laptop with her free left hand, then slipped it into her purse. She gestured with the gun in her right hand. “Lie down on the bed on your stomach, and put your hands behind your back.”

He grinned. “I didn’t know you were into that, Allie. You should have told me earlier; we could have had a lot of fun at the office.”

She ignored his comment and watched him do as he was instructed. When he finished, she took out a pair of plastic zip ties and bound his ankles and wrists, and left him lying in the middle of the bed.

“Hey,” he said, when she started walking away. “Hey!”

“I wouldn’t shout too loudly,” she said at the door. “Don’t want your neighbors calling down to the front desk and sending for the cops.”

He said something else—not quite screaming this time—but she had already closed the door by then.

She stepped out of his hotel suite and was halfway down the hall when the two men in suits turned the corner.

As they walked past her, the one with the slicked back hair gave her a sharp look. She didn’t respond, but could feel his eyes on her back even as she turned the corner, moving faster with every step.
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“Got everything you needed?” the man asked.

She nodded, watching Apollo bound off the truck bed and run toward her when he spotted her climbing out of the taxi. She crouched and rubbed the dog’s head, and he leaned against her leg for more.

“What time’s the next flight back to the States?” she asked.

“Two hours,” the man said, glancing at his phone. He was in his fifties, English, and his services had cost her the other half of her life savings. “I can get you to the airport in thirty, and you’ll be back in good ol’ America eating hamburgers before you can say, ‘I’ll have the Happy Meal.’”

“We don’t all eat hamburgers, Pell.”

“No?”

“You don’t see me making dentistry jokes, do you?”

He smiled widely, showing perfect white teeth. “I joke because I care.”

“Right,” she said. Then, standing up, she said to Apollo, “Come on, time to go home.”

She opened the truck’s back passenger door for the dog, then climbed into the front seat. Pell slammed his door and turned the ignition.

“What’s in the purse?” he asked.

“Womanly products.”

“It looks bigger than when I dropped you off yesterday.”

“You’re just imagining things.”

He chuckled. “Well, I am getting up there in years, I suppose.”

Pell maneuvered them away from the cliff and back onto the road, just as two local squad cars flashed by them on the next lane over.

“Looks like trouble at the resort,” Pell said.

“Looks like it.”

“You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you?”

“Nonsense. I’m just an American woman on a last-minute vacation.”

“Of course you are,” he said, and smiled at the road. “So, on a scale of one to ten, would you recommend my services to friends back home?”

“Will you lay off the Happy Meal jokes?”

“Promise.”

“Then, yes.”

“Excellent,” Pell said. “So what’s next for you, Allie Krycek?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She opened her window and mirrored Apollo behind her by sticking her head outside into the cool breeze. “I guess we’ll see where the wind takes me…”


Epilogue


“Hello?”

“Is this Allie? Allie Krycek?”

“That depends. Who is this?”

“My name’s Susan.”

“I don’t know any Susan. Who gave you my number?”

“A friend.”

“I need a name, Susan.”

“Lucy. Lucy gave me your number. Hello? Are you still there?”

“Why did Lucy give you my number?”

“She said you could help me. Hello? Are you still there?”

“Have you tried calling the cops?”

“I’ve tried the cops. I’ve even tried the FBI. They can’t help me.”

“Then what makes you think I can?”

“Lucy said you could. She said you…know how to find people. Hello? Are you still there? Allie?”

“Who did you lose, Susan?”

“My daughter. I need you to help me find my daughter, before she’s gone forever…”


Hello, and thanks for reading Saint/Sinner!


I hope you liked the book enough (or heck, even if you didn’t) to take a moment and leave a review for it at a book retailer of your choice. Even a short review would be great.

As for the further adventures of Allie and Apollo…well, that depends entirely on you guys. Do you want more? Should I write more? Let me know!

Meanwhile, for those interested in exploring my other works or just to keep up to date on new releases, feel free to browse the below links:

Blog: roadtobabylon.com

Newsletter: eepurl.com/P6fgT

Facebook: facebook.com/writerofstuff

Or go directly to:

The Purge of Babylon Series

The Shadow Operators Series

Until next time…stay out of the woods!
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