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        A rookie FBI agent with a past.

        A terrorist who has finally come home.

        A conspiracy with unlimited reach…

        

        Quinn Turner is a freshly minted FBI agent who has just joined a field unit run by her mentor. Her first operation goes smoothly…until she spots the #1 face on the FBI’s Most Wanted list from across a room, and nothing will ever be the same.

        

        John Porter is a saboteur of billions in property damage and a killer with a list of victims in the three digits. He’s wanted dead or alive, but you can’t capture what you can’t find—until now, when he resurfaces on American soil after a five-year absence.

        

        For Quinn, what started out as the opportunity of a lifetime quickly spirals into a nightmare. In the aftermath of her clash with Porter, she finds herself on the run from friends and colleagues and accused of crimes that put her right on the list alongside Porter.

        

        To prove her innocence, Quinn will have to find and stop a man who can’t be found, while at the same time eluding the vast resources of the U.S. government. As the noose tightens and the conspiracy around her grows, Quinn Turner will discover that sometimes the devil you know is better than the one you don’t…or even knew existed in the first place.
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      He looked younger in person—the eyes were a duller shade of blue, the jaw more oblong than round, and he appeared taller than his listed height. If she were to bump into him on the streets, she would never think he was capable of slaughtering hundreds in a rampage that stretched from one corner of the globe to the other, leaving charred bodies, grieving widows, and billions in property damage in his wake.

      It can’t be him. Can it?

      He had gone by a handful of aliases over the years—at least the ones the U.S. government knew about—but he had begun life as John Porter before disappearing into the ether five years ago. There hadn’t been an official verifiable image of him since, despite his continued terrorist actions.

      It’s him.

      John Porter. It was such a mundane-sounding name for a killer.

      Jesus, it’s him.

      The first time she laid eyes on him, she was almost one hundred percent sure it was a trick of her mind, a by-product of the seizure-inducing lights that flashed and spun and changed colors every few revolutions around her, and maybe a lingering effect of the two cocktails she’d gotten sent her way from would-be lotharios she’d had to politely turn down.

      But it wasn’t because of any of those things. There was nothing wrong with her eyes.

      John-friggin-Porter.

      How many times had she seen his face during her time at the FBI Academy in Quantico? Too many to count. She’d stared at it in posters, on computer screens, and seemingly in every class she’d attended.

      And here he was.

      Or was he?

      Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it’s not him. Maybe it’s the last cocktail. What the hell would John Porter be doing here?

      If she wasn’t sure when she first spotted him from across the room, she was almost certain (Ninety percent? Eighty? Maybe seventy-five…) by the time he was halfway through the room. It wasn’t just his face, but the way he moved. He didn’t so much as walk from the front door toward the back, where she was camped, as he slid through and glided around the jam-packed bodies in his path.

      Eighty percent…

      “Quinn,” a voice said inside her right ear. “Did you hear what I said?”

      She didn’t answer the voice right away. There was a big gulf between following her instincts and obeying orders. And right now the former was telling her that this was him, that this was John friggin Porter.

      “Quinn,” the voice said again, more urgently this time. Maybe even louder, but any sound trying to overcome the house music was fighting a losing battle. “Quinn. Special Agent Turner. Come in.”

      The use of Special Agent Turner instead of just her name snapped her out of it. “I’m here, I’m here.”

      He was almost on her side of the club, and she didn’t dare take her eyes off him for even a second, too terrified he would disappear in a puff of smoke. He was dressed appropriately for the place—black blazer over plain white shirt, with black slacks—and didn’t stand out from the throng of men trying to score. He moved through a dozen guys who could have been his clones and smiled at a party girl who stumbled in his way.

      “What’s going on, Quinn?” the voice asked in her ear. “What are you looking at?”

      “New guy,” she said, holding the phone up closer to her mouth.

      The phone was connected to the earbud in her right ear via Bluetooth, allowing her to hear the voice on the other end despite the tremendous noise. She would have been worried about being seen talking on a phone if there weren’t four other women and two guys at the other ends of the same bar doing the exact same thing at the moment. In a place where everyone was doing it, not being self-absorbed with her phone would have made her stand out.

      “Black blazer and black pants,” she said. “He just came into the club about two minutes ago.”

      “Quinn, there’s nothing but guys in black blazers and pants,” the voice said.

      “He’s almost halfway through the club. I think he’s headed for the back room. The manager’s office.”

      “Give me a sec…”

      A sec turned out to be more like ten seconds, and Quinn spent all ten excruciating heartbeats of it watching the man wind his way toward her before angling right as he finally emerged out of the forest of bodies. He seemed to scan the semi-dark room around him for a moment before continuing on. That attention to his surroundings further convinced her—

      He stared right at her.

      Shit, she thought, and had to fight against every instinct to look away or turn around in her stool or lower the phone.

      But she did none of those things (Don’t move. Don’t move a muscle!) because they would have been signs of panic, someone caught doing something they shouldn’t have. Right now she was just a woman at a nightclub bar so bored with what the place had to offer she had resorted to talking on her phone.

      So she met his stare for a second (Don’t look away. Don’t look away!) before turning slightly in her stool, all the while continuing to mouth silent words into her phone. She glimpsed him in the mirror behind the bar as he turned away and continued on to the lone door at the other side of the back area. She waited for him to sneak a second glance at her, but he didn’t.

      Close. Jesus, that was close.

      I think I just had my first heart attack.

      Quinn was sure she let out an audible sigh of relief, but she couldn’t hear it over the music and din of voices.

      But she could hear the voice in her right ear just fine:  “Quinn, who are you talking about? Be more specific.”

      “He’s almost at the manager’s door,” she said into the phone. And I think he might have caught me watching him, she thought about adding, but didn’t.

      “Okay, wait,” the voice said. Then, “Black blazer and black pants. At the door…now.”

      “That’s him,” she said, turning around in her stool just as the man (John-friggin-Porter!) knocked on the door and waited.

      He didn’t have to wait very long—the door opened a couple of seconds later, and a large mountain of a man stood back to let him in before closing the door again. The back office had windows, but the blinders were shuttered.

      “Who is he?” the voice asked.

      “I think…” she started to say.

      When she didn’t finish, the man in her right ear said, “Quinn, who is he?”

      “I think it was John Porter.”

      There was silence from the other end of the phone.

      God, please let it be John Porter.

      Quinn sighed and wondered how long it was going to take before word got out that she was a flake and couldn’t be trusted out in the field—

      “Are you sure?” the voice asked.

      The question shocked her—not the question itself, but that it was a question and not an order for her to get her ass back to work and stop daydreaming.

      “I think so,” she said into the phone.

      “Quinn, you have to be sure.”

      Hell no, I’m not sure. I’m not even sure if I can move if you tell me to right now, she thought, but said, “Ben, it looked like him. I think it’s him.”

      “Anyone else?” Ben asked, not talking to her now.

      “Negative,” a male voice answered through her earbud.

      “John Porter?” a female voice said. “Are we talking about the John Porter?”

      “Yes or no,” Ben said impatiently.

      “That’s a negative,” the woman said.

      “I gotta go with no here, too,” a third male voice said. Pete Ringo. Tall, dark, and handsome Pete Ringo. “Sorry, Quinn.”

      Such a gentleman, too.

      “Goddammit,” Ben said. Ben Foster had been in her ear all morning and all afternoon and now all night, and it was easy to detect the frustration in his voice.

      “What should I do, Ben?” Quinn asked.

      “Nothing. Don’t do anything. Just sit there for now. I need to run this up the pole.”

      “Understood,” she said, and turned around in her stool to stare at her heavily made-up face in the mirror behind the moving bartender. She’d never worn so much makeup in her life. Then again, she’d never worn a tighter or shorter sleeveless and backless dress in her life.

      Don’t be a flake, Quinn. Don’t be a goddamn flake.

      She sighed and rubbed at her face and probably scraped off a big layer of makeup at the same time, but it was impossible to tell with the dark (multicolored, but somehow still dark) lighting in the place.

      “She’s just a rookie,” the other agents listening in on the line were probably thinking right now. “They’re always seeing things. It’s all those months staring at the Most Wanted list, dreaming of the bust that’ll make their careers. Every single one of them comes out of Virginia after five months with Most Wanted on the brains.”

      “Quinn.” Ben’s voice, back in her ear.

      Already?

      No, not already. He’d been gone for at least five minutes, even though it’d felt like…seconds?

      Focus, girl. Focus!

      She lifted the phone back to her lips. “I’m here, Ben.”

      “Can you access the room?”

      Another question that caught her off guard, and this one took her longer to process—two seconds, three…five…

      “Quinn,” Ben said in her ear, “can you gain access to the room?”

      “The back room?” she said, just to be sure.

      “That’s the one. We need eyes on the occupants.”

      Why me? she wanted to ask, but didn’t. It wasn’t the kind of question someone who wanted to advance in the Bureau asked. Why not me was the real question.

      “What about the operation?” she asked instead.

      “I’ve been authorized to run an audible,” Ben said.

      “Are they sure, Ben?”

      That was a stupid question. Junior field agents didn’t ask a Special Agent in Charge if they were sure; they said Yes, sir and asked how high to jump. But she wasn’t asking that right now, and she hoped (God, she hoped) that Ben knew it.

      “They want him,” Ben said. “Even if there’s a one percent chance it’s really John Porter back on American soil, they want us to find out.”

      “John Porter,” someone said in her ear. Female, so it was Anna Miller, who would be staked out in a booth across the room with Pete right about now, playacting as a couple. “Jesus Christ.”

      John Porter, she repeated in her head. But what if it’s not him? What if it’s just someone who looks a little bit like him? What if I just blew an operation months in the planning because I still have Most Wanted on the brains?

      “All right, Quinn,” Ben was saying in her ear. “I need you to get as close as you can and make an ID. Either it’s him, or it’s not. That’s it. Nothing more than that. Take a good look and get the hell out of there. You still game?”

      I should have kept my mouth shut, Quinn thought, but said, “I’m on it,” and turned around on the stool to face the back room across the nightclub. Was it just her, or had the door moved farther away since the last time she looked?

      “Good,” Ben said. “Everyone outside the nightclub, stand by; we’re changing up the play. Everyone on the inside, follow Quinn’s lead. There’s no back door into that office; there’s only one way in and out. And right now we just need an ID. That’s it. You understand? Do not pull, and absolutely do not discharge your weapons unless you absolutely have to.”

      Three voices answered in the affirmative, but Quinn wasn’t one of them. She was too busy clutching the small purse in her lap and tracing the edges of the Glock G42—the smallest of the semiautomatic handguns that the brand offered, because bouncers didn’t check purses barely the size of their wallets on pretty girls in way-too-small backless dresses.

      “Quinn,” Ben said in her ear, “you have the ball.”

      Ben and his football analogies, she thought, the smile helping to chip at (some of) the fear coiling itself all around her like an anaconda. If her entire body wasn’t still pulsating with the sounds pouring out of the subwoofers, she would swear her heartbeat had doubled (tripled?) in the last few seconds.

      “What’s the play, Quinn?” Ben asked in her ear.

      Does trying not to die of regret count as a play, Ben? she thought, but said, “I’m going to walk across the room and knock on the door.”

      “Just like that?”

      “What other play is there?”

      Ben didn’t answer right away. Finally: “Don’t do anything stupid. Just get them to open the door and make the ID. Whether it’s Porter or not, you are to get away as fast as you can after that.”

      “And if it is Porter?” she asked, straightening her legs and preparing to climb off the stool. The tight dress made every little movement a chore.

      “Make the ID and get away. That’s it. I have HRT standing by to breach.”

      “There’s an awful lot of people in here, Ben,” Pete said.

      “It’s John Porter,” another male voice said. Kyle Danford, the other male agent in the club with them. Danford didn’t say anything else, and maybe he didn’t have to.

      Because it was John-friggin-Porter.

      Her feet felt deceptively light as the one-inch heels (Thank God it’s just one inch) touched the glossy tiled floor, and for a moment she thought she might have to grab at the girl with the bottle-blonde dye job sitting next to her to keep from going down, but she was able to stand up straight and push off the bar without a problem.

      One step at a time…

      She clutched her purse in her left hand, the phone gripped tightly in her right. After a couple of steps, she unzipped the purse and left it open.

      “Easy does it, Quinn,” Ben said in her ear.

      Gee, thanks for that very helpful advice, Ben.

      She felt Danford’s eyes on her as she neared his position. He was camped out in the second bar, temporarily taking a break from hitting on the barely-dressed women ordering drinks and talking on their phones around him to pretend-play with his own cell.

      “I got eyes on her,” Danford said as she walked past him.

      “We’re on the move,” Pete said. “We see you, Quinn.”

      There was something reassuring about Pete’s voice, even more so than Ben’s, but that could have just been the fact Ben was old enough to be her father while Pete…was certainly not.

      “Hey, baby,” a voice said at the same time a hand reached for her wrist like some monstrous tentacle snaking out of the shadows.

      She turned slightly so that the extending fingers brushed her hand but didn’t grab onto her arm. “Bathroom break,” she said, and kept going.

      “Catch you later, then,” the guy said, grinning after her. His best attempt at being handsome, she guessed.

      Not in this lifetime, she thought, but flashed him a reciprocal smile anyway before turning and kept going.

      There. The door. Ten yards away.

      Maybe I should walk slower…

      “Right behind you,” Danford said in her ear.

      “Keep your distance,” Ben said.

      “Gotcha, boss.”

      “Ringo?” Ben asked.

      “Moving into position now,” Pete answered. “It’s a good thing those bouncers didn’t do a cavity search on me, or else I’d be armed with only my good looks right about now.”

      “There you go again, being all delusional,” Miller said.

      “Shut up and move,” Ben snapped.

      “Yes, sir,” Pete said.

      Quinn smiled. She wondered how much of Pete and Miller’s brief back-and-forth was for her benefit. She was, after all, the youngest agent out here by far, and the only one who could count her field experience in weeks while they all had years under their belts.

      I shouldn’t be here. You made a mistake bringing me here, Ben.

      God, I hope I didn’t just screw up both our careers…

      Then it was there. The back office.

      There was no one standing in front of it and there wasn’t anything that even resembled a plaque on the thick heavy oak, the kind that was going to withstand at least one—maybe even two or three—strikes from a battering ram. There was a large window to its right that the occupants could use to look out at the nightclub interior. Right now the blinders were pulled tight, but there were bright lights on the other side.

      “Easy does it,” Ben said in her ear. “We’re right behind you, Quinn.”

      It’s not what’s behind me that I’m worried about, Ben, she thought as she reached for the door and knocked twice.

      It swung open almost right away, surprising her, and the same large man who had opened it earlier filled out the doorframe, bright lights silhouetting his hulking form.

      Damn, and what have they been feeding you, big boy?

      The man didn’t say anything right away, and there was just enough space between his broad frame and the open door that she was able to sneak a quick look inside at—

      Two men in the back of the office, in front of a large cherry-colored battleship of a desk. She instantly recognized the one sitting on the edge of the furniture: Gary Ross. He was a short man in his thirties, wearing a custom suit and tie that probably cost more than her year’s salary. His legs were stretched out in front of him, arms straight and hands pushing down against the desk, and he was in the middle of a conversation when his bodyguard opened the door, and Gary Ross glanced over.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Ben had said. “Just get them to open the door and make the ID. Whether it’s Porter or not, you are to get away as fast as you can after that.”

      You don’t have to tell me twice, Ben.

      The man Ross was talking to was standing in front of him, hands in his pockets, and he too turned his head in her direction. The man’s eyes narrowed and she knew, without a single shred of doubt, that he remembered her from the last time they had locked eyes earlier.

      Oh, fuck me.

      “Quinn,” Ben said in her ear. “Can you confirm? Is it John Porter?” When she didn’t answer, “Quinn, can you hear me? Is it John Porter?” And when she still didn’t answer for a second—or was that five? Ten? “Quinn!”

      “Close the fucking door!” Ross snapped.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Ben had said.

      Oh dammit, Ben, he made me. He made me.

      The bodyguard had kept one hand on the door the entire time, and he was about to obey his boss when Quinn slammed the edge of her phone into his thick, bulging neck.

      As the man stumbled back, eyes bugging against their sockets, Quinn shouted into the phone, “It’s him! It’s Porter!”

      “Are you sure?” Ben said, his voice rising almost to a shout in her ear.

      But she didn’t have time to answer and dropped the phone because she needed to reach for her purse.

      The big man had continued to stagger back into the room, abandoning the door, and that allowed Quinn to step inside even as she dipped her right hand into the purse and groped desperately for the gun—

      There!

      Ross had pushed off the desk and was staring wide-eyed at her and at his backpedaling bodyguard as if he didn’t know which one of them to focus on. He looked almost comical switching back and forth, but she wasn’t laughing and neither was the man standing in front of Ross.

      Because John-friggin-Porter was already moving, sidestepping to the right away from Ross and somehow vanishing behind the lumbering bodyguard.

      Don’t lose him! Don’t lose him!

      Quinn finished pulling the gun out of her purse even as Ben shouted in her ear, “Everyone, get in there now! Now, goddammit, now now now!”

      She lunged to the right so she could see past the bodyguard blocking her view of Porter—

      A mountain of flesh and a cheap off-the-rack suit rushed at her out of nowhere as something (Someone!) pushed the bodyguard in her direction, and it was all Quinn could do to scramble out of his path or be crushed by the incoming bulk. It was like trying to go around a stampeding bull, but she managed it anyway, and caught a glimpse of Porter just as he revealed himself again.

      She ignored the sudden gust of wind as Ross’s man rushed past her, his left arm brushing against her shoulder even as she lifted the Glock. But then Porter did something unexpected, and instead of running for the door in a bid to escape, he launched himself right at her.

      And he was fast.

      How is he so fast?

      She pulled the trigger as Porter’s hand grabbed her wrist and yanked it to one side, and before she could hit him with her free left hand, he was moving, moving, moving so goddamn fast until he had somehow gotten behind her. Then the gun disappeared out of her hand (How? How?) and she was turning, facing the door again just as—

      Danford and Pete and Miller poured inside, guns drawn, shouting simultaneously: “FBI! Everyone get down! Get down now!”

      Something very cold pressed against the back of her neck, and Quinn froze.

      “Do me a favor?” a voice whispered behind her. “Don’t move?”
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      It was the dress. She blamed it on the dress. It was too short and too tight and it limited her movements. Because she had seen him coming instead of going for the door and knew his intentions even as she raised her gun hand, but hadn’t been able to get it up in time, and the shot sailed well past his head and into the office’s back wall.

      Then one second he was across the room, and the next he wasn’t.

      She didn’t understand how any of it was possible, but none of it mattered because she was only aware of the feel of her own gun pressed against the back of her neck. The contact between her skin and the Glock’s polymer material was electric and would have been overwhelming if not for the sudden presence of his body pressed up against hers, chest to back, so tightly that she was certain there wasn’t enough space for air to pass between them.

      She didn’t have to look back (not that she could have, anyway) to know he was in a slight crouch, morphing his body to use her as a shield as the three FBI agents swarmed into the room. Pete, Miller, and Danford had followed her into the office, but they hadn’t arrived in time. All three had their weapons drawn and had spread out to cover as much of the room as possible. Danford was aiming his gun at the bodyguard, who was kneeling on the floor, gasping for breath. That left Ringo and Miller with eyes on her, Porter, and Ross somewhere in the back.

      “Let her go!” Pete shouted.

      “No,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      “No,” Porter said again, his warm breath beating against the back of her neck every time he spoke.

      “The fuck you mean no?” Pete said.

      Porter might have chuckled, but she couldn’t be sure.

      The music had shut off outside the office, the loud beats replaced by stampeding footsteps as people rushed out while others rushed in. She glimpsed bodies outside the door on the other side of Pete and Miller flashing across the open frame.

      Quinn had dropped her phone to get to her gun, but it was still turned on and the Bluetooth remained active. She could hear Ben’s voice now, amazingly calm: “Get in there. Contain the situation.”

      “Let her go!” Pete shouted again. His Glock was aimed at Porter just as it was when he first entered—which was to say, aimed straight at her. She wasn’t even sure if Pete could see his target and wanted to tell him to put his gun down before he accidentally discharged it, because Oh God, I don’t want to die like this. Not like this…

      But she didn’t say anything because Pete knew what he was doing. So did Danford, still covering the bodyguard, and Miller, who had skirted farther to the left until she could keep her gun on Ross. Quinn couldn’t see Ross, but she could hear his nervous shuffling.

      “What part of no didn’t you understand?” Porter said behind her.

      Pete squinted, a slight moment of uncertainty showing through, as he refocused on her. She stared back at him while remaining perfectly still, afraid that even a step in any direction would set Porter off.

      Because the man was a killer. How many bodies had he accounted for in the last five years where no one could find him? How many bombings? Kidnappings? Murders?

      Quinn didn’t dare breathe too loudly even as Porter’s warm breath continued to caress her nape, the hardness of his body pressing tighter (if that was even possible) against her back. It would have been almost (creepily) romantic if the man wasn’t a mass murderer with a (my) gun jammed into the back of her neck.

      Danford, meanwhile, had dragged the bodyguard up from the floor and pushed him toward the door. The big man staggered, looking like he might fight back, when two beefy arms grabbed him from the other side of the opening and pulled him out.

      Then they were moving too, Porter guiding her as if she were a mannequin for him to control. Pete followed them as they retreated farther into the back of the office, every backward step shoving the gun barrel harder against her flesh. Pete and Miller exchanged a look, but neither one tried to stop them.

      “Give it up,” Miller said instead. “There’s nowhere to go. You’re surrounded. There are agents inside and outside the building.”

      Porter didn’t answer her and continued backing up. She wondered where he was going because Miller was right; there wasn’t anything back there but Ross and that huge desk of his. There was no back door, and even if there were, he would only run into more FBI agents in the alley on the other side of the brick wall.

      So where exactly did he think he was going?

      She would have asked, but was too afraid. Her legs were wobbly, and it took everything she had to keep them upright. The last thing she wanted was to lose control of her own body. Worse, do something stupid like faint. Now that was something she would never live down. That is, if she lived through this.

      “You still game?” Ben had asked.

      She should have said, Hell no, Ben, sorry, but can you find someone else?

      But of course she hadn’t, because she couldn’t. Agents’ careers weren’t made by turning down assignments or letting fear swallow them up.

      Agents’ careers aren’t made by letting a terrorist take your gun and holding you hostage, either.

      Goddammit.

      “Relax,” Porter whispered behind her. “You need to relax.”

      Relax? Did the asshole with the gun just tell her to relax?

      She would have laughed if she could, but all she could manage was, “Sure, whatever you say.”

      “That’s a good girl.”

      Fuck you, she thought, gritting her teeth as he kept them moving backward until she could hear Ross’s nervous shuffling growing, then the man’s haggard breathing almost directly behind her now, too.

      “Fuck, man, what is this? What’s going on?” Ross asked. He sounded somewhere between crying and screaming. “Who the fuck are you? What’d you bring into my place?”

      “Me?” Porter said. “They’re here for you, Gary. I’m just in the wrong place at the wrong time, from the looks of it.”

      Oh, you have no idea, asshole, Quinn thought.

      “Where’s Randy?” Ross said. “Where’d they take Randy?”

      “Don’t worry about Randy,” Porter said. “You should be worried about those guys.”

      Those guys was a group of men in tan-colored uniforms and assault vests flashing every now and then across the open doorway behind Pete and Miller. The members of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team were carrying M4 rifles and ballistic helmets with cameras perched on top of them. Which meant that at this very moment, Ben and God knew how many other people were watching her being held at gunpoint with her own gun.

      There goes the career, right down the toilet…

      “You have ten seconds to evacuate the room, or I kill her,” Porter said.

      Pete and Miller exchanged another quick look.

      “Nine,” Porter said.

      “Wait, wait,” Pete said, coming out of his shooting stance and holding up both hands. “Don’t do anything stupid—”

      “Six,” Porter said.

      “What? What happened to eight and seven?”

      “Three…”

      “Do it,” Ben said in her ear, and Quinn could picture him grinding his teeth as he gave the order. “Get out of there now.”

      “All right, all right, you win,” Pete said to Porter, before beginning to back out through the door.

      Miller followed until there was just the members of HRT visible outside, like ghouls waiting to pounce, but unable to because of some invisible barrier they couldn’t cross.

      “Gary,” Porter said.

      “What?” Ross answered.

      “The door. Close the door.”

      “Fuck that shit.”

      “Gary,” Porter said, his voice impossibly calm, “go close the door, before I turn around and shoot you in the balls.”

      “Fuck,” Ross said, and a second later the man rushed out from behind them and almost tiptoed his way to the door.

      “Are you seeing this?” a voice said in her ear. It was one of the commandos outside, talking into his throat mic. They were all linked into the same comm system.

      “Hold your fire,” Ben said. “They’re trapped inside with nowhere to go. Let them close the door.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” the commando asked.

      “Yes.”

      Rifles tracked Ross’s movements, but no one fired as he reached for the door and slowly, cautiously closed it. Then he pressed the lock on the lever and pushed the deadbolt into place before stepping back.

      “Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ,” Ross said, turning to look at her. No, not at her, but Porter behind her.

      “Well done,” Porter said. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “I think I shit my pants.”

      “Good thing you can afford new ones.”

      “Yeah,” Ross said, and swiped at a thick bead of sweat on his forehead. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “Grab that phone and purse for me,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      “The phone and purse that she dropped. Grab them for me.”

      Ross sighed and bent to pick them up from the floor. “The phone’s still on.”

      “Here,” Porter said.

      Ross tossed the device and Porter held up his left hand to intercept it. There had been half a second where she thought about twisting her body to get away as the mobile was sailing through the air, but she never got the chance because the gun never left her skin.

      “You might want to get back here,” Porter said. “Don’t wanna give them an easy target.”

      “Oh,” Ross said, and scrambled back to where she stood with Porter.

      Quinn risked a quick glance down and slightly back and saw the edge of the heavy desk behind them, which meant Porter was probably sitting on the edge of it with her between him and the door and the legion of FBI agents outside. She hadn’t heard Ben’s voice in her earbud after he ordered Pete and Miller out, and it occurred to her that he might have already switched to a new channel while simultaneously keeping the one with her active.

      “Ear piece?” Porter said behind her. When she didn’t answer (because she didn’t know he was talking to her), he nudged her with the gun. “Ear piece connected to the phone?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      He reached into her right ear and plucked out the flesh-colored earbud.

      “What are cops doing here?” Ross was saying to their right. He had pushed himself into a corner as far away from the door and windows (to their left) as he could manage. “And how’d SWAT get here so fast?”

      “They’re FBI,” Porter said. “Those are HRT. Right?” he added, directing the last one at her.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “A woman of few words.” Porter chuckled. “My kind of girl.”

      “HR-what?” Ross said.

      “Hostage Rescue Team,” Porter said. “The FBI’s version of SWAT.”

      “Feds. Just great.” Then, slightly under his breath, “It has to be those fucking Chinese artifacts. I swear to God, I knew moving those things were going to come back to haunt me…”

      No, actually, it was the stolen art from Bulgaria, she wanted to tell him, but at the moment Ross knowing the truth wasn’t important. Ross and all his criminal activities, in fact, had been shoved onto the back burner as soon as she mentioned Porter’s name over the comm and Ben sent it up the flag to the bosses in the J. Edgar Hoover Building in DC.

      Should have kept my loud mouth shut.

      It was quiet outside the office, as if everyone had simply abandoned the place. But of course she knew better. HRT was getting into position, and Ben would have already left the van outside and taken command in person inside the nightclub by now. Without the music and club goers, the entire building was eerily peaceful and she could once again hear her own struggling heartbeat.

      And so could Porter, apparently, because he said again, “Relax.”

      Stop telling me to relax, asshole, she thought, but said, “Okay.”

      “Cool as a cucumber, huh? Or, at least, you want me to think so. But we both know the truth, don’t we?”

      How perceptive of you, jackass.

      “What is this, first year in the field?” he asked.

      Nice guess, asshole.

      “Not important,” Porter said. “Ross, hand me her purse.”

      For some reason, Ross had been clutching her purse ever since he had picked it off the floor. By the look on his face, he was just as surprised as she was that he still had it on him, and the man quickly threw it to Porter.

      “They’re after me or you?” Ross asked.

      “You, at first,” Porter said. “Me, now. Right?” That last part was again directed at her.

      She didn’t answer him this time.

      “Right,” he said anyway. “Who’s in charge out there?”

      When she didn’t answer, he nudged her with the gun.

      “Ben Foster,” she said.

      “Put Ben Foster on the line,” she heard him say behind her. After a few seconds, he continued: “I think you know who this is. Let’s not play games. I have one of your agents. Excuse me, I meant, special agents. I know how you guys are sticklers for that.”

      “Fucking FBI,” Ross muttered in the corner. “What did I ever do to deserve this? Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “Quinn R. Turner,” Porter said behind her. “This badge looks pretty new. Edgar Hoover’s boys and girls are getting younger every day. Prettier, too.”

      Thanks for the compliment, douchebag.

      “Let me guess, they put you in here because you fit the demo?” Porter asked. “Those other three look pretty old by comparison.”

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t know if he actually wanted her to, and a part of her didn’t care anyway if he did. The less information she gave him, the better. After all, she was already screwed. You didn’t lose your gun to a criminal, and you certainly didn’t let said criminal then hold you at gunpoint with your own gun.

      Bye-bye, career. I hardly knew ye.

      She might have sighed out loud that time, and the thought horrified her, but Porter didn’t seem to notice. Or if he did, he didn’t bother acknowledging it and was more preoccupied with the phone call.

      “It’s simple,” he was saying behind her. “You come in, I kill her. I might even kill Ross, too.”

      “Wait, what?” Ross said.

      “You know who I am,” Porter continued, ignoring Ross. “You can come and get me if you want, but it’ll cost you one FBI Special Agent and a civilian. He’s a criminal, so I doubt you care about what happens to him. I’m willing to bet, though, that you care about what happens to this pretty little thing in front of me.” A brief pause, then, “I’ll let you know my demands in ten minutes. I suggest you do your best to meet them.”

      She heard a beep as Porter cut the phone connection behind her.

      “Well?” Ross said. “What did they say?”

      “It’s not what they said; it’s what they’re doing right now,” Porter said.

      “So what are they doing right now?”

      “Trying to decide how much they’re willing to sacrifice in order to take me.”

      An entire operation, Quinn thought. They couldn’t wait to toss away an operation that’s been months in the making just for the possibility of capturing your ass. That’s how much the FBI wants you.

      Of course, that didn’t bode well for her. If the “higher ups” wanted Porter badly enough and she was in the way…

      Ben.

      Thank God for Ben.

      He was the only reason HRT hadn’t already mounted an assault on the office. She knew that without a shred of doubt.

      “So what are we gonna do?” Ross was asking. He had sunk even deeper into the corner, if that were possible. “I’m just a middle man. I connect buyers with sellers. That’s it. That’s all. This is not my scene, man.”

      Porter might have snorted before she heard the sound of a phone dialing. Was he using her phone to call someone? No, that wouldn’t have made any sense. Chances were he had his own. Who didn’t carry a phone with them these days? Porter being Porter, it was probably a burner, something bought from a convenience store that could be tossed at a moment’s notice.

      “Relax,” Porter said behind her. “It’ll be over soon. Play your cards right and you might even live to be an old ex-FBI agent. You can tell your grandchildren all about how you once met me. Feel free to leave out the part where I took you hostage with your own gun. Gotta be embarrassing, right?”

      Fuck off, she thought, and clenched her teeth.

      “It’s me,” Porter said, clearly not to her this time. “Things didn’t go as planned. You’ll have to proceed without me.” He paused, then added, “I know. Good luck.”

      “Who was that?” Ross asked. “Who are you talking to?”

      Good question, Ross.

      “It’s a personal call,” Porter said.

      “Are they going to help us get out of here?” Ross asked.

      “No.”

      “No? No? Then why the hell did you call them?”

      “Like I said, it’s personal.” Then Porter stood up behind her—she only knew because the barrel of the gun shifted slightly against the back of her neck. “Where is it, Gary?”

      “Where is what?” Gary said.

      “My package.”

      “Are you shitting me right now?” Gary sounded almost angry that time. “You want your package? Man, there is an entire army of FB-fucking-I agents outside my office right this very second, and you want your friggin’ package?”

      “Yes,” Porter said, again in that impossibly calm voice that made her believe this man could casually shoot her in the back of the head and not lose a single second of sleep over it. “I paid for it, and I’d like it now, please.”

      Quinn risked a glance over at Ross and saw the incredulous expression on his face, and she couldn’t quite tell if he was still too scared by the situation or was just too stupefied by Porter’s request to say or do anything right away.

      “Ross,” Porter said. “I’d like my package now, please.”

      Finally, the man in the expensive suit pried himself out of his corner and walked across the room and left her line of sight. Then the sound of a door opening, so she knew he was at the closet at the back, which intelligence told her had a false bottom in the floor. She listened to the telltale signs of Ross prying open the fake lid, then a slight grunt as he reached inside.

      “Nice hiding spot,” Porter said behind her.

      “Here,” Ross said. “What are you going to do with it?” Then, quickly, “You know what? Don’t tell me. I don’t wanna know.”

      “Good call,” Porter said. “You can go back to your corner now.”

      Ross grunted before reappearing in her line of sight as he returned to the other side of the room. He exchanged a quick look with her, but if she thought he might be a potential ally, the hate in his eyes ended that possibility.

      “You were after me,” Ross said to her. It wasn’t a question. “Spit it out, bitch.”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “For what? The Chinese stuff?”

      “That too. But mostly for the artwork out of Bulgaria.”

      “Fuck,” Ross said. “I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to handle those. Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Then, glancing over at Porter, “If the FBI staked out my place for me, what’s the deal with him? Is it the package?”

      That would depend on what’s in the package, she thought, but didn’t answer. Not yet, anyway. She allowed Ross to keep speaking, because the more he talked the more information he revealed. She might have been the one being held at gunpoint (By my own gun, Jesus), but that didn’t mean she was completely clueless.

      “I’ve brought packages like that into the country a dozen times,” Ross was saying. “For the bikers, the Mexicans; hell, even some hillbilly Neo-Nazis. But it’s the paintings that got me? Jesus Christ.” He looked at Porter again. “And this guy? This is the guy you were willing to overlook putting me in cuffs for? What’s so special about him?”

      “You don’t know who he is, do you?” Quinn asked.

      Ross stared at her, then at Porter. Then back at her. “Who the fuck is he?”

      “Who did he tell you he was?”

      “John Allen.” Then, turning to Porter, “You lied to me? Who the hell are you?”

      Porter didn’t answer, but she could hear him doing…something behind her. But whatever he was doing he was managing it with just one hand, because the Glock was still jammed into the back of her neck.

      “John Porter,” Quinn said. “This is John Porter. Number one on the FBI’s Most Wanted list for the last five years running. He’s a terrorist responsible for dozens of bombings, kidnappings, murders, and a body count in the three digits.”

      “Just the three digits?” Porter said. He sounded almost amused. “I would have thought it’d be four by now.”

      “If you want credit for all your murders, you should make it more obvious. Maybe send press releases to the authorities and news media like a proper terrorist scumbag.”

      Porter chortled behind her. “Thanks for the suggestion. I’ll think about it.”

      “Fuck me,” Ross was saying in his corner. He was staring across the room at Porter now, as if seeing the man for the first time. “Fuck me.”

      Someone’s seen the light.

      Then Ross’s eyes shifted slightly, but were still trained in Porter’s direction. “What are you going to do with that?”

      The package, Quinn thought. He’s talking about the package he smuggled into the country for Porter.

      There was a slight shift in the air behind her, followed by the feel of Porter’s chest pressing against her back again. Her entire body stiffened as his lips tickled at her right ear, and he said, “Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up.”

      “What—” she began to say, just before a hand shoved her in the back and she lost her balance.

      The floor was suddenly rushing up at her, and it was all she could do to stick out both arms to stop her fall. Her palms had just slammed into the hard and cold tiles when the explosion shattered her senses and the entire office came tumbling down on top of her.

      Brick by brick by brick...
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      “He blasted a hole through the wall and escaped from the alley next door. There were two HRT guys back there when it went off; they’re downstairs in intensive care right now. One’s probably going to lose an arm, and the other one’s not heading back to work anytime soon.”

      Pete Ringo alternated between peering out her hospital room window at the street below and watching her reflection in the glass.

      “Truth is, they’re lucky to be alive. There’s no telling how much of the stuff he used to take out the wall. The Explosives Unit guys are still going over the scene as we speak, but early word is that it’s some kind of experimental explosive compound that’s not even supposed to exist, never mind be on the market.”

      He’d arrived about ten minutes ago, her first visitor who didn’t have a seemingly never-ending series of questions for her about what had happened last night. Ben had also shown up this morning and stood like a protective father in the back as she was questioned for four straight hours. She had told them everything she knew—or everything she could remember, anyway. The details were hazy and she found herself battling her memories as much as the two men who she had never seen before in her life.

      Ben had left with the investigators, and she was expecting him when Pete Ringo walked through the door instead. Not that she minded too much. If it wasn’t Ben, then Pete was a good stand-in.

      “How a middleman like Gary Ross got his hands on that kind of stuff, well, that’s the question of the day,” Pete was saying. “The other one is, did Porter use everything he had to break through the wall? And if not, what is he going to do with the rest of it?”

      Pete’s presence was a godsend. While waiting for Ben to return, she’d had to settle for memorizing all the wires connecting her arms to the array of monitors beeping on both sides of her bed. Her head throbbed, and every now and then pain thrummed along her shoulders and back (Right; the office fell down on top of you, remember?). There was nothing to keep her from walking around on her own two feet except doctor’s orders and FBI protocol, and the nurse who came in regularly to warn her not to try to get up.

      “We don’t know for sure what he used?” she asked.

      Pete shook his head. “They’re working on it. I guess they’ll let us—or Ben, anyway—know when they’re done. No one’s lollygagging on this one. DC’s got people running around like chickens with their heads cut off. After all, it’s not every day that John-fucking-Porter shows back up on American soil after five years.”

      She smiled. It was good to know she wasn’t the only one thinking about Porter as more than just “John Porter.” And she had to admit, John-fucking-Porter somehow fit the man better than John-friggin-Porter.

      “What about Gary?” she asked, because she knew the nightclub owner was still alive. It was one of the few things her nurse had been able to tell her, that a second person (“Some guy,” according to the twenty-something blonde) had been brought from the same place as her at the same time. “Has he said anything?”

      “He lawyered up as soon as we dug him out after you. Hasn’t said a peep since we brought him here.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “One floor down. His lawyers haven’t left his side since. A broken arm, a broken leg, God knows how many broken ribs. But his girlfriend will be happy to know his face survived mostly unscathed. Putting himself into the corner of the room spared him from the blast and the falling debris.”

      She remembered Gary huddled in the corner of his office, as if he could disappear into it if he pushed himself back hard enough. That was one of the few bits of memory from last night that came easily to her every time. She wished the rest were as clear.

      She was fiddling with the TV remote when she noticed Pete smiling at her. “What?”

      “You haven’t asked me how we dug you out of the place.”

      “I figured you would tell me eventually.”

      “We had to drag you out of about a foot of rubble. We thought you were dead.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I don’t remember any of it.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “He pushed me down to the floor; then there was an explosion.”

      “Why’d he do that?”

      “Do what?”

      Pete leaned back against the windowsill, the smile replaced by curiosity. “Pushed you down. That probably saved your life. That, and the desk.”

      “What desk?”

      “You don’t remember that either?”

      “No…”

      “You were underneath a desk when we dug you out. We thought you’d somehow managed to roll under it before Porter triggered the explosion.”

      She shook her head again. Trying to recall specific bits and pieces from last night was like swimming through molasses. For every memory that came easily—like Gary in the corner—there was one (or two or three) pieces that refused to clarify themselves.

      “It’s mostly all a blur,” she said. “I can’t even tell you how long after I hit the floor that the office came down. It seemed like seconds when I think about it, but it couldn’t have been.”

      “Probably not. The doctors told Ben that more than a few pieces of the ceiling managed to bounce off your head, but it would have been much worse without the desk on top of you. They’re saying there’s a high probability of a concussion. Or concussions.”

      “Concussions?”

      “Quinn, Porter essentially dropped a nightclub on top of you. That’s been known to cause short-term memory loss, or so they tell me. That’s why they didn’t push you as hard this morning. Ben had your doctor explain to them what you went through, what you’re still going through.”

      The notion that the men in suits hadn’t pushed her hard this morning with their questioning was strange, because they were almost combative, constantly asking the same questions as if they expected her to remember things she couldn’t the first five times they asked it. After a while, she wanted to jump out of bed and punch one of them.

      If that was them taking it easy…

      “Ben told me you have experience with that,” Pete was saying.

      “What?”

      “Concussions. He said you’ve gotten them before.”

      She nodded. “When I was young…”

      “Anyways, they think it’ll all come back to you eventually, just give it time. How’s the rest of you?”

      “My head hurts, but other than that it’s not so bad.” She glanced at the saline drip next to her. “Did they give me something for the pain?”

      “You’ll have to ask your nurse. I’m just a visitor.”

      Quinn picked the TV remote back up and channel surfed with the sound on mute. “I haven’t seen a single thing about Porter on the news.”

      “As far as anyone knows, last night’s explosion at Ross’s was an isolated event, the result of an accidental gas leak. The Bureau’s managed to keep the lid on Porter’s return so far. I don’t know how long that’s going to last though. Someone always manages to shoot their mouth off trying to get brownie points from a blonde in a short skirt. But for now, we’ve got it contained.”

      “What about all those people at the nightclub?”

      “They saw a bunch of cops rush inside, but we got everyone out before all the real action happened. Most of them probably don’t spend more than a minute watching the news in a given week; they wouldn’t know who Porter was if he were standing in front of them, like he was last night.” He shrugged. “But it hasn’t even been a day yet. If Porter stays off the news for another twenty-four hours, I’d be shocked.”

      She clicked the TV off and laid the remote on the nightstand next to her. Except for the slight throbbing in her head and the inability to remember details from last night, the rest of her really did feel fine. Better than fine, actually. It hadn’t been like this when she first woke up this morning, but the hours and afternoon had been good to her.

      “Anyways, I hear the desk jockeys are putting you in for a commendation,” Pete was saying. That surprised her and it must have shown on her face, because Pete chuckled. “You’re a hero, Quinn.”

      “I lost my firearm to a terrorist,” Quinn said. “I’m also the reason he was able to keep HRT back and eventually escaped.”

      “He escaped because he blew a hole in the back of Ross’s office using the explosives Ross smuggled from God knows where into the country for him. If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t even have been close to capturing him in the first place.”

      “I lost my firearm, Pete.”

      “It happens.”

      “Has it ever happened to you?”

      He started to answer, but stopped short and shook his head instead. “Not yet.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      Just saying the words out loud somehow made it more real, and it had been pretty real before. But to hear it come out of her mouth, admitting her failures…

      Goddamn you, Porter. You bastard.

      “Did they find it?” she asked. “My gun?”

      “No,” Pete said. “Not yet.”

      “He took it with him?”

      “We think so.”

      “What about my phone? I wasn’t sure if he used it to call someone, or if he had his own.”

      “He must have used his. There were no extra calls on yours when we retrieved it from the rubble.”

      “Were you able to trace the call he made? We know his location and the time…”

      “No. If he called someone—”

      “He called someone, Pete. I heard him talking.”

      Pete nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. “The tech guys are working on it. Maybe it’s there somewhere and they just have to locate it.” He shrugged. “The suits didn’t tell you any of this?”

      “They didn’t tell me very much. They mostly just asked”—and asked and asked the same questions over and over—“and I answered what I could. You’re the only reason I know this much already, Pete. Thanks for coming.”

      “Miller and Danford wanted to tag along, but I pulled rank on them. We didn’t want to crowd your room. Hell, we thought you’d be…”

      “Half-dead?”

      “In worse shape,” Pete finished. “But look at you. I was worried for nothing.”

      “It’s the drugs. I’m pretty sure they doped me up when they brought me here last night, then later when I took a nap after Ben left.”

      “Yeah, probably,” Pete said. Then, “Anyways.”

      She smiled. Anyways was a Pete trademark, which was odd coming from a thirty-nine-year-old Special Agent of the FBI. But it also made him very likeable, not that she needed more reasons to like the man.

      Oh, give it a rest, she thought, and said, “Is Ben out there looking for him? Porter?”

      “Ben, the unit, the entire might of the FBI, essentially. Everything except calling in help from local law enforcement, but that’s coming soon, I’m sure. Like I said, we’ll be lucky if this media blackout lasts for another twenty-four hours. It’s not just us, either. Homeland, CIA, DIA—all the alphabet agencies are sending people.”

      “That’s a lot of people…”

      “And none of it would have been possible without you, Quinn. Last night was the closest we’ve come to catching him in five years.”

      “And I blew it.”

      “You gave us an opportunity. I wouldn’t exactly call that blowing it.”

      “He took my gun, Pete. He took my gun.”

      Pete sighed. “I know.”

      “I’m never going to live that down. My career…”

      “Will be fine,” Pete said. “But you’re right; you’re probably never going to live that down. The only thing you can do is try to overcome it.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      “We’ve all got skeletons in our closet, Quinn. The best you can do is try to jam in more good stuff until the bad stuff gets shoved way, way into the back and people don’t notice it so easily anymore. So yeah, you screwed up, but you also did pretty damn good for a junior agent barely three months out of the academy, if you ask me.”

      She pursed a smile at him. It was the best she could manage, because as much as she wanted to believe him, to accept his defense of her, she couldn’t shake the knowledge that she had lost her gun to a terrorist, and no amount of justification was going to make that untrue.

      But Quinn said anyway, “Thanks, Pete. That means a lot to me.”

      He nodded. “I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.”

      “Thanks,” she said again, because she didn’t know what else to say. If it were Ben telling her these things, she could have expressed her feelings better, but this wasn’t Ben. And as much as she liked Pete Ringo, it wasn’t the same.

      “You told the suits that he used your phone?” Pete was asking her.

      She nodded. “To talk to Ben.”

      “But then he called someone else, with his own phone. Do you remember what he said?”

      She thought about it, but like this morning, nothing came. “I don’t remember anything he said after or before he told me to get down.”

      “It’ll come back to you. A day, maybe a few days. It’s going to take time after what you went through.”

      “I hope so. I don’t like not remembering, Pete.”

      “Who does?”

      If only you knew, she thought, but she didn’t say it out loud. She liked Pete, but Ben was the only person who really knew her best, knew all about the dark times in her life before he set her straight, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      She said instead, “Back at the academy, when we would run down the Most Wanted list, a few of the recruits didn’t think he was real.”

      “Porter?”

      “Uh huh. They thought he was a made-up bogeyman. I mean, we saw the news footages, the case files, all the reports about the things he’d done for the last five years since he left American soil. But there was never any actual footage of him committing those crimes.”

      “No, but there were plenty of eyewitnesses. He left a lot of widows and orphans in his wake.”

      “Right. Eyewitnesses. And we know how dependable those are.”

      Pete gave her a half-curious, half-amused look. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything. I’m just telling you what some of us used to think back at Quantico.”

      “How closely did you study him?”

      “Not that closely. At least, not closer than anyone else. The one thing about him that struck me—and stayed with me—was that he was an orphan.”

      “You were an orphan too, weren’t you?”

      She nodded and thought of Ben. “It’s funny how things work out…”

      “How so?”

      “I became an FBI agent to catch criminals, while Porter decided to be an anarchist and kill people.”

      There but for the grace of God, Quinn thought.

      Then, with a smile, Or Ben Foster.
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* * *

      Pete left about an hour later, and Quinn was surprised she was glad he was gone. She liked him—maybe a little too much—but there was something else on her mind, something she couldn’t get a handle on because her memory still wasn’t cooperating.

      It was what Porter had said on his phone, and the fact that he had taken the time to make a call during a hostage situation. What had he said? She couldn’t remember. She’d told the interrogators this morning the same thing and they had asked her the same question over and over, sometimes two times in a row, other times coming back to it like her memory would have returned by then. It hadn’t.

      The not knowing gnawed at her, and she had been thinking about it all through Pete’s visit. When he finally left her to the peace and quiet (and semidarkness) of the room, she was able to relax physically and mentally. Not having Pete here, not having two people who she didn’t know throwing one question after another at her with Ben watching over them and her made a world of difference.

      Slowly, very slowly, fragments of memory came back to her.

      Porter, behind her, the feel of the (my) gun against the back of her neck. The adrenaline coursing through her, the sound of Gary whimpering in the corner—

      “…didn’t go as planned…”

      There.

      Words that formed a sentence, except she could only hear a part of it.

      “…didn’t go as planned…” Porter had said after making the call.

      She glanced over at the hospital phone on the nightstand next to her and thought about ringing the nurse outside and getting an outside line to Pete. He would be on his way home right now and could easily turn around—

      Ben. If there was anyone she should call, it would be Ben.

      Except she didn’t. She didn’t have enough to tell him. How were four words—four seemingly random words that were part of a larger, more coherent sentence that she couldn’t recall—going to help Ben find and capture Porter?

      “…didn’t go as planned…”

      She pulled her hand away from the phone. The nurse who had come in after Pete took his leave had left the soft lights on, but Quinn looked past that now and at the blank white wall across the room.

      “…didn’t go as planned…” Porter had said.

      Four words. That was all she could remember. Four measly words that didn’t make any sense without context.

      Something hadn’t gone as planned. What? The pickup with Ross? That was probably it. Or maybe Porter was referring to something else. That was possible, too. In absence of the rest of the sentence, anything was possible. That was the problem.

      She knew one thing: It had to be important, because why else would Porter take the time during a hostage situation with the FBI to make the call?

      “…didn’t go as planned…”

      Four words. That was all she had.

      At least it was something. Better than the zero from this morning, anyway.

      Bullshit. Four lousy words that mean nothing.

      She ground her teeth and was still doing it when the nurse came back inside to record her machines’ readings. “You feeling okay? Need something for the pain?”

      Quinn shook her head. “No, I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes. Thanks.”

      “Okay. Let me know if you need something. That call button isn’t for show.”

      Quinn gave the nurse a forced smile when she noticed the look on the other woman’s face. “What is it? Something wrong?”

      “Just that your vitals are good,” the nurse said.

      “And that’s bad?”

      “I mean, they’re really good.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      The nurse glanced down at the chart in her hands, then flipped through the pages. “You were in an accident last night? Some kind of building collapse?”

      On top of me, yeah, she thought, but remembered what the interrogators had told her this morning, that Gary Ross’s nightclub was still classified, and said instead, “Something like that. Why?”

      “Does anything hurt? Describe your pain on a scale from one to ten. Ten being the most severe.”

      “Two. It’s pretty much all contained in my head.”

      “Headache?”

      “It comes and goes, but yeah.”

      “What about the rest of you?”

      “Better than this morning. I don’t know what you guys gave me, but it’s doing its job. What did you guys give me, anyway?”

      “I don’t know. Someone must have given you something earlier, but it’s not on the chart.” She wrinkled her nose as if she had an itch she couldn’t scratch. “Give me a moment. I’m going to get in touch with Rene from this morning. She’ll know.”

      Quinn watched the woman leave the room and waited for her to come back.

      Ten minutes, then thirty, until Quinn eventually forgot about the odd conversation and her mind was, once again, filled with Porter.

      “…didn’t go as planned…” he had said into the phone.

      What? What hadn’t gone as planned?

      If only she could remember the rest of that one-sided conversation. It was important. She knew that much. And if it had been important enough for Porter to risk making it at the time, knowing that the FBI had the potential to trace it...

      If only she could remember the rest of it.

      If only, if only…

      …she hadn’t lost her gun to a terrorist.

      If only, if only…
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* * *

      “Wake up, Quinn. Wake up!”

      There were people in her room.

      What were the nurses doing back so soon?

      No, not nurses.

      These people didn’t move like nurses, or act as if they belonged.

      There were three of them. Shadowy forms that gathered around her bed. For some reason she had trouble focusing on them despite their close proximity. She could practically feel the heat of their bodies as they moved around her.

      And yet, and yet, she had difficulty focusing.

      What was happening to her?

      Her eyelids were heavy and she wanted desperately to go back to sleep, but couldn’t. Her arms and legs were like tree trunks, somehow rooted to the bed; she couldn’t move them even an inch, though she had some feelings in her fingers and toes.

      Some, but not a lot.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but the only sound that came out was a mild wheeze.

      “Don’t fight it,” a voice said. It was male and comforting. “You’ll only strain yourself. Let go. Just let go.”

      She believed the voice and let go. It was easy, and the results were welcoming.

      Quinn blinked against the figure standing at the foot of her bed. A second one had retreated toward the door and disappeared into the shadows. The third one had—

      Where had the third intruder gone?

      “We’re here to help you remember, Quinn,” the figure at the foot of her bed said. The man was wearing a black blazer and slacks, and for a moment she thought it was Porter having come back to finish the job.

      But it wasn’t Porter.

      The shape was wrong—the shoulders weren’t quite as broad, and though her perspective was warped by lying flat on her back, Quinn could tell the man wasn’t as tall as Porter had been.

      Plus there was something very wrong with his face. It seemed to be moving, as if she were watching someone on a TV screen instead of in person, except the image kept flickering back and forth and side to side. A constant never idle blurring of skin and eyes and nose and lips.

      I’m dreaming. This is a nightmare. That’s all it is. A nightmare.

      “The nightclub,” the man said. “Think back to the nightclub, Quinn. Remember?”

      “Yes,” she said. She didn’t know why she answered. She shouldn’t be answering questions from a man without a face.

      And yet she was.

      “Good. Good,” the man said. “Now, remember Porter? Remember spotting him across the club?”

      “Yes…” she said quickly, without thinking.

      Why was she answering questions from a stranger in her hospital room? A stranger without a face? No, that wasn’t true. He had a face—after all, where would his voice be coming out of if he didn’t?—it was just that she couldn’t make it out because it kept moving, blurring back and forth, and side to side…

      What a strange nightmare. Because that’s all this is. A nightmare…

      “Watching him as he goes into the office?” the man said.

      “Yes…”

      “Now, approaching the office. Then entering. Porter is there.”

      “Yes. He’s there.” Her voice was dreamy even to her own ears. “He sees me. He recognizes me. I have to act.”

      “What happens then?”

      “The dress. It’s slowing me down. He’s got my gun. He’s got my gun.”

      “The phone, Quinn. Who did Porter call on his phone while you were in the office with him?”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t say a name.”

      “But he spoke into the phone.”

      “Yes…”

      “What did he say?”

      “I don’t remember…”

      “Concentrate, Quinn. What did Porter say into the phone?”

      “…didn’t go as planned…”

      “What else?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Concentrate. What else did Porter say into the phone while you were in the room with him last night?”

      She didn’t know why the man was asking her the same question she had been asking herself over and over again. If she knew, wouldn’t she have told the suits earlier this morning? Wouldn’t she have told Ben? If she knew, wouldn’t she have—

      There!

      “‘It’s me,’” Quinn said.

      “Who is ‘me?’” the man asked.

      “That’s what he said. Porter. ‘It’s me.’ Into the phone.”

      “Good. Good. What else did he say?”

      “‘Things didn’t go as planned. You’ll have to proceed without me. I know. Good luck.’”

      She didn’t know how but it was suddenly there, Porter’s entire one-sided conversation clear as day inside her head.

      How was this possible?

      “What didn’t go as planned, Quinn?” the man without a face asked.

      “He didn’t say.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Nothing. He hung up.”

      “Did he say anything else after that?”

      “No…”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes…”

      “Are you sure, Quinn?”

      “I…”

      Was she sure? Of course she was sure. She could visualize every inch of the office from memory. She didn’t know how that was even possible, but everything was suddenly crystal clear, as if she were back there again.

      Ross in the corner…

      Porter behind her, using her as a shield...

      The cold polymer plastic of the Glock against her nape...

      The warmth of Porter’s breath as he leaned close to her and whispered...

      “Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up.”

      “Quinn,” the man without a face said, his voice intruding in on her memory, “is that everything? Is that all Porter said to you that night?”

      Yes. That’s all he said before the explosion.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up,” Porter had said.

      Yes. That was it. That was all Porter had said before he used the explosives Gary had smuggled in for him to blow a hole into the alley next door. That was everything—

      No.

      No, it wasn’t everything.

      Porter had said something else. Before the explosion.

      What?

      What had he said—

      “They’re going to come after you. They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room. And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you. I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own. Good luck. Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up.”

      Porter’s voice, ringing in her ears like listening to a recording. She repeated it out loud, word for word, even every small pause that Porter took.

      How was she able to remember everything so clearly?

      “Is that it?” the man asked when she was done. “Is that everything Porter said to you last night?”

      “Yes…”

      “Are you sure?”

      I don’t know…

      “That’s it, that’s all she knows,” the man said. He wasn’t talking to her. “Let’s get it over with.”

      The man who had been interrogating her turned and walked into the shadows, and Quinn heard a click as the door opened and then closed. The third man, whom she couldn’t see earlier, appeared at the right side of her bed and reached for one of the wires connected to her drip bag. The new face that looked back at her flickered uncontrollably, the eyes slashing from side to side, indistinguishable from the nose and forehead and the rest of his face.

      “It’ll be painless,” the faceless man said.

      “What?” she managed, the question coming out slurred.

      The man might have smiled, but that was impossible to tell for sure, because his face wouldn’t stop moving.

      “Are you done?” a voice asked. Another faceless man, this one hiding in the shadows near the door the entire time. His face, too, was blinking rapidly when he stepped slightly into the light.

      “Almost done,” the third figure said.

      “Done what?” Quinn asked.

      “Go back to sleep,” the man next to her bed said. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      “Feel what?”

      “Just do it; I don’t wanna spend all night in this place,” the one who had taken up position at the foot of her bed said. “I hate hospitals.”

      No! she screamed, but the defiance was lost inside her head.

      The man next to her bed had taken out a syringe and was about to inject it into the clear see-through tubing when there was a loud bang! He staggered backward, a look of shock spreading across his face as he reached down to his stomach, just before he seemed to fade out of existence.

      What’s happening?

      She was still trying to process what the loud sound had been when the man at the foot of her bed reached for something at his hip, but before he could get to it, there were two more thunderous noises that were just as loud as the first—bang! bang!—and this man also seemed to disappear into the darkness that claimed half of the room.

      Quinn had trouble understanding what was happening. Where had the men gone? And what were those three large, booming noises?

      Then someone screamed, though Quinn was pretty sure it wasn’t her.

      Maybe…
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      “They’re going to come after you…”

      “Agent Turner, are you listening to us?”

      “Yes, sirs. I’m listening.”

      “These are very serious allegations being levied against you.”

      “I’m very aware of how serious all of this is, sirs.”

      “Then you should pay attention.”

      “I am, sirs.”

      “They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room...”

      “Then what’s your answer?”

      “I’m sorry, but what was the question again?”

      “The question was: Why did you shoot Special Agents Brown and Sterling?”

      “I…”

      “And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you…”

      “Agent Turner? Answer the question, please.”

      “I don’t know, sirs.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “No.”

      “Explain.”

      “I’m not sure I can, sirs.”

      “Try anyway.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own...”

      “I didn’t even know I had shot them until Special Agent-in-Charge Foster told me what I had done when I woke up this morning.”

      “You’re saying you slept through the shooting?”

      “Not exactly, sirs.”

      “Then what, exactly?”

      “I…can’t explain it, sirs.”

      “You should try very hard. There’s more than just your career on the line here, Agent Turner.”

      “I’m very well aware of that, sirs.”

      “Eyewitnesses outside your room heard three very loud gunshots. If they could hear it out there, how could you possibly sleep through them? According to your attending nurses, you hadn’t been given any sleep sedatives.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying, sirs.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      “I…don’t know what I’m saying. It’s…confusing right now. You’ve just accused me of murdering two of my fellow agents.”

      “But you’re saying you didn’t do it.”

      “I…don’t know, sirs.”

      “You don’t know if you shot two men in your room last night or not?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you.”

      “You don’t remember taking Special Agent Sterling’s gun and shooting him once, then firing twice at Special Agent Brown?”

      “I don’t, sirs.”

      “And you expect us to believe that?”

      “I don’t know, sirs. I don’t believe it, either, and I’m the one living this nightmare.”

      “These are very serious allegations, Agent Turner.”

      “You don’t have to keep telling me that, sirs. I know how serious this is. Believe me, I know.”

      “Then let’s start again.”

      “I’m not sure that’s going to help.”

      “No?”

      “You can ask me the same questions as many times as you want, but the answers will still be the same. I don’t know what happened last night.”

      “Let’s start again anyway. From the beginning...”
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* * *

      “Good luck.”

      He had said that to her.

      John Porter.

      Anarchist. Killer. Bomber. Kidnapper. Number one on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.

      He had told her “Good luck” before blowing away the back half of Gary Ross’s office and escaping into the night, nearly killing two FBI agents in the process. Which meant Porter as of today had nothing on her because she had killed two more FBI Special Agents than he had.

      Or, at least, that’s what they told her; among other things.

      Sterling and Brown.

      She didn’t know the names and didn’t remember ever having met them. But according to everyone, including Ben, that changed last night when she killed Sterling with his own gun, then shot Brown.

      She had done that—or, at least, that’s what they had told her she had done.

      The only thing no one could tell her was what happened before the shooting: The three men who had come into her hospital room to interrogate her. They had asked her about Porter and they had done something to her—doped her, maybe—to make her remember things that she couldn’t on her own.

      “They’re going to come after you. They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room. And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you. I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own. Good luck. Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up.”

      Porter’s voice whispering into her ear, every single word of it coming back to her in full clarity, as if she were reliving it all over again.

      No, that wasn’t exactly true. She wasn’t reliving it all over again because she hadn’t even remembered them the first time. Something had happened—maybe it was the concussion (concussions?)—but she had forgotten almost everything he had said until last night. Until those men came into her room…

      “Good luck,” Porter had said.

      Those two words reverberated in her head now as she watched Ben enter the room.

      Here we go…

      Ben Foster had always looked tired for as long as she knew him, but it was more pronounced today. An entire morning and afternoon of interrogation, men and women she’d never met repeating the same questions over and over again as if she would suddenly know the answer if they just asked them enough times, had drained her. Looking at Ben as he picked up a chair and walked slowly over to the foot of her bed and sat down, she could easily believe all of this was worse for him.

      And maybe it was. Ben was more than her boss, more than a mentor. Ben was…everything. And in a lot of ways—all the ways that matter to both of them—she was the same thing to him. It was an odd relationship, this thing between them, but she wouldn’t trade it for the world.

      I really screwed up, didn’t I, Ben? I don’t think even you can save me this time.

      As uncomfortable as Ben was sitting on the too-small metal chair, at least he wasn’t handcuffed to the railings of a bed in a secured wing of the hospital. The bed was the same one she had woken up in after the nightclub; they had simply rolled her up five floors and deposited her into a new room far removed from the civilian population. Besides the bed, there was nothing remotely comfy around her, and even the formerly reassuring beeps of the machines were gone. There were men outside her door, and even the nurse that came in periodically to check on her was an FBI agent—a young woman named Pender, who looked barely out of the academy.

      That makes the two of us, she remembered thinking.

      Ben hadn’t said a word since he came inside, and the silence was like a physical weight crushing her to the bed.

      Unable to bear it, she finally said, “I’m sorry, Ben.”

      “Don’t apologize to me,” Ben said. “In fact, from now on, don’t apologize or talk to anyone. Even when the yahoos from Internal Affairs come back tomorrow morning, you need to keep your mouth shut. We should have done that earlier. We shouldn’t have trusted them.”

      “No, Ben, I’m not talking about…what they’re accusing me of. I mean, I’m sorry for letting you down.”

      He gave her a curious look. “When did you let me down?”

      “The nightclub. Losing my gun to Porter. Everything that’s happened since you stuck your neck out for me.”

      There. Everything that had been roiling around inside her head between trying to remember all the words Porter had said to her and the never-ending questions about why she had shot two FBI agents last night. She had been holding them in for so long that just being able to say them, directly to Ben, made her feel lighter somehow.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong at the nightclub, kiddo,” Ben said.

      “I lost my weapon, Ben.”

      “To Porter.”

      “Does it matter to who?”

      “It matters, because Porter isn’t just anyone.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me. I’m sorry, Ben.”

      “Stop saying that.” He sighed, showing the first overt sign of fatigue on his fifty-six-year-old frame. Despite his age, Ben had always been the toughest man she knew, if not physically then mentally, but he seemed less so this afternoon. “I don’t want you to say anything to anyone else, but I need to know, kiddo. Why did you shoot Brown and Sterling? Tell me you had a reason. Tell me it was a damn good reason.”

      “I would if I could, Ben.”

      “But you don’t remember,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.

      She shook her head. “I don’t remember doing it. I didn’t even know they were FBI agents until you told me.” She paused, then, “Maybe you were wrong about me.”

      “Wrong how?”

      “Maybe I’m not cut out for the FBI.”

      “Bullshit.” She saw a flash of anger in his eyes—another rarity. “The only thing you lacked was the belief that you could do it. Why did you think the suits barely batted an eye when I wanted you in the field so soon after Quantico? They saw your scores. The things you could do, even when you were just a kid.” He shook his head. “No. I was right about you. You earned that badge.”

      “Maybe…”

      “Don’t doubt yourself. This isn’t the time. Understand?”

      She nodded, but she could tell that he didn’t believe her.

      “Understand?” he said again, more forcefully this time.

      And she nodded again. “Okay, Ben.”

      “Push aside the doubts. There’s no time for that now.”

      That’s all I have, Ben. Doubts. That’s all there is.

      “You said three figures came into your room last night and asked you questions about Porter,” Ben said.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Two of them turned out to be Brown and Sterling.”

      “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” she said, and thought, There was something wrong with their faces, Ben. There was something very wrong with their faces.

      But she didn’t say those thoughts out loud. How do you tell a man you respected, whose opinion of you mattered more than anyone else’s in this world, something like that? Something so…ridiculous?

      It was the drugs. They doped me with something. That’s why I couldn’t focus on their faces.

      It had to be a side effect of the drugs that they gave me, to help me remember what Porter said…

      “There was gunpowder residue on your right hand,” Ben was saying. “Your prints were on Sterling’s issued Glock.”

      “They told me.”

      “And you don’t remember reaching for it last night?”

      “No.”

      “Jesus, kiddo. This is a real mess.”

      “What about my blood test? Did it come back?”

      “You said they gave you something before they asked you questions?”

      “I don’t know what they used, Ben, but it has to still be in my system. Tell me the lab results confirmed it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s impossible…”

      “The tests came back clean. There was no drug in your system that couldn’t be accounted for by the hospital staff.”

      “Ben, I swear to you, they gave me something before they started asking me questions. I felt like I was swimming in mud during the whole thing. I could barely move.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. The reports…” He shook his head and let the rest trail off.

      Quinn stared at him even as images of the three faceless men from last night ran through her head for the hundredth time. No, they weren’t faceless exactly, but there was something wrong with their faces. She wanted to tell Ben, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. He might have believed her, but what if he didn’t? Then what? She needed Ben on her side. She needed him in the worst way, just like she always did.

      “You said they asked you questions,” Ben was saying.

      She nodded. “About Porter. About the nightclub.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Did what work?”

      “The drug they gave you. Did you remember more from that night that you didn’t tell the interrogators this morning?”

      She didn’t answer him right away.

      “Kiddo,” he said, leaning in closer, “did it work? Do you remember more than you did before?”

      He was watching her closely, and maybe it was the way he had asked the question, but Quinn couldn’t help but flash back to last night again, to the faceless men who had invaded her room. She remembered the one standing at the foot of her bed in particular; the one who did all the questioning. He had been wearing a black blazer and black slacks, just like Ben was right now, and they had the same narrow shoulders…

      “Hey, Quinn,” Ben said, snapping his fingers in front of her face to get her attention. “What else did you remember?”

      “Nothing,” she lied, and regretted it almost immediately.

      This was Ben, after all. If she couldn’t trust Ben…

      “I told them everything,” she finished.

      Ben sat back and let out a frustrated sigh. “All right. Okay.” He paused, looking lost in thought, before continuing: “But you need to tell me when you do remember something, understand? Because I’m going to need more than this to help you, kiddo. You’re in deep. The evidence they have…”

      “I know. I know, Ben.”

      She sounded defeated to her own ears, and hated herself for it. But it was hard to face the situation with any sense of hope when it seemed like she was alone, even with Ben sitting inside the room with her.

      If I lose Ben, too…

      He stood up and walked to the window and absently flicked at the blinds to let what little sunlight still remained outside invade the too-gloomy room.

      “What’s happening out there?” she asked.

      “The Bureau’s trying to keep it in-house, so there won’t be any media attention unless someone shoots their mouth off, which will probably happen sooner rather than later. Before that happens, you’re going to need a real lawyer. Someone without ties to the Bureau, who’s going to fight for you. Really fight for you. Because you’re going to need them, kiddo. The things that’s going to come down on you…”

      He stopped but didn’t look back at her. He continued staring out the window, as if there were something so fascinating out there that he couldn’t glance away from it. Or maybe he just didn’t have the heart to meet her eyes.

      I don’t blame you, Ben.

      “Ben,” Quinn said. Then, when he glanced over, “What were they doing here in the first place?”

      “Who?”

      “Sterling and Brown. What were they doing in my room at three in the morning?”

      Ben started to answer, but stopped short.

      “Ben?” Quinn said.

      “That’s a good question,” Ben said, finally looking across the room at her again. “That’s a damn good question. What the hell were those two doing in here at three in the morning?”
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* * *

      She felt a strange sense of relief when Ben left, mostly because it meant she no longer had to endure the guilt of letting him down while in his presence. It was easier to view what was happening to her as an objective problem once she was alone inside her hospital room again.

      Ben was her final visitor for the day, which was a blessing after the interrogation of this morning. Apparently this was her life now—one series of questions after another. What made it worse (and it had already been pretty bad to begin with) was that she didn’t have the answers, and no one believed her.

      Except Ben.

      But did even Ben actually believe her? Her explanations required a lot of faith, and the only reason Ben would even consider it was their shared history, which made him her most valued ally. But then, hadn’t he always been?

      I’m sorry, Ben. I’m sorry for screwing it up so badly.

      Without Ben’s presence to remind her of her failures, she was free to stare at the darkening wall across the room and focus on the real problem: Porter.

      She was almost certain there had to be more that she hadn’t remembered yet. After all, if she had somehow managed to forget such a big chunk of what Porter had said to her in those last few moments inside Gary Ross’s nightclub, there was a chance there could be more, and some of that “more” could help her find him.

      But it didn’t matter how long she stared at the wall, because nothing came to her. Not one more word or one more image from that night.

      “Good luck,” Porter had said.

      Those two words, more than the rest, haunted her. Why was a terrorist who had taken her hostage telling her good luck? What was the point of that? Was he mocking her? Was that it?

      Goddamn it, why can’t I remember!

      Maybe because there was nothing else to remember. Maybe Porter’s speech to her about “they” coming after her to find out everything that had happened in that room with him was the end of it.

      And who exactly were the “they” he had warned her about? He couldn’t have known about Sterling and Brown, so who were they?

      Hours passed, and she couldn’t sleep. Or eat the cold food Pender brought in for her before Ben’s arrival. Instead she lay on the bed without moving for the longest time and stared at shadows dancing across the ceiling above her.

      By the time she felt the need coming and pressed the button for Pender, she was about to burst. Pender showed up five minutes later, even though it shouldn’t have taken her more than one since the nurses station she and the other agents were stationed at was just across the hallway from her room. The fact that Pender was late at all was clearly a passive-aggressive move.

      I killed two FBI agents, so why not? Hell, she might even know one or both of them.

      Pender had a faux smile when she walked across the bed and to the window. “Who opened the blinds?”

      “My visitor,” Quinn said.

      “SAC Foster?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nice to have friends in high places. You rang?”

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “Number one or number two?”

      “One. I drank a lot of water this afternoon.”

      “All that talking, huh?”

      “Something like that.”

      “All that talking and not a whole lot said, from what I hear.”

      “They wanted answers I didn’t have.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Quinn tempered down the flash of anger. Why was she defending herself to a field agent when there were men and women with offices in DC looking to crucify her? Ben had said as much before he left:

      “The things that’s going to come down on you…”

      I know, Ben. I know. God, do I know.

      And here was a nobody like Pender, giving her shit.

      “Today,” Quinn said. “I’d like to use the bathroom today.”

      The other woman smirked before walking over to the side of the bed. “Do I even have to say it?”

      “Say what?”

      “There are two agents outside the door and two more somewhere else in the building. And then there’s me.”

      “Noted.”

      “Just so we’re on the same page.”

      Pender took out a key and placed it on the nightstand next to her. “You know the drill.”

      Quinn picked up the key and opened the handcuff, then unlatched it from the bed railing and snapped it on her other hand.

      Pender had taken a couple of steps back after putting down the key, even though she held all the cards. Like all special agents, Pender was trained in combat, but that would be a last resort with her Glock holstered at her hip. If all else failed, she had reinforcements in the two waiting outside. Five guards in all, including an entire secured wing, for someone accused of killing two agents was not even close to being overkill.

      “Slowly,” Pender said.

      Quinn swung her legs off the bed and took a breath to let herself get used to sitting up again after lying down for so long. Standing up was more of a challenge than she had expected, and she reached back for the bed to keep her shaky legs upright. A difficult task with both hands cuffed in front of her.

      “You have five minutes to get everything done,” Pender said.

      “I need more time,” Quinn said.

      “Five minutes.”

      “I’m going to need more time than that.”

      “You got five.”

      Quinn held up her handcuffed hands. “It’s going to be difficult doing everything I have in five minutes with these on.”

      “You’ll make do.”

      “Don’t I get the benefit of the doubt? Until the suits say otherwise, I’m still one of you.”

      Pender looked conflicted.

      “Where am I going to go?” Quinn asked. “You’re in here, and there are two more out there. What exactly am I going to do, and where am I going?”

      The other woman sighed. “All right. Ten minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t tell the others.”

      “Mum’s the word.”

      Quinn walked around the bed and over to the bathroom, Pender watching her like a hawk the entire time.

      “Ten minutes,” Pender said when Quinn opened the bathroom door.

      “Ten minutes. Gotcha.”

      Quinn flicked the light switch before closing the door behind her, her mind racing at a hundred miles per second.

      What were her options?

      Limited.

      Very, very limited.

      They had her dead to rights for the murder of Brown and Sterling. Even if they didn’t call it murder, it was homicide of two fellow special agents. That by itself would land her enough years in a federal prison to ensure she never breathed free air again in this lifetime.

      And what was her big defense?

      “Your Honor, Special Agents Brown and Sterling came into my hospital room with a third man, and they didn’t have faces.”

      She could imagine the looks now staring back at her, wondering if she should be locked up in a psych ward instead of a federal pen. Most of all, she tried to picture Ben’s face when she put up that defense in an open courtroom.

      She was an FBI agent because of him. Everything she was was because of him. He’d led her on the right path, given her direction and, probably most importantly, expected things from her when no one else did.

      Forgive me, Ben, but I wouldn’t do this if I had any other choice.

      But I don’t. I just don’t see it. I’ve tried looking, I’ve tried searching, but I just don’t see any other choice.

      Quinn glanced back at the door. Pender was outside, but the real problem was the two in the hallway. Even if she could take Pender—and that was already a big if—what about them?

      Damn, her options were limited.

      But she still had options. For now, anyway. There was no guarantee of that tomorrow, or the day after—

      A knock on the door, followed by Pender’s voice: “Turner, your ten minutes are up.”

      Quinn was startled back to the present. Ten minutes? Had she actually been standing here for the last ten minutes?

      “Turner,” Pender said from the other side of the door. “Come on. We had a deal. Don’t make me regret this.”

      Quinn took a deep breath and flushed the toilet, and as it belched and the water began sloshing around, she turned to the sink and poured water into her cupped hands, fisting them—or as much of it as she could “hold,” anyway—in her right.

      I’m sorry, Ben, she thought as she opened the door with her left hand.

      Pender was standing outside keeping about five feet of safe space between them. “About time. I guess you really did need all ten—”

      Quinn flicked the water in her right fist at Pender, even as the thought This is a mistake. God, this is such a mistake raced through her head.

      It wasn’t much—in fact it was downright pitiful, and because of the distance only a few splashes hit the other woman in the face—but it was enough to make her flinch reflexively. At the same time, the agent’s right hand stabbed down toward her holstered sidearm, but she never reached it because Quinn dove forward and barreled into Pender’s chest.

      The gun fell from Pender’s grip just as it cleared the holster, but Pender had no chance to retrieve it because she was already being driven back, back into the bed where her body folded backward awkwardly at the waist.

      Quinn jumped up onto the bed, scooted behind Pender, and slipped her handcuffed arms over the other woman’s head and pulled. It didn’t take Pender long to know what was happening, if her suddenly wild thrashing was any indication. Like Quinn, Pender would have learned how to apply an effective chokehold to an unwilling victim by compressing on the carotid artery and restricting blood flow to the brain. They were all taught the same techniques at Quantico.

      Pender whaled on Quinn’s arms with her fists, but the hits got weaker the longer Quinn held on. It took about eight seconds after Quinn had gotten a good hold before Pender’s entire body went slack, and Quinn released her. She was out of breath and lay down on the bed for a good thirty seconds, gasping for air while Pender gradually sagged to the floor in a pile.

      Jesus, that worked. I can’t believe that worked.

      Quinn sat back up and climbed off the bed. She took a moment to check on Pender. The agent had a pulse and looked completely at peace curled up on the floor.

      “Pender,” a male voice said.

      Quinn lifted her head from Pender’s unconscious body, startled by the sound. It only took a second to realize where the voice had come from:

      The radio clipped to Pender’s left hip.

      “What’s taking so long?” the male voice asked. Then, more urgently, “Pender, are you there? Answer me, or we’re coming in.”
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      Pender’s gun. Where the hell was Pender’s gun?

      Quinn was crawling around the room on her knees looking under the bed and every other furniture in her way, but there were no signs of the weapon.

      Goddammit, where’s that gun?

      “Pender,” the agent said through the radio. “Last chance…”

      She gave up on finding the Glock and instead spent the next precious five seconds searching Pender’s slackened body, rummaging through some change and bills, and—

      There!

      The key to her handcuffs. They snapped loose at the same time she heard the very distinctive click! as the door opened behind her.

      Quinn hurried across the room, wishing she had clothes on instead of just a hospital gown that was open at all the wrong places. But looking graceful was the least of her concerns as she pressed against the wall while tightening her grip around the handcuff in her right hand. It wasn’t Pender’s gun (Where the hell did that thing go?), but against two of the Bureau’s agents, it was a lot better than nothing.

      “Pender,” a voice called out. Not quite shouting, but getting there. It was male, but wasn’t the same one who had spoken over the radio. Then, just slightly louder, “Pender!”

      The room was laid out in such a way that the agents wouldn’t have been able to see the bed (and Pender curled up in a ball on the floor next to it) right away, but would have to walk an additional five feet before they could turn around the corner to get a look at the rest of the room. Right now their vision was limited to the windows in front of them.

      Quinn slid along the wall toward the entrance hallway. Being barefoot meant she didn’t make a lot of noise as she moved, though the same couldn’t be said for her increasingly rapid breathing.

      Calm down. Jesus, girl, calm down!

      She clenched her fingers around the handcuff, hating the thought of what she was about to do but knowing she didn’t have any choice. Maybe she did and maybe she didn’t kill Brown and Sterling, but she knew for a fact they had been in here along with a third man to do her harm last night. They had said as much to her face.

      “It’ll be painless,” one of them had said. “Go back to sleep. You won’t feel a thing.”

      But knowing and proving were two completely different animals. The only thing she knew with absolute certainty was that she wasn’t going to be able to prove any of it while sitting handcuffed to a bed in a hospital waiting for the Bureau to recall her for another round of pointless questions. She knew how the bureaucracy worked, and according to Ben, they had her dead to rights. The gunshot residue on her hand, the dead bodies in her room, the lack of drugs in her system to prove she had been doped...

      “Pender,” the same male voice said, and this time it sounded much, much closer. She could also hear footsteps approaching the end of the hallway.

      She cocked back her right hand and counted to five, syncing the numbers with the soft tap of footsteps.

      One…

      I’m sorry for all the trouble this is going to cause you, Ben.

      Two…

      But someone out there is setting me up, and I can’t just sit here and take it.

      Three…

      It’s not how I’m wired. It’s never been.

      Four…

      I wish it were different. I wish, I wish, I wish.

      Five!

      She swung—and made contact!

      Even as her hand vibrated from the impact, she was bursting out from behind the wall, pulling her fist back while still gripping the handcuff like a brass knuckle for another strike. She caught a glimpse of the man she’d hit as he staggered back, one hand reaching for his chest as the other one clutched onto a pistol at his side.

      Quinn swung again, this time at the second figure trying to lumber around the first, and landed against his arm as the man raised it to defend himself. Something that sounded like bone breaking and the clatter of a gun falling to the floor, and Quinn’s mind screamed, The gun. Get the gun!

      Except there was no opportunity, because instead of trying to reclaim his lost weapon, the agent tackled her and Quinn was tossed back across the room while wrapped tightly in the man’s arms like precious cargo. She crashed onto the smooth floor, barely holding back a scream as the agent landed on top of her, his much bigger body threatening to crush her against its unyielding weight.

      She gasped for breath as the behemoth pummeled her to the floor with his size. But Quinn still had the handcuff-knuckle in her right hand, and she slammed it into the man’s face even as he was raising himself up. She landed a solid blow against his nose, the sound of metal hitting flesh ringing off the walls. Blood flicked from the man’s face and hit her and sprayed the floor around them, but Quinn ignored the warm wetness on her face and cocked her right fist back because he wasn’t going down.

      Not only was the man still perched on top of her, his weight keeping her pinned flat on her back, but he glared at her and she thought, Oh shit, now I’ve really pissed him off!

      Quinn focused on the blood pouring out of his busted nose and swung again (Second time’s the charm!) but he reached out and grabbed her fist with his left palm, his hand so much bigger than hers that the contrast was beyond ridiculous.

      For a second or two they stared at each other, blood dripping down the man’s face and splattering his white dress shirt and black tie before making its way down to her hospital gown. He was breathing hard, but that wasn’t going to be enough to put him down.

      “Truce?” Quinn said.

      The agent grinned at her and might have been in the process of opening his mouth to reply when something zipped over and past Quinn’s face and embedded itself into the man’s chest, pinning his tie to his shirt and the flesh underneath.

      The agent glanced down at the object poking out of his chest—some kind of…dart?—and then back at her.

      “It wasn’t me,” Quinn said, when the man let go of her fist and toppled sideways and landed with a loud thwump! next to her.

      Quinn pushed off the man’s legs, then spun around while still hugging to the floor as much as she could as she focused on the window behind her. There was a hole there that hadn’t been there before—a very, very tiny hole, just barely visible against the blanket of moonlight in the background.

      Sniper!

      Except this sniper had saved her. Maybe. Unless he had aimed for her and gotten the agent instead.

      No, that was stupid. The agent was clearly the target.

      Probably.

      She turned back around and looked toward the door. The first agent was on the floor, lying on his side while struggling to breathe. Had she hit him harder than she thought? No, not exactly, because she had hit him as hard as she could in hopes of dropping him. She had succeeded, apparently. Maybe too much.

      And there, the second agent’s gun. Out in the open, just waiting for her to pick it up. The problem was that it was also visible to anyone looking through a sniper scope into the room, and in order to get to it…

      She sighed and prepared herself mentally to make a run for the gun—maybe do one of those dramatic dolphin dives—when the sound of “Jingle Bells” began playing.

      Or a ringtone version of it.

      It was coming from the agent closest to her, the one with the dart sticking out of his chest. The man grunted, as if the noise was annoying him, even though his eyes remained closed and his body motionless.

      Quinn stared at the man for a second as the phone continued to ring in his blazer pocket. It was probably his wife, or girlfriend, or maybe one of his seven kids calling to see when daddy would come home—

      “Jingle Bells” stopped.

      Then it started up again two seconds later.

      Quinn glanced back at the window.

      Was it possible?

      No. Why would they call?

      Maybe…

      She slid along the floor until she was on the other side of the unconscious agent. She slipped a hand into his pocket and pulled the phone out and stared at the number. She expected to find a contact name, but instead there was just UNKNOWN NUMBER.

      The ringtone shut off for the second time, and Quinn was still looking down at the phone when a text message appeared in a pop-up alert.

      It read: ANSWER ME.

      It was followed by a second message balloon: IF I WANTED TO SHOOT U I WOULD HAVE ALREADY.

      What the hell is going on?

      A moment later “Jingle Bells” started up again, and this time Quinn pressed the answer button.

      “Took you long enough,” a female voice said on the other end.

      “Who is this?” Quinn asked, looking back at the perfectly tiny hole drilled into one of the glass panes.

      “I’m your guardian angel for tonight.”

      “My what?”

      “You know. Wings and halo? Well, minus the wings and halo part.”

      “Who are you?”

      The woman sighed. “Yes.”

      “Yes? Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I can see you, and I can shoot you right now if I wanted to.”

      Quinn ducked down to the floor and crawled over to the wall until she was directly under the windowsill.

      The woman laughed through the phone. “I could see you through the walls even when you were in the bathroom, staring at the toilet trying to decide what to do.”

      “Bullshit,” Quinn said.

      “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Can you grab me one of those hospital gowns? Do they carry one in a fitted medium?”

      “What?”

      “Joke.”

      “Was it?”

      “Maybe I should fire my comedy writers. Anyways, do you want to get out of there or would you prefer to wait for more of your feeb buddies to show up and try to explain to them what happened?”

      Quinn stared at the agent in front of her, bleeding from his broken nose on the floor. The one closer to the door was still on his back, still gasping for breath. They were both alive, as was Pender next to the bed, but they were three more agents of the FBI that were going to be added to her list of crimes.

      Forgive me, Ben. My career’s over—maybe my freedom, too—but I hope you can survive this. I hope you can survive me.

      “How do I get out of here?” Quinn said into the phone.

      “Carefully, would be my advice,” the woman chuckled.

      Great, Quinn thought. Jane Leno with a sniper rifle.
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* * *

      When Quinn stuck her head out of the room, there was no one outside. The nurses station directly across from her was empty, but she could hear voices from down the hallway to her left, coming from somewhere on the other side of the turn. There was nothing to her right but a wall.

      “There are two more on standby on the floor directly below you,” the woman said through the phone. “Lucky you, they won’t be coming up here unless called.”

      Right. Lucky me.

      “Do you have a name?” Quinn asked. She had the phone pressed against her ear.

      “Of course I have a name,” the woman said. “How would I introduce myself otherwise? ‘Hi, I’m me. Who are you?’”

      “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      “It sounded better in my head.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “What is this, The Dating Show? Get going, feeb.”

      “I’m Quinn.”

      “Quinn you? I don’t even know you.”

      Quinn narrowed her eyes at the empty hallway, but she kept her composure and said into the phone, “I detect an accent. English?”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” the woman said. “Less talking and more walking. Fortunately for you, those pretty nurses just signed in and they’re not allowed to check up on you, so they won’t recognize you or your buddies in the room.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You can find out anything if you know where to look. Payroll, time card, when nurses are scheduled for their shifts. All that good stuff.”

      “Is that how you found out where the FBI was keeping me?”

      “Let’s just say that the FBI’s classified data isn’t nearly as classified as they think. Now are we going to chatter away the night, or do you wanna get out of here? I’m getting bored.”

      “How did you shoot a dart through my hospital room window?”

      “With a gun.”

      “Those things are practically unbreakable.”

      “I have a very big and very long gun,” the woman said. “Now mush, before you run out of time.”

      Quinn gritted her teeth and slipped outside and began moving down the hallway. She slowed down after a few steps even though her heartbeat was racing, and it was all she could do not to drop the phone from her sweat-slicked hand.

      At least Pender’s clothes fit her, if just a bit too loose around the chest area. It felt good to be out of the hospital gown and in civilian garb again, even if it was another woman’s wardrobe. The fact that she was perfectly at home in Pender’s slacks and blazer was a bonus, but the weight of the sidearm in a holster clipped to her hip was even better. She had Pender’s ID wallet in her pocket, and even though it had the other woman’s face on it, in her experience most people only really focused on the shiny badge anyway.

      “The agent that you shot,” Quinn said into the phone.

      “What about him?” her guardian angel said.

      “What was in that dart?”

      “Night-night fairy dust.”

      “Is that the official name?”

      “What do I look like, a gun nut? They’re for shooting. I shoot them. A dart is a dart, is a dart.”

      “Where did you shoot him from? Someplace high up?”

      “You think?”

      “You’re across the street, aren’t you?”

      “You should really stop asking questions and pay attention to where you’re going.”

      “I can multitask.”

      “I’m sure you can, feeb. Or should I call you ex-feeb?”

      “Call me whatever you want.”

      “Except late for dinner, right?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      Quinn finally reached the end of the hallway and leaned out, turning right because there was nothing to her left but another wall.

      A nurses station with two nurses, one on the phone while the other was typing on a computer. The corridor was empty; the only sounds came from the two women and the beeps from the patient rooms up and down the hallway.

      “What do you see, pinto bean?” her guardian angel asked through the phone.

      “Pinto bean?” Quinn said.

      “What do you see, breezy breeze?”

      She pulled back from the corner. “Two nurses.”

      “Pretty?”

      “What?”

      “The nurses. Are they as pretty as they look in their employment files?”

      Quinn didn’t know how to answer, so she didn’t.

      The sniper laughed. “I take it that’s a no?”

      “Actually, one of them’s very attractive. Why, you interested?”

      “Maybe I am, and maybe I am.”

      “Tell me your name and number, and I’ll pass them over to her.”

      “Oh, good one,” the other woman said. “Now get going, Chatty Kathy, before the other two decide to check up on their buddies or the one you put in the chokehold gets up.”

      “You saw that?”

      “I see everything. Kinda like God. Or Goddess, in this case.”

      Quinn took a breath, then stood up straight and turned the corner. She moved calmly but with purpose, like someone who was supposed to be here. She was halfway to the station when the first nurse—the one on the phone—glanced up and nodded at her.

      Quinn nodded back at the woman. “Quiet night.”

      “The best kind of night,” the nurse said. Her name tag read Sally.

      The other one, Brenda, said, “You guys doing okay over there?”

      Quinn smiled. “Yeah, why?”

      The nurse stopped what she was doing to look up at Quinn, standing on the other side of the big desk. The fact that the woman was sitting meant she couldn’t see the phone Quinn held loosely at her side, or the way Quinn’s other hand had moved slightly toward the holstered Glock.

      “I thought I heard some commotion,” Brenda said. “Sounded like something was going on.”

      Sally, still on her landline, had paused her conversation to glance over.

      “The boys were being boys, that’s all,” Quinn said. “No one likes babysitting duty. Not exactly what we went to Quantico for, you know?”

      “What’s Quantico?” Brenda asked.

      “The academy where they trained us.”

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway,” Quinn said, and looked down at her watch for effect. “My shift’s up. See you guys tomorrow.” Before the women could respond, she turned and continued up the hallway with, “Have a good one.”

      “You too,” Brenda said after her.

      Quinn kept walking and didn’t look back, exactly how someone who was supposed to be here would act. Or at least she hoped it came across that way.

      She waited to hear the telltale signs of either Brenda or Sally alerting someone over the phone, but there was none of that. Instead, she heard Sally saying, “Can you repeat the doctor’s name to me again? I got distracted for a sec…”

      Quinn didn’t stop until she had reached the elevator.

      She pressed for the lobby and held the phone up to her ear while at the same time peeking briefly back down the hallway. The two nurses had forgotten she was even on the same floor as them.

      So far, so good.

      “I’m at the elevator,” she said into the phone.

      “I wouldn’t stop on any of the other floors, if I were you,” her guardian angel said on the other end.

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Just thought I’d mention it.”

      “You know my name, but I don’t know yours. Doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Get used to it, sweet rolls.”

      “‘Sweet rolls?’”

      “You have something against sweet rolls? They’re sweet, and they’re rolls. They’re awesome.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      The elevator arrived with a ping! and Quinn said into the phone, “Gotta go.”

      “Watch your step,” her guardian angel said.

      Quinn was about to answer when the elevator doors slid open—

      —and Pete Ringo looked out at her.
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      There were almost forty thousand people employed by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, with nearly fifteen thousand of them qualified to be special agents. The Houston division boasted two thousand of those, second only to Dallas in the state of Texas. Given those numbers, the odds that she would run into Pete Ringo, of all people, was minute.

      Of course, that wasn’t taking into consideration the kind of bad streak she was on at the moment.

      “Quinn?”

      So of course it would be Pete Ringo who would be standing in the elevator, looking out at her while she was in the process of putting an end to her career as an FBI agent.

      “Quinn?” he said again, sounding even more confused than the first time. If he didn’t notice what she was wearing before when the doors first opened, he caught on in the five or so seconds afterward.

      She didn’t know exactly how long they stood there looking at one another, but it must have been long enough for the elevator doors to start closing back up. Quinn stuck her left hand forward to keep that from happening while simultaneously stepping inside and drawing her holstered sidearm with her right.

      Pete took a step back, his own hand moving instinctively toward his Glock.

      “Don’t,” she said, as the elevator doors closed with a ping! behind her.

      “What the hell, Quinn?” Pete said, even as his hand remained at his side.

      “Don’t,” she hissed.

      He pulled his hand away from his gun. “What are you doing?”

      She didn’t answer him, and instead reached over and took out his gun and slid it behind her waist, hiding it under her blazer. She retraced her steps until she was leaning against the doors and reached over and hit the underground parking lot button.

      She faced Pete standing on the other side of the elevator, with enough space between them that she felt confident she could react if he tried anything. She had already failed Ben in so many ways, the idea of hurting—God, even killing—one of her friends gave her hives. Assaulting three agents whom she didn’t know was one thing, but Pete…

      “Quinn,” he said as the elevator began its descent. There were ten floors between her and (the biggest mistake of her life) freedom, but at the moment it might as well be a hundred because of how slow the elevator was moving.

      “I’m sorry,” Quinn said. The words came out hollow, but she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      “What happened to Pender? Gavin and Clyde?”

      “They’re fine,” she said, and thought, I think they’re fine. God, I hope they’re fine. The last thing I need right now is three more dead federal agents on my rap sheet. She added, “Just…don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Like what you’re doing now?”

      “I don’t have any choice.”

      “You have a lot of choices, but you’re choosing the wrong one. This isn’t you, Quinn.”

      “Pete, I like you. I’ve always liked you, and I think you know that. But you don’t really know me, so stop pretending that you do.”

      He sighed and leaned back against the elevator. “You’re right. The Quinn I thought I knew could never do something like this. This is not going to end well, Quinn. You know that, right?”

      No, but it’s going to end the way I want it to, not handcuffed to a hospital bed waiting for strangers to seal my fate for something I may or may not have done.

      “I’m doing what I have to,” she said instead. “You would too, in my shoes.” He gave her a doubtful look, but she ignored it and pushed on: “What are you doing here, anyway? I know you’re not part of the guard rotation.”

      “Ben called me. Told me about getting you a lawyer.”

      “Ben sent you?”

      He nodded. “He wanted me to see if you remembered anything else. About Porter, about that night at the club.”

      “Tell Ben I’m sorry.”

      “Tell him yourself.”

      “I will…if I get the opportunity.”

      The elevator began to slow down, and when she glanced over she saw that the fifth floor button had lit up.

      Quinn quickly hid the gun behind her back, said, “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “That’s my line,” Pete said with a pursed smile. “But I guess we’re beyond that now.”

      Way beyond that, she thought while shifting over to the back of the elevator as the car came to a complete stop and pinged!, opening to reveal two nurses holding Starbucks coffee cups.

      Quinn fished out her ID wallet and flashed it at the women as they were about to step inside. “Sorry, you’ll have to take the next car.”

      “Oh,” one of the nurses said, before exchanging a curious look with her coworker.

      As the elevator doors closed back up, Quinn heard the other nurse say to her friend, “They can do that?”

      “I guess so,” the other one said, and then the elevator was going down again.

      Quinn quickly shuffled back over to the doors.

      “You always were quick on your feet,” Pete said.

      “I have my moments.”

      “This isn’t one of them, Quinn.”

      “I have no choice, Pete.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      Because it’s true. Because something’s happening and I’m right in the middle of it, and I don’t even know what it is. But I know it’s not going to come to me while I’m in custody. I know it’s out there, somewhere.

      She said, “You can’t possibly understand what I’m going through right now, and I don’t have time to fill you in.”

      “Make the time. We’re friends, for God’s sake. The only people out there still fighting for you are Ben and me.”

      “No, Pete, that’s not it. What I’m trying to tell you is, you can’t possibly understand, because I don’t understand it.” She clenched her teeth in frustration. “But I’ll find out. And when I do, I’ll be in contact with either you or Ben.”

      The elevator began to slow again, but this time when she glanced over there was still just the underground garage button lit up.

      She looked back at Pete. “When you see him, tell Ben I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      For letting him down. For screwing everything up. For giving me more chances than I ever deserved, and then watching me piss it all down the toilet.

      But all she could get out was, “Just tell him I’m sorry.”

      Ping! as the elevator doors opened up behind her.

      It was late, and the garage was mostly empty except for the sound of a few tires grinding against the hard pavement in the other sections of the lot.

      Quinn slid the Glock back into its holster. “Please, don’t follow me.”

      Something that looked like disappointment flashed in his eyes. Or maybe it was sympathy. Or pity. Maybe all three.

      “Are you going to shoot me if I do?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” she said, hoping it was at least semi-convincing. Pete didn’t say anything, but didn’t follow her as she retreated through the open doors, either. “I’ll leave your weapon in one of the trash bins.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      He sighed and watched her as she reached back inside the elevator and pressed the tenth-floor button.

      “I know you’re going to be tempted to stop the elevator at the lobby and use the stairs to come back down here, but please, I’m asking you, don’t.”

      Then the doors closed and the elevator began its ascent, taking Pete with it.

      Quinn spun around and hurried through the parking garage, and with every step thought, Go all the way up to the tenth floor, Pete. Go all the way up to the tenth floor, please.

      She kept glancing back, waiting for the sound of the elevator to return, but it didn’t.

      Not yet, anyway.

      She rushed past the first trash bin she came to before dropping Pete’s gun into the second one, then spent a few seconds adjusting a McDonald’s bag to cover it up. The last thing she wanted was some kid stumbling across it.

      The sound of tires grinding against concrete made her look up, just in time to spot a white Chevy sedan as it turned the corner, its driver leaning against the steering wheel while peering out the windshield in search of a parking space.

      Quinn waited until the car was closer, then stepped in front of the vehicle and pulled out the Glock and aimed it at the horrified female driver.
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* * *

      The garage attendant gave her a strange look when she pulled up to his booth and paid for the parking ticket. She didn’t think he recognized her—there was no reason he would—but there was probably a sense of déjà vu since the car she was driving had just come through his gate not all that long ago. It was also very possible the man was wondering if he was going a little crazy after working the night shift for so long.

      Quinn pulled into the street and sped up to five miles over the speed limit and didn’t let herself even entertain the idea of feeling safe until she could see the glowing white and red SOUTHERN METHODIST HOSPITAL sign fade into the background in her rearview mirror. Even then, the safe feeling she was anxiously waiting for was more like a mild sigh.

      She made a few turns and was on the 249 highway heading southbound less than four minutes later. She was on the north side of Houston, far from the rush of downtown and the bustling commercial district of the southeast area. It made sense for them to bring her here; Gary Ross’s nightclub was only a few miles up the road.

      The phone rang as soon as she slipped into the barebones late-night traffic heading back into the city. Quinn fished it out but didn’t answer right away. She glanced at the caller ID and only took the call when she saw the UNKNOWN NUMBER on the bright LED screen, confirmation that it wasn’t one of the agent’s friends or family members trying to get a hold of him.

      She hit the phone’s speaker button.

      “Fancy free and ready to mingle,” the familiar female voice said.

      “How did you know?” Quinn asked.

      “That you got out? Well, if someone else had answered, I would have hung up and gone on my merry way.”

      “No. I mean about the hospital.”

      “How did we find out where they were keeping you, or how did I know Clyde’s phone number? Or were you curious about how I shot a feeb from across the street when you couldn’t even see where I was camped out?”

      “All of the above.”

      “So many questions, so little interest in answering them.”

      Quinn grunted to herself in the dark car interior. She couldn’t quite decide if she was starting to like her guardian angel or if it was more of a love-hate relationship, with heavy leanings toward the hate half.

      “So where am I going?” Quinn asked.

      “Why are you asking me?” the woman said.

      “Isn’t that the whole point of this jailbreak? For us to meet?”

      “You got it wrong, hot stuff. This is all you.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “We just wanted to see if you could bust out of the joint. More precisely, we wanted to see if you would, given the opportunity.”

      There’s that we again.

      “And now that you have,” the other woman continued, “it’s time for us to say our adieu.”

      “Is this a joke?”

      “Only if you like nonexistent punch lines.”

      “So this is it?”

      “This is it. Try not to miss me too much.”

      “Hard to do when I don’t even know your name.”

      Laughter from the other side of the connection. “Nice try. I was born at night, but not last night. Actually, I don’t think I was even born at night.”

      “You’re funny. Ever considered trying your hand at stand-up?”

      “What makes you think I don’t already moonlight as one?”

      “Comedians can’t shoot.”

      “That’s a disgusting stereotype. But anyway, maybe if this guardian angel thing doesn’t work out, I might give the ol’ ha-ha routine a try,” the woman said, just before there was a click and the phone went dead.

      What the hell?

      Quinn slowed down, then pulled over to the shoulder of the road. She put the car in park and stared at the phone.

      Was this a joke? It had to be a joke.

      She waited for the phone to ring again, but it never did. And she couldn’t redial the number, because there was no number to call back. She checked the text app, but there were no additional messages. When she tried to send something back (WHO ARE YOU?), all she got was an UNDELIVERED message in reply.

      What the hell is going on here?

      Quinn wasn’t sure how long she sat there looking down at the phone, but it had to be a few minutes. She didn’t snap out of it until she heard sirens coming toward her and put her eyes back on the road just in time to see an ambulance coming from the other side of the freeway. It disappeared north, in the direction of the hospital.

      She put the car back in gear and stepped on the gas. She didn’t know where she was going—not yet, anyway—but anywhere was better than here. If she didn’t already have the full might of the FBI on her before, that would change when they discovered Pender and the other two in her room.

      The question was: How much of their manpower would the Bureau take off the search for Porter and sic on her?

      Or maybe the better question was: What now? God, what was she going to do now?
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* * *

      She couldn’t go to a hotel or one of the many roadside motels because the car was undoubtedly already reported stolen, and it wouldn’t take them very long to figure out she was the culprit. So she stayed away from large population centers and found a spot in a truck stop along a dead side street to rest, squeezing the Chevy in between two hulking semi-trailers that had shut down for the night.

      Not that she could sleep.

      Instead, Quinn reclined the seat back as far as it would go and spent every waking second running through everything she knew, or thought she knew, and, invariably, ended up focusing on that night at Gary Ross’s nightclub with Porter.

      Was there anything she had missed? Or forgotten? Had Porter said anything else that she still couldn’t remember? As difficult as it was to explain, her memory of that night was foggier now that she was wide awake than it had been when the faceless men drugged her for their interrogation. And they had drugged her. She had no doubts about that, even if all the evidence said otherwise.

      “The tests came back clean,” Ben had said. “There was no drug in your system that couldn’t be accounted for by the hospital staff.”

      Was it possible they had done something else to her that didn’t include drugs that helped her to remember? What if she was misremembering last night, just as she had misremembered the night in Gary’s office? Had the three faceless men even been faceless at all? That night, more than any in the past few days, felt like a dream. (More like a nightmare.) Maybe she had imagined the whole thing. Maybe Brown and Sterling had come to visit her for whatever reason—they were, after all, fellow FBI agents—and she’d shot them in some kind of delusional haze.

      But why would they have come to visit long after visiting hours had passed? And who was the third man? Was there even a third man at all?

      Nothing made sense. Nothing.

      Tonight’s events hadn’t shed any lights on her problem. If anything, they had only added to it.

      Who was the sniper that had saved her? And why?

      The woman hadn’t been alone. Quinn knew that much. Her guardian angel had said we more than once. It was a slip, Quinn was sure of it.

      “How did we find out where they were keeping you, or how did I know Clyde’s phone number?”

      “We just wanted to see if you could bust out of the joint.”

      “More precisely, we wanted to see if you would, given the opportunity.”

      “We.” The woman had said it three times. Who was we?

      So many questions, and no answers.

      But at least out here she could do something about them. Out here, at least she could attempt to solve a problem that the FBI didn’t even know existed—or would have believed her if she tried to inform them. Someone out there was pulling strings, but she couldn’t decide if it was the same someone (or someones) or more than one.

      But she knew one thing: Someone had sent Brown and Sterling into her room at three in the morning last night. Someone had ordered them to give her a drug that couldn’t be traced, that somehow helped her remember the night at Gary Ross’s nightclub with crystal clarity. Then someone else had helped her escape tonight.

      And it all led back to, inevitably, Porter.

      “It’s me,” Porter had said into his phone. “Things didn’t go as planned. You’ll have to proceed without me. I know. Good luck.”

      There. The whole conversation, even if it was just from one side. It came back to her in a rush, as if she had just heard it a second ago.

      “You’ll have to proceed without me,” he had said, because Quinn spotting him had led to a chain of events that prevented him from following up with whatever he was supposed to do afterward.

      Porter was supposed to have gone somewhere, taken part in something after retrieving the package that Gary Ross had smuggled into the country for him. But he hadn’t made it. Instead, he had told whoever was on the other side of the phone call to “proceed without me.”

      So whatever that “something” was, it had taken place anyway.

      So what was it? What had gone down that night that was so important to Porter?

      Quinn sat back up and started the car, and went hunting for a late-night Internet café.
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* * *

      What did the world’s most wanted terrorist have on his to-do list that was so important he wouldn’t—couldn’t—delay it, even while being surrounded by FBI agents?

      That was the question Quinn asked herself over and over as she scrolled through the news headlines from one night ago. Something big had happened the night before, something major enough that Porter wouldn’t let his accomplices (and he had to have one; you didn’t vanish for five years without a lot of help) ignore it even if he couldn’t be there.

      Most of that night’s headlines involved celebrities—someone semi-famous showing skin at a movie premiere, a has-been actress crying about a sex tape, an interview with a billionaire with political aspirations, and an up-and-coming rock star headed back to rehab for the fifth time.

      She skipped through them, and when nothing national came up that could possibly have involved someone like Porter, she went granular and started searching only the headlines from, around, and about Houston.

      There was a robbery at a national bank’s local branch, a murder suspect arrested by deputies when his wife turned him in for the reward, a child had gone missing for the tenth day, and someone had donated a box of presents to a women’s shelter. Those were the four main headlines, and below them she found news about people lining up for the annual release of a new smartphone a month early, a veteran defending his home against an intruder by shooting the would-be thief six times, and a couple from out of town arrested for swindling retirees.

      Nothing. Nothing that even hinted at Porter’s involvement.

      She reluctantly went back to the national headlines and dug even deeper.

      A pending business merger between telecom giants in Europe and North America, upcoming elections in a couple of former Soviet satellite countries, and an impending battle at Capitol Hill over a military spending bill. Somewhere in Asia someone had gone on a rampage with a sword, while in the UK a referendum was being pushed about limiting immigration.

      It took hours, and she came up with nothing. At least, nothing that she could definitively connect to Porter. There were no bombings and no murders of high-profile government officials or civilians. Nothing that would involve a man like Porter. He was a criminal and mass murderer, as well as a thief. He had stolen items during some of his crimes—important documents, virtual files, and in at least three occasions, computer servers in Munich, Nice, and Tokyo, though no one could ever understand why.

      Was that it? Could he have returned home to steal something important?

      She sifted back through the headlines, but the only thing involving a successful theft was the robbery at the local bank. It was a snatch-and-grab—two hooded thieves had charged into the lobby just as it was about to close and gotten away with about twenty thousand in cash from the teller windows, along with wallets and jewelry from the four customers that were still present. They had assaulted the security guard by hitting him in the head with the butt of a shotgun and escaped in a black van. The whole thing had gone down in less than three minutes. It was quick and efficient—signs of seasoned pros—and the police theorized they were the same ones that had hit three other branches in Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio in the last two months.

      It was possible but unlikely Porter would be involved in a series of bank robberies. From what she knew through his Bureau file, the man seemed to have an unlimited source of funding. The eggheads didn’t know where his money came from, and it was one of the many mysteries surrounding the bogeyman that was Porter.

      Who funded him? Who hid him? How does someone go off the grid for five years in today’s world? You couldn’t even erase your Facebook or Twitter profile without leaving trails, so how did Porter erase his offline and online presence so completely?

      She shook her head, hoping to clear some of the cobwebs that had formed after staring at a computer screen for so long. It wasn’t just that nothing seemed to connect to Porter, but Porter himself was nowhere to be found in the news.

      What was that Pete had said when she asked him about it back at the hospital?

      “As far as anyone knows, last night’s explosion at Ross’s was an isolated event, the result of an accidental gas leak. The Bureau’s managed to keep the lid on Porter’s return so far. I don’t know how long that’s going to last though. Someone always manages to shoot their mouth off trying to get brownie points from a blonde in a short skirt. But for now, we’ve got it contained.”

      It had been two full nights since the nightclub, and no one had found a blonde in a short skirt to spill the beans to yet. The press was still in the dark about Porter’s return, so either the FBI had become much better at shutting down information or something else was going on.

      A part of her wondered why she was focusing so much on Porter. Was he even in Houston anymore? There were no high-value targets in the city except the port and a few booming tech companies like Kobalcom. But would those things really be enough for Porter to risk everything by staying here after what had happened at Ross’s? Whatever he had come to do, someone else would have already done it for him that night. Unless, of course, that night was just a prelude to something bigger. Was that it?

      She leaned back in her seat and stared off into space.

      Maybe she was grasping at straws. Then again, she was out of ideas. She was wanted for the murder of two FBI agents, and whether she did it or not (Quinn still wasn’t sure, even now), she had a feeling Porter was involved. She didn’t know how—she wasn’t even anywhere close to knowing how—but it was a nagging feeling that wouldn’t go away, and she had learned to trust her instincts a long time ago. You had to, the way she grew up.

      But that, of course, was before Ben came into her life and taught her a different way.

      …before she paid him back by, in all likelihood, torpedoing his career right alongside hers.

      At least she could be assured that Ben wouldn’t be going to prison with her. If nothing else, she’d done that much to keep him out of it. What happened tonight was all on her, and moving forward, she had to keep it that way.

      “They’re going to come after you,” Porter had said. “They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room. And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you. I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own.”

      He hadn’t been wrong. They had come after her. Brown and Sterling, and whoever that third man had been. She hadn’t dreamt it. The fact that Brown and Sterling ended up dead in her hospital room was proof of that.

      Wasn’t it?

      She was only certain of one thing: It all led back to Porter.

      He had warned her…hadn’t he?

      Maybe. Maybe…

      She was kneading her forehead, feeling like every part of her was about to burst from the strain, when someone tapped her on the shoulder.

      She glanced up at a young, smiling face. “You need anything else? More coffee?”

      Quinn forced out a half-smile at the waitress. “More coffee would be great, thanks.”

      “Black, no sugar?”

      “Maybe just a little bit this time.”

      The girl made a face. “I don’t know how you drink that stuff.”

      “You get used to it.”

      “Not me; I like lots of sugar and milk in my coffee,” the waitress said. She smiled again and headed back to the counter across the room, past all the empty tables, where in about an hour customers would pack the place and bury their faces in either their devices or the all-in-one computers that the café provided free of charge as long as you ordered something.

      Quinn looked after the young girl, jealous of the energy in her footsteps, and wishing she still had half of that. Of course, maybe the kid wouldn’t have been so peppy if she had just gone through the week Quinn had—

      No, no, no, no.

      There was a second waitress behind the counter, and she was staring at a TV screen in the corner of the room. It was tuned to a cable news channel, but the volume was turned too low for Quinn to hear anything. But she didn’t need sound to know what the anchorwoman was talking about.

      There, in its own box just over one of the anchorwoman’s shoulders, was Quinn’s official FBI photo. Underneath her picture was a caption, but Quinn was too far to read what it said.

      She got up and moved closer…and wished she hadn’t.

      The caption read: ROGUE FBI AGENT WANTED FOR FIVE MURDERS.

      Sonofabitch.
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      She knew the Bureau could work fast when they wanted to, but she had expected at least a day’s head start. Instead she’d only gotten hours, and she’d wasted most of that trying to catch sleep that wouldn’t be caught and trolling the Internet looking for clues that wouldn’t be found—if they ever existed in the first place. After all, the FBI had been searching for Porter for almost forty-eight hours now, and it was stupid of her to think she could outdo the legion of special agents, not to mention all the other agents from the other agencies combined.

      Quinn had risked returning to her table and turning off the computer she had been using, knowing that it would also wipe out all traces of her search history so the next person who used it would have a clean slate. It was how all Internet cafés worked.

      She couldn’t be sure if the waitresses recognized her, but neither one said a word when she paid her bill with Pender’s money and left. She didn’t wait to find out if the two girls reached for a phone as soon as she stepped outside; she got into her stolen car and found the closest highway on-ramp and disappeared into the night.

      It was four fifty in the morning and it would be at least another hour, maybe two, before the news media really grabbed onto her story. Right now it was just the cable news networks that needed to fill as much time as possible twenty-four seven, even if there weren’t a lot of people out there to watch them. There was a risk of being spotted on the highway, but it would be nothing compared to mid-morning.

      She drove in a stupor for the next hour or so, and by the time the sun had risen in the horizon and the traffic began thickening around her, she was so tired all she could think about was parking somewhere and getting as much shut-eye as possible. But that wasn’t going to happen, because sunlight meant local morning news and that meant alert eyeballs. By now, the Bureau would have sent out descriptions of the stolen car to local law enforcement.

      Quinn finally parked at a corner convenience store and bought a baseball cap and cheap sunglasses off a rack, then left the Chevy in the parking lot. She jogged across the street and took the first bus that came through and didn’t get off until she had gone five blocks, then repeated the process until, eventually, she was a block from her apartment on the northwest section of Houston.

      She walked along the sidewalk and dodged morning pedestrians—teenagers hurrying to school, adults to work—and didn’t stop until she was five buildings down from her destination. She ordered black coffee with a side of eggs and a sausage burrito from the Mexican food truck she had seen show up and park at the same spot every morning for the last six weeks since she moved into her new place but had never bought from.

      She stood back as other customers got in line and sipped her hot coffee on the sidewalk and filled up her stomach while occasionally looking over at her building. There was nothing about it that she hadn’t seen before—more kids coming out of the lobby, some with their parents in tow—but no signs of anyone that looked like a federal agent in civilian garb.

      Quinn didn’t believe for a second that the Bureau hadn’t already sent someone to watch her place, and it didn’t take long before she saw the curtains behind one of the apartments on the third floor moving ever so slightly. Not enough to draw attention unless you were watching for it, which she was. A pair of eyes, too well hidden for her to glimpse the full face, peeked out at the street below for a few seconds before disappearing again.

      They were already inside her apartment.

      Not a surprise. They were probably combing through every inch of her life at the moment—online and offline. Every cent she had ever put into the bank or hidden under a mattress was being unearthed, and every person she had ever talked to in the building and at work were being questioned. That would include Ben Foster and… Who else? Pete Ringo, after last night, and maybe Anna Miller and Kyle Danford, too. That was it for her acquaintances in the city. For once Quinn was glad she’d never spent any real time looking for a social life after relocating to Houston.

      Ben would be their primary target. He was, after all, the man who had gotten her into Quantico in the first place. He was also the one who had asked for and gotten her assigned to his unit. She didn’t know how much trouble Ben was in, but she wasn’t too worried about him. Ben could take care of himself, and he was just old and stubborn enough not to give a damn if the Bureau booted him for this, which she hoped to God didn’t happen.

      I hope your career can survive me, Ben. You deserve better.

      She tossed her empty coffee cup into the nearest bin and headed back in the direction she’d come.

      She’d had no illusions the apartment would be empty this morning when she made her way here. She’d always known she was on her own after she fled the hospital, after she made that irreversible decision, but the confirmation was still a blow.

      She stopped at a crosswalk and waited for the light to change. She might have spaced out, staring across the street at nothing in particular, when a black sedan pulled up to the curb in front of her.

      Quinn glimpsed her own reflection in the tinted window and thought, And this day just keeps getting better and better, and was reaching for her holstered sidearm when the window powered down and a familiar face looked out at her and said, “Get in.”

      She stared at the driver and didn’t move. She also didn’t take her hand away from the Glock.

      “Quinn, goddammit, get in,” Pete Ringo said, injecting just enough urgency into his voice to be heard over the sound of a school bus rushing by in the next lane over.

      Maybe it was the sound of his voice or the pleading look on his face, but she softened her grip on the pistol even if she didn’t remove her hand completely from it. “What are you doing here, Pete?”

      “Trying to save your ass,” Pete said. “Now move it, before they see you.”

      She glanced around at the streets, expecting a swarm of SUVs to appear out of nowhere and block off any escape points. But there was nothing out there that she hadn’t seen since moving into the neighborhood—more school buses, pedestrians on the streets, and food vendors looking for customers.

      Quinn looked back at Pete, leaning slightly out of the open driver-side window, before taking her hand away from her weapon and hurrying around the black vehicle and slipping into the front passenger side.

      Pete drove up to the light, then made a right turn and kept going.

      “How did you know I’d be here?” she asked.

      “Where else would a newly-minted fugitive go the first chance they get?” Pete said. “You shouldn’t have come here. It’s too predictable.”

      “I had to make sure.”

      “Are you sure now?”

      “Yeah. Pretty sure.”

      They rode in silence for a moment, with Pete taking a couple more turns and spying the rearview and side mirrors every thirty seconds or so. She couldn’t be sure which one of them was more paranoid about being followed, though that question did make her feel better about letting someone drive her around. She knew and liked Pete, but at the end of the day he was still a special agent of the FBI, wasn’t he?

      “Did you talk to Ben?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I went to him last night after I called the office.”

      “You reported me?”

      “I had to. Security cameras captured us together when you got into the elevator.”

      “They already had my picture on the news this morning…”

      “Yeah, they’re working fast.”

      “They said I killed five agents, Pete. Five.”

      He sighed. “I know.”

      “I didn’t do it.”

      “I know that, too.”

      She looked over at him, genuinely surprised by the quick response. “How?”

      “Because I know you, Quinn. You’re not a killer.”

      “I killed Brown and Sterling…”

      “I thought you said you don’t remember doing it?”

      “I don’t, but all the evidence…”

      He took three more turns, even though after the second one she had lost track of where they were even though this was her neighborhood. But she’d only been here for three months and she’d never really strayed from the same routes that took her to the highway from her apartment, then to the aptly named Justice Park Street downtown where the Houston field office was located. In a lot of ways, she might as well be a tourist to the area.

      “But you’re still not sure if you did it or not,” Pete was saying.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Maybe you’re still suffering from the concussions. It doesn’t just go away overnight, you know.”

      Or maybe it’s because three faceless men drugged me with something that even the FBI lab couldn’t detect, she thought, but said instead, “Maybe.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Pete said. “You, me, and Ben.”

      “How’s he taking last night?”

      “How do you think?”

      “Did you tell him I was sorry?”

      “He knows.” Pete paused, then, “Ben believes you’re innocent. But I guess that goes without saying. You’re his protégé, after all.”

      I’m more than that to him, Pete. And he’s more than a mentor to me.

      “What happened to Pender and the other two at the hospital?” she asked.

      “Gavin and Clyde,” Pete said.

      “Right. I didn’t kill them, Pete. I mean, I did what I had to, to get out of there, but I didn’t kill them. When I last saw them, they were still alive.” Bruised, battered, and bleeding, but alive, she thought, but didn’t add.

      “I believe you,” Pete said. “You’d need a gun with a suppressor for the nurses not to have heard you last night, and they didn’t hear anything. Though both of them remembered seeing you walk past them to the elevator.”

      “So the agents were shot?”

      Pete nodded. “They were found dead in your room with gunshot wounds. They had bruises, and Clyde had a broken nose. They’re going under the theory that you surprised Pender somehow, then lured the other two agents into the room and assaulted them, then murdered them before stripping Pender of her clothes and escaping.”

      “Jesus…”

      “But you didn’t do it.”

      “No,” she said reflexively, almost angrily.

      “I had to ask,” Pete said. “Sorry.”

      “They’re setting me up.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. But someone out there is going through a hell of a lot of trouble to put me in this position. First Brown and Sterling, and now last night.”

      “What happened last night? How did you get out of there?”

      “I had to choke out Pender.”

      “Jesus.”

      “She was still alive when I left the room.”

      “Then what? How did you get past Clyde and Gavin?”

      “I had help.”

      “From who?”

      A woman with a barely noticeable accent and a penchant for telling very bad jokes, she thought, but said, “I don’t know.” She took the phone out of her pocket. “They called me through Clyde’s phone after it went down.”

      “Who, Quinn? Who called you?”

      “I don’t know, Pete, and the not knowing is pissing me off.” A flash of anger bubbled to the surface, and she didn’t bother trying to tamp it down. “The more I think about it—about everything that’s happened since Gary Ross’s nightclub—the more convoluted it becomes. None of it makes any sense. I’m three months removed from the academy, for God’s sake. I’m nobody.”

      “Don’t tell Ben that,” Pete said, and smiled at her.

      She couldn’t help herself and smiled back. “Is he really doing okay?”

      Pete seemed to think about it for a moment. “It’s not the best time to be a part of the unit, I’ll tell you that. Miller, Danford…me. We’ve all been questioned. The division’s essentially split into two camps right now—the ones hunting you and the ones hunting Porter. One guess which one they have us doing.”

      “Porter?”

      “Bingo. I guess they don’t trust us to join in on the fun of looking for you. Suits me.”

      “What about Ben? I’m sure he was questioned, too.”

      “His time with the suits was the longest. But you probably already knew that.”

      She nodded. Pete wasn’t telling her anything she hadn’t already expected would happen after what she pulled last night.

      I hope you have enough friends to survive this, Ben. To survive me.

      “I’ll be seeing him again later today,” Pete was saying. “I’m assuming you won’t be?”

      “I can’t risk it, for his sake.”

      “I figured.”

      “How’s it coming? The hunt for Porter?”

      “Slow. We don’t even know if he’s still in the city. The profilers don’t think his target is in Houston. They think he just used the port as a way in, that he must have already moved on to his intended target, wherever and whatever that is. You got any ideas yet? New memories that might put us on the right path? If we can catch Porter, maybe he knows something that might help you out of this jam.”

      “That’s assuming something can still get me out of this, after last night…”

      “You never know, Quinn.”

      She nodded and thought about the hours of fruitless Internet searching, all the questions she asked herself last night as she tried unsuccessfully to sleep. None of it had brought her any closer to finding Porter then and it still didn’t now, in the light of day.

      She finally shook her head. “Nothing that’ll help find him.”

      “Too bad,” Pete said. “What about Ben? Any messages you want me to pass along to him?”

      What did she want to tell Ben? What could she tell him that wouldn’t just drag him deeper into the mess she was in?

      “Tell him that I’m doing my best to try to figure it all out,” Quinn said. “And I might not be in touch for a while.”

      “He’s not going to like that. The last part.”

      “He’ll understand.”

      “He still won’t like it.”

      “I know.”

      “So you don’t have any clues about what’s going on?” Pete asked.

      She held up Clyde’s phone again. “Just this. The one who helped me escape from the hospital called me on Clyde’s number.”

      “How’d they know Clyde’s number?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the same way they figured out where the Bureau was keeping me at Southern Methodist.”

      “Did you try calling them back?”

      “The caller ID doesn’t work. Unknown number.”

      “There are ways around that.”

      “I know, but they all involve taking the phone into a Bureau cyber lab, and that’s not going to be happening anytime soon. At least, not by me.”

      Pete smiled. “Ah. That’s where I come in.”

      He slowed down and pulled into a Burger King parking lot, then found an empty space near the back with cars lining up behind them at the twin drive-thru lanes. He put the car in park and turned off the engine.

      “They’ll ask you where it came from,” Quinn said.

      “And I’ll tell them I found it in the hospital parking garage after doing a second search this morning.”

      She thought about it, then nodded. “That could work.”

      “I’ll make sure the report goes to our unit first. That way no one will get a look at it until we do. It’ll give us at least a few hours’ head start on the manhunt.”

      Manhunt, Quinn thought, the word grinding at the back of her head because it was a manhunt for her.

      “It’s risky,” she said.

      “It’s not as risky as you running around out here all by yourself with half of the division looking for you.”

      Quinn handed him the phone. “I turned it off to keep it from being tracked.”

      He pocketed it. “Hey, keep your head up. It’s not all bad.”

      “It’s pretty goddamn bad, Pete.”

      “You got me and Ben on your side. So there’s that.”

      That made her smile. “Yeah, there’s that.”

      “And don’t count out Miller and Danford.”

      “I think maybe it’s better to keep this small. I’m already feeling guilty enough about dragging you and Ben into this. I don’t need to add two extra careers to my list of ever-growing crimes.”

      Pete reached over and put his hand over hers. Quinn might have been startled by the physical contact if she wasn’t so lost in her own mind, but even so it took everything she had not to let the surprise show on her face.

      “You’re being way too hard on yourself,” Pete said. “Ben knows what he’s doing. And so do I. No one forced me to drive around your apartment waiting for you to show up.”

      She pursed a smile and couldn’t help but notice that he hadn’t taken his hand away yet, and that she hadn’t asked him to. After the week she was having, a little (almost) handholding with someone she’d always looked at from afar as a potential romantic partner was very welcome. More than anything, it made her feel less alone out here, against the world.

      They sat quietly and watched a new group of cars pull into the parking lot and get in line at the drive-thru lanes for what might have been a few minutes. Or maybe it was just a few seconds. Time had gotten a little slippery, and Quinn couldn’t help but feel like a kid again.

      God, get ahold of yourself. You’re not back in high school, and you’re not thirteen and waiting for your first kiss. You’re being hunted by the combined might of the FBI, remember?

      Finally, Pete took his hand away and held up Clyde’s phone. “Anyways, I’ll take this in and see what we can find out. In the meantime, you need to stay off the grid.”

      “Easier said than done. I have a few dollars left in my pocket, and that’s about it. I don’t even have a ride.”

      “You’ll only need a ride if you’re going somewhere. Right now your best bet is to stay out of the open. It’s not just the FBI anymore, remember? It’s the locals, too.”

      “If you got any ideas, I’m listening.”

      “They’re looking for you at your apartment and places that’re associated with you, right?”

      “Right. Standard operating procedure.”

      “But they won’t be looking at my place. We’re not connected in any way except as coworkers, which pretty much includes everyone on our floor.”

      She nodded and smiled at him. “Thank you, Pete. You don’t know how much this means to me,” she said, and meant it. Every single word of it. She had spent the entire day running around by herself, wondering if she had any friends left in the world other than Ben, and to find out that yes, she did, was like a great boulder being lifted off her chest.

      Me, Ben, and Pete Ringo against the world.

      I like my odds.
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      Pete lived in a one-bedroom apartment in The Heights, a much more decent-looking area of Houston than the one she’d been able to wrangle with a junior agent’s salary. It was about a thirty-minute drive from the office and within view of the 610 freeway, which at the moment was dense with crisscrossing traffic.

      Before he left, Pete handed her a spare key. “I’ll tell Ben what happened, then we’ll come up with something. I won’t be able to head back here before the end of the day, or even later than that if they have me running around doing something. Everyone’s doubling up on the workload because, well, you know. Until then, don’t do anything rash.”

      “Like what?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Run off by yourself?”

      “It never occurred to me.”

      He gave her an unconvinced smile. “Riiight.”

      She smiled innocently—or as innocently as she could fake, anyway. “Honestly.”

      “Just wait to hear from us first, okay? Three minds are better than one.”

      She nodded. “Tell Ben I’m fine.”

      “I will. Until then, sit tight. Watch some TV. Surf the Internet. Just…stay put.”

      “Just get back to me as soon as you can.”

      “As soon as I can,” he repeated.

      She watched him leave, thankful there were at least two people in this world that she could still trust. Pete and Ben. The latter was a given, even if she wanted to push him as far away as possible to limit the blowback on him. But Pete, she had to admit, was the real surprise.

      Tall, dark, and handsome, and good in a tight spot, too. What a combination.

      She was glad he didn’t look back as he headed down the stairs, or he might have seen her grinning like an idiot after him.

      She had hours to kill before Pete returned, and Quinn spent the first few minutes looking for and finding his computer. She booted it up and trolled the Internet, picking up where she had left off earlier at the café. Unlike most people, Pete didn’t have a password on his desktop, something Quinn found strangely appealing about the man. Leave it to Pete Ringo to give PC security the middle finger.

      After an hour of scrolling and finding nothing new since this morning, she gave up and turned on the TV. She clicked through the channels, but it was just ten in the morning and the earliest local news wouldn’t be on for another hour. She hit up the cable news channels instead and was surprised when the first one she landed on didn’t have her FBI profile picture on the screen while someone, probably an ex-fed, talked about how dangerous she was.

      And Porter. There still wasn’t a single mention of Porter anywhere.

      Quinn hadn’t been an FBI special agent for very long—Ben, in particular, would look at her three-month stint in the field since Quantico and call it a blip in an average agent’s career—but it amazed her how successful the Bureau was at blacking out the hunt for Porter. There was an old saying about government agencies and leaks that she couldn’t quite remember, but the gist of it was you never told them anything you didn’t expect someone from the media to get their hands on a few hours later anyway.

      And yet, there was nothing on Porter. Absolutely nothing.

      How the hell was this even possible when everyone had a cell phone and a YouTube account and a blog?

      Instead of talking about her or Porter, the cable channel was reporting on the latest smartphone release while featuring a blonde reporter standing next to a long line of people waiting outside a phone store. Quinn would never understand the need to wait in line for a phone that would be available to everyone as soon as it was released anyway. But then she was never much for standing in line, period.

      She clicked away, landing on a report about the businessman preparing for a White House bid. He was a handsome man in an expensive suit, and he smiled at the cameras as the reporters threw questions at him. A man with a gleaming set of white pearls who was born to be in front of a TV screen, and possibly inside the Oval Office in a few years.

      Only in America.

      She moved on.

      The third channel was also talking about the smartphone, except this time they had an interview with a man in a sweater. They were in a giant office with glass windows, but Quinn clicked away before she could hear the man answer a question about a new operating system…blah blah blah.

      She only cared about one phone at the moment, and it was with Pete, on its way to the FBI cyber crimes lab where the eggheads hopefully would be able to find out where the calls from her guardian angel had come from last night. And from there, maybe she could find out who was trying to help her—if that was what they were doing. At the moment, Quinn couldn’t be certain of anything.

      Except Pete and Ben. The three of us against the world.

      She gave up on the TV after a few more pointless minutes and went looking for something to eat instead. Pete didn’t have a lot in the fridge, but she was able to make a sandwich for herself with some turkey slices and iceberg lettuce that may or may not have already gone bad. She fought the temptation to go into Pete’s bedroom and snoop. What kind of man was Pete Ringo, anyway?

      Get a grip. This isn’t a date.

      She settled for his bathroom in the hallway and looked through the medicine cabinet and drawers before finding nothing she hadn’t found in a dozen other guys’ bathrooms. She ended up back in the living room, and by noon was lying down on the ugly lime-green couch. The furniture was a real eyesore, and it made her question Pete’s taste. It was, she realized, the first chink in the armor that was Perfect Pete Ringo.

      But it’s a minor defect I can live with.

      As soon as she touched the armrest with her head she was asleep, a combination of the stress of the last few days and the lack of sleep in the previous twenty-four hours catching up with her in a flood of physical and emotional fatigue.
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* * *

      She woke up to gunshots.

      No, not gunshots.

      Just doors slamming down the hall outside the apartment.

      Jumpy much?

      Quinn pulled her hand away from the Glock and sat up on the couch. (God, it was such an ugly thing.) She had left the TV on with the sound muted, a live shot featuring a hunky young reporter interviewing people waiting in line outside a phone store. Again.

      She picked up the remote and turned the TV off, then sat back down and took a breath. Sunlight poured in from the window across the room, and the clock on the wall ticked to one twenty. She hadn’t slept very long (did it even count as a nap?), which probably explained why her head was about to explode into a few hundred pieces.

      The hallway was quiet again, but the prospect of going back to sleep seemed unlikely. She was apparently more wired than she thought, and that was overriding her need for sleep at the moment.

      Quinn got up and went to the bathroom and washed her face, then considered the pros and cons of stripping down and taking a shower, but the image of her standing underneath a hot spray while federal agents stormed the room nixed that idea. She returned to the living room feeling a little better, even if she was hungry again.

      Pete had left with Clyde’s phone and hadn’t given her a replacement in the meantime. Her fault for not realizing it until now, but she was so tired and was just glad to have someplace safe to rest.

      Excuses, excuses.

      There wasn’t a landline (who even had landlines anymore these days?), so she was stuck in a room with a TV that didn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know. There was the Internet, but it didn’t shed any light on her problem, either. Not that she had anyone to call even if she did have access to a phone. She still couldn’t—didn’t want to, really—call Pete; and the same was (even more) true for Ben. She was already putting both of them in danger just by accepting their help; calling them might be pushing all of their luck.

      She had to be satisfied with watching daytime TV, and somewhere around two o’clock was shocked to find herself drifting off again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The smell of food woke her up and she opened her eyes to Pete crouched in front of her, a bag of Chinese takeout resting on the table behind him. The intense smell of soy sauce and noodles made her stomach growl, but she was too hungry and way too tired to be embarrassed by it.

      “Hungry?” Pete grinned.

      “Famished.”

      “Sorry about the fridge. I don’t usually stock for company.”

      “You don’t get a lot of company?” she asked, sitting up on the couch.

      “Not usually.” He took out a Styrofoam tray from the bag. “Got you some chow mein and broccoli beef.”

      “I think I love you.”

      Pete chuckled, then got up and went to the kitchen. “So that’s all it takes, huh?”

      Quinn opened the cheap container and dug in. “Free food, a place to stay, that’s all it takes. I’m a very simple girl.”

      “I find that very hard to believe.”

      “You should have seen me before Ben found me. I was living out of a box.”

      “For real?”

      She nodded. “I don’t remember having my own bed until I was eleven.”

      “Wow. Must have been some childhood.”

      “Maybe.”

      He took out two bottles of water and walked back over, handing her one before sitting down across from her again. “Maybe?”

      She took the bottle. “I don’t remember most of it.”

      “Sounds like you’ve had quite a life, Quinn.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      The TV was still turned on behind him, and the wall clock over his right shoulder ticked to just under six. The evening news was in full swing, but the sound was muted and there was nothing on the screen about the FBI manhunt for her or anything on Porter. She should have been glad that her face wasn’t plastered all over the news twenty-four seven, but a part of her was dreading the moment when she would see it, because she knew it was coming.

      Pete saw where she was staring and glanced back. “You missed it.”

      “What?” she said, before slurping up another forkful of noodles.

      “They opened the broadcast with it.”

      “The manhunt for me?”

      He nodded. “Talked a good five minutes about it. That’s an eternity in local news time for one story.”

      “I’m so honored.”

      “There’s supposed to be an update soon.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      He took a box of fried rice out of the bag and began eating. He had taken off his blazer but Pete in a dangling, loosened tie was still a handsome sight, especially sitting less than two feet from her.

      “What did you find out from Clyde’s phone?” she asked, and did her best to focus more on her noodles than on how close he was to her.

      You’re being hunted by the FBI, remember? This isn’t a date.

      Pete shook his head.

      “That good, huh?” she asked.

      “Eggheads couldn’t pull anything from it. Whoever called you, they were good. You said it was a woman?”

      She nodded. “She might have had an English accent, but I’m fifty-fifty on that.”

      “What else?”

      Quinn thought about it between forkfuls of chow mein and chunks of beef. “Not much. She was cavalier.”

      “Cavalier?”

      “It didn’t seem like she was taking it very seriously. I guess she didn’t really have to, since it was my neck on the line. She was camped out somewhere across the street, watching me from a safe distance through a rifle scope.”

      “She didn’t tell you why she was helping you?”

      Quinn shook her head. “And she never called back after last night. I guess the phone’s a dead end.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “What did Ben say? He didn’t want to come see me in person?”

      “He couldn’t. Ben had to leave town an hour ago. I drove him to the airport myself before I came home. He won’t be back until tomorrow at the latest.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “DC. They’re not just shutting him out of the manhunt for you; they won’t tell us anything. Me, him, anyone associated with the unit. So Ben’s flying to the belly of the beast to ask some favors.”

      “I didn’t know it was that bad for him…”

      Pete picked at his rice. “The suits running the show know he’s the reason you got into the academy. He must have really pulled a lot of strings.”

      “He did.”

      “Point is, they know all about your history with him.”

      She wasn’t so hungry anymore, and Quinn stopped eating and drank from her bottle of water instead. She stared past Pete at the TV and watched the two anchors on the screen fake-chat about something on mute.

      “He’ll be fine,” Pete said. “If anyone can get through this, it’s Ben Foster. Guy’s the toughest agent I know, and he’s got lots of friends.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything. Ben did have a lot of friends, and the favors he’d asked to get her into the academy had been monumental. And yet Ben had done it, because when Ben Foster set his sights on something, he got it done. Which was why she wanted to keep him as far back from her problem as she could, because Ben was a pit bull.

      Don’t throw your career away for me, Ben. Please. Don’t let my stupidity doom us both.

      But she knew even if she could say exactly that to him in person, it wouldn’t have done any good. You didn’t stop Ben Foster from doing something he wanted; you only hoped to contain him.

      That last thought brought a slight smile to her lips.

      “Full?” Pete asked.

      “I’ll finish it later.” She nodded at the TV. “I haven’t seen a single thing on Porter on the news all day.”

      “Yeah, you’d think word would have leaked out by now…”

      “Why haven’t they?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the agencies are smarter than we give them credit for.” When he saw the doubtful look on her face, Pete chuckled. “I’m just saying. Anything’s possible.”

      “Maybe…”

      “I did hear that one of the cable channels was sniffing around, but the Bureau somehow shut them down.”

      “Shut them down how?”

      “I don’t know, not my department. But one moment they’re asking questions about a second manhunt—one not involving you—and the next, poof. They just stopped. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but they’re doing it. They’re keeping Porter out of the news.”

      “Where do they think he is now?”

      “Could be anywhere. The higher value targets are in DC, New York, the big cities. What’s in Houston that’s worth a guy like Porter’s time? There’s no reason for him to be sticking around. Can you think of any?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “He’s gotta be long gone by now, right?” Then, looking at her closely while licking a spoon clean of greasy oil, “Did you get any sleep at all?”

      “A few hours. Why?”

      “You look tired.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You know what I mean. You look like you could use a few more hours.”

      “What’s that old saying? I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

      “Let’s hope that’s not for a very long time yet.” He reached over and put his hand on her knee and pursed his lips. “Hang in there, all right? We’ll get through this. Together.”

      “Thank you, Pete. For everything. I know you’re risking a lot just by talking to me. You didn’t have to do any of this. Ben, I can understand. But you…thank you.”

      Pete sat back and took his hand away. “You’re innocent. What kind of friend would I be if I stood by and let them railroad you?”

      She didn’t know what to say. What did you say when someone you always admired proved to be everything you ever hoped they would be, and more?

      The struggle must have shown on her face, because he gave her an awkward smile before standing up and clearing his throat. “Anyways. Until Ben gets back or we figure out what to do next, you take the bed and I’ll grab the couch. But since it’s my place, I call first dibs on the shower.”

      “Is the bed at least comfortable?”

      “It’ll be like sleeping on a cloud. Only softer.”

      “Wow. Talk about selling it.”

      “That’s what I do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m reeking of office politics at the moment.”

      “So that’s what that smell is,” she said, and feigned fanning the air with her hand.

      “Trust me, it was worse on the way over here,” he said before heading off, one hand pulling at his tie as he went.

      Thank you, Pete, thank you for everything, Quinn thought, looking after him.

      Ben, her, and Pete against the world. She could think of worse ways to go into battle.

      Quinn turned back to the TV and picked up where she left off with the chow mein. She was still eating when the sight of a pretty young blonde reporter standing inside a familiar-looking room caught her attention. She leaned forward to read the caption at the bottom of the screen: FBI MANHUNT UNDER WAY FOR ONE OF THEIR OWN, while LIVE FROM FBI BUILDING flashed in the top corner. There was an empty podium on a wide stage in the background.

      Even without the helpful words onscreen, Quinn knew the location: The reporter was standing inside the FBI’s Houston Division’s conference room. She would recognize it anywhere—the ugly wallpaper, the way-too-many American flags at the back of the stage, and the row of uncomfortable chairs near the front. The reporter was still on mute, and Quinn couldn’t hear a word she was saying. She glanced around for the remote, but she must have dropped it somewhere before dozing off and couldn’t find it.

      Behind her, from the back of the apartment, the shower turned on.

      “Pete!” she called.

      “What?” he called back from behind the bathroom door.

      “Where’s the TV remote?”

      “The what?”

      “The TV remote!”

      “I can’t hear you!”

      She sighed. “Never mind.”

      “What?”

      She ignored him and climbed off the couch and got on her hands and knees—There, under the couch. She grabbed it and was about to press the mute button when she stopped.

      Froze, really.

      The camera was in the process of panning around the room, and it was picking up the faces of the men and women gathered inside the large space. The ones who worked in the building stood out from the members of the press scrambling to get into position. Not just because of their wardrobe, but the way they sat waiting for the news conference to begin. And there, in the middle of the suited figures—

      Ben.

      He was sitting in the second row, squeezed between two other Special Agents in Charge. Ben didn’t look very happy to be there, but then Ben was one of those people built for fieldwork and not sitting in a room meeting with the press.

      …sitting in a room meeting with the press.

      Now.

      Live.

      She looked up at the blinking text in the top left corner of the screen again, just to be sure she hadn’t misread it the first time: LIVE FROM FBI BUILDING.

      What the hell is going on?

      She pressed the mute button just as the camera refocused on the blonde, now standing in an aisle with Ben’s side profile visible over her left shoulder:

      “…tense mood tonight as the FBI prepares to launch what will be one of the biggest manhunts in Bureau history. And this time it’s for one of their own. We’re still expecting the FBI director himself to speak in about thirty minutes…”

      What the hell is going on?

      Quinn snapped a quick look over her shoulder at the back hallway. The sound of the shower running inside the bathroom was almost as loud as her suddenly racing heartbeat.

      “What did Ben say? He didn’t want to come see me in person?” she had asked Pete.

      “He couldn’t,” Pete had answered. “Ben had to leave town an hour ago. I drove him to the airport myself before I came home. He won’t be back until tomorrow at the latest.”

      She turned back to the TV and stared at Ben’s barely-visible face between the other two SACs. She read the LIVE FROM FBI BUILDING text above their heads again, the text seemingly mocking her.

      “I drove him to the airport myself…”

      He’d lied to her.

      Pete Ringo had lied to her.

      Why in the hell had Pete lied to her about Ben?

      Quinn put the TV back on mute and tossed the remote on the couch. She turned around, her right hand seeking out the Glock just to make sure it was still there. It was, and she drew it and felt the weight.

      A full magazine. No one had unloaded it while she was asleep.

      “No one?” You mean Pete, don’t you?

      She put the gun away and listened to the sound of the shower running from the back hallway. It was still going full blast, loud enough that she didn’t even have to strain to hear it through the closed door.

      It didn’t make any sense. Even in a week where very little made sense, this was even more nonsensical than everything that had happened to her since she spotted Porter in Gary Ross’s nightclub.

      Why did you lie, Pete?

      She wasn’t angry. Not really. She was just…confused. More than anything, she couldn’t grasp why Pete had lied about Ben’s whereabouts.

      And there was no mistaking it. He had flat out lied to her.

      “I drove him to the airport myself…”

      Could Ben have abandoned his planned trip and returned to HQ after Pete dropped him off? Maybe he had been recalled by the brass and had to come back for the press conference.

      But no, that explanation didn’t fly. Something like this would have been planned hours ahead of time. The FBI rarely met with the media on a whim. Everything would be scheduled, talking points written down and memorized, and video and photo evidence cued up.

      Unless Ben had lied to Pete, then returned to work once Pete dropped him off?

      No, that made even less sense.

      Quinn sat down and gazed at the blank white wall across the room and tried to clear her head.

      What the hell was going on?

      What the hell was going on?

      Steam was flooding out from underneath the bathroom door when she stood up and walked over to the hallway and stopped. She heard the water being turned off, and Quinn waited a minute—then two—before he finally stepped out of the bathroom with a large cotton towel wrapped around his waist while brushing at his hair with a smaller cloth.

      Pete startled at the sight of her, but got over it quickly. He flashed her that easy smile of his, then nodded at the open door with the steam pouring out behind him. “It’s all yours.”

      “Pete, where’s Ben?” she asked.

      “Ben?”

      “Where is Ben? Right now?”

      “I told you, he’s on his way to DC. Why?”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Am I ‘sure?’” He lifted a curious eyebrow. “Quinn, I took him to the airport myself before I came back here. Yes, he’s on his way to DC as we speak.” He hadn’t stopped drying his hair as he talked. “Now, what’s going on?”

      “Follow me,” she said, and turned around.

      “Follow you where?”

      “Just follow me.”

      He sighed heavily—maybe too theatrically—but followed her out of the hallway and into the living room.

      The TV had gone back to the anchors, who were chatting it up with the weatherman. Some idiotic back and forth about promising good weather.

      “More rain?” Pete said from behind her.

      She ignored him and picked up the remote. Pete had a DVR receiver that automatically recorded everything that was onscreen until you changed the channel or turned the TV off, and Quinn pressed the rewind button and the newscast reversed itself. She let it run until the blonde reporter was back onscreen and inside the conference room.

      Pete had walked over to stand beside her, the heat from his hot shower radiating from his body. Five minutes earlier she might have marveled at his chiseled chest and athletic frame, but at the moment she was just acutely aware of his presence and the knowledge that he had lied to her.

      She pressed the remote and let the footage play, but kept the sound on mute.

      “That looks familiar,” Pete said.

      “It’s the conference room at the office,” she said.

      “That’s right.” He watched the camera panning around the room. “So what am I looking at?”

      “There,” she said, hitting the pause button.

      The screen was frozen on Ben Foster, in the middle of adjusting his tie.

      “Hunh,” Pete said.

      She looked over at him. “‘That’s all you have to say?”

      He didn’t take his eyes off the TV. “Not sure what else to say.”

      “That’s a live broadcast from just a few minutes ago, Pete.”

      “Yeah, I figured that part out from the ‘live’ thing at the top of the screen,” he said, before turning around to face her.

      She stared back at him—at the hair matted to his forehead, the healthy glow radiating from his still-wet body. He looked back at her and there was something there that she hadn’t seen before, something that almost looked…mischievous?

      “Don’t do anything rash, Quinn,” he said, just before she took a quick step away from him, feeling the very urgent need to put as much distance between them as possible.

      The remote fell from her numbed fingers, but there was still enough blood coursing through her digits for her to reach down, grab, then draw the Glock from its holster.

      Pete either hadn’t expected her to go for the gun or he wasn’t too worried about it, because he didn’t move at all when the sidearm came free. Instead, he stood still and watched her with an expression that was either curiosity or amusement. Not that either answer would have satisfied her; if anything, both possibilities troubled her because why wasn’t he more worried?

      “You lied to me,” she said, flexing and unflexing her fingers around the grip of the pistol. “What else did you lie to me about, Pete?”
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      “I didn’t think they would call him to the press conference,” Pete said. “I wasn’t lying about the other thing—they really are shutting him out.” He glanced over at the TV, at Ben’s frozen image onscreen. “My guess is, he went there on his own. You know Ben, he’s hands-on, never takes no for an answer.”

      She didn’t take her eyes off him as she switched up her grip on the gun. “Does Ben even know I’m here?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “This is all you.”

      “All me,” he said, and raised his hands to both sides as if to say, Tada! “Well, mostly all me. It’s a pretty big operation. I’m just one small cog. But in this case, my in with you made me lead man.”

      She raised the Glock and pointed it at him. They were barely separated by five feet, but if all she had to go with was his nonchalant reaction to having a gun aimed at his face, she would think it was more like five hundred yards and she had no chance of hitting him. Except he was wrong. Five feet was a dead easy shot. Anyone could make it, and there had only been two other people with higher scores in marksmanship than her during her time at the academy.

      “Why?” she said.

      “Why else? Porter.”

      “What does he have to do with any of this? With me?”

      “Don’t be so naïve, Quinn. Porter’s the reason you’re in this mess. He’s the reason you’re wanted for five murders.”

      She stared at him, caught somewhere between wanting to wipe that nonplussed look off his face and begging him to tell her why? Why why why why?

      There was something very “off” about Pete Ringo at the moment. It wasn’t just in the cavalier way he stood in front of her, wrapped in the towel, but the aura of unconcern as if this happened to him every day. She had been expecting to see something—a trace of fear, maybe even regret—but there was just cockiness, like the Pete Ringo she had known throughout the academy and these last few months working side by side with him had been replaced by a stranger.

      “I don’t envy the position you’re in,” Pete said, and she thought she might have detected some sympathy, but right now she couldn’t be sure of anything that came out of the man’s mouth. “It’s complicated. You don’t know it yet, but you were plucked out of Kansas and dropped in Oz the moment you saw Porter at the nightclub. At this very moment, you’re probably not even sure if you can trust him,” he added, nodding at Ben Foster’s frozen image on the TV screen. “Unfortunately I can’t help you there; you’re going to have to figure it all out yourself, kiddo.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Isn’t that what Ben calls you?”

      “You don’t get to call me that.”

      Pete shrugged. “I’m just trying to stay friendly, Quinn. Just because we disagree doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends, right?”

      “You call this a disagreement? You lied to me. What else did you lie to me about, Pete?”

      He started to answer, but seemed to stop himself in time and smiled at her instead.

      She didn’t like that reaction, or any of his reactions since she pulled her gun, for that matter. There was a smugness about the way he was looking at her—it was an expression she’d never associated with Pete Ringo before—but there it was, clear as day. Had it always been there and she’d just allowed her feelings for him to look past it?

      “So what was the plan?” she asked. “You got Clyde’s phone. What else did you want from me?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “Porter.”

      Pete nodded. “Ding ding. Give the lady a prize.”

      “How many times do I have to keep telling you? I don’t know where he is. I don’t know if he’s even still in the country, much less the city.”

      “Oh, he’s still in town,” Pete said, with such conviction that she couldn’t help but believe him—or believed that he believed it. “And you’re the key to finding him.”

      She narrowed her eyes at Pete and tightened her grip even further on the Glock. At the moment, she didn’t think anything short of pliers could pry the gun from her fingers. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I believe you when you say you don’t know where he is, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still help us find him. You just don’t know it.”

      Why was she so surprised it came back to Porter? Everything always seemed to come back to John-fucking-Porter.

      “So what’s at the end of this rainbow for you, Pete?” she asked. “A promotion? Maybe your own unit?”

      He looked at her silently for a moment, as if trying to process what she had just said, before breaking out into another big grin. “Oh, I get it. You still think this is about the Bureau capturing Porter.” He chuckled. “The little you know about what’s going on… It’s breathtaking, Quinn. I feel sorry for you.”

      She flinched physically at his words, mostly because he was right. He was so goddamn right. She had been running around these last few days trying to get a handle on what was happening to and around her, but she’d come up with nothing. And here, now, was someone rubbing it in her face. Worse, he seemed to know more than she ever did. But how was that possible?

      “If it’s not the Bureau, then who?” she asked.

      Pete waved a finger in front of her face. “Tsk tsk. Nice try.”

      “So you don’t know.”

      “Oh, I see. This is where you appeal to my ego?” He smiled. “This isn’t a James Bond movie, Quinn. It’s not going to be that easy. I’m not here to lift the veil for you. I have my orders; answering your questions isn’t one of them.”

      She took a quick step toward him and retrained the gun on his face. “You’re not getting it, Pete: You don’t have a choice.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “No.”

      If he was scared—even a little bit—it didn’t show on his face or the still-relaxed way he was standing.

      My God, why isn’t he afraid?

      “You’re not going to shoot me, Quinn,” Pete said.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Absolutely.” Then, with growing smugness, “But why tempt fate? How about this: Why don’t you lower the gun and I’ll take you in, and that way you’ll find out everything we know. Deal? No more running around out there by yourself, dodging law enforcement. It can be all over for you.”

      “Is that your idea of a good deal?”

      “I wouldn’t say a good deal, but it’s a deal.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “Now, come on. Let’s keep this friendly.”

      “Go to fucking hell, Pete.”

      She hadn’t seen it before, but while he was tsk tsking her he had dropped his other hand casually down to his waist and it was holding the towel by one corner the entire time. As soon as his name left her mouth, he finally made his move and the towel unwound from his waist with a quick tug and she caught the cotton fabric coming loose out of the corner of one eye.

      Sonofabitch!

      He had moved so fast—shockingly fast—that she almost didn’t see it and react in time.  Almost. But she did, thanks to the extra space she’d put between them, and Quinn managed to stumble back even as the towel made a snapping noise in the air as it pulled taut—and ended its reach about an inch from striking her dead center in the face.

      Quinn fired reflexively even as she was staggering backward, and Pete twisted at the last second and she thought, Did he just try to dodge a bullet from less than five feet away?

      But he failed (Of course he failed) and fell backward, landed on his armchair, and upended it to the floor until she was staring at the bottom of the furniture.

      It took her a moment to gather herself, to realize what had just happened—what she had done. She’d shot Pete Ringo. She’d put a bullet into his chest from five feet away. He hadn’t given her a choice. The towel…

      “He was trying to hit me with his towel so I had to shoot him, Your Honor.”

      She would have laughed if the whole thing didn’t leave a hole in the pit of her stomach.

      She’d killed Pete Ringo. She’d shot him inside his own apartment.

      She had killed Pete Ringo.

      “You stupid bastard,” she said to no one in particular.

      “Now that’s not very nice,” a voice said from the other side of the flipped chair, just before the furniture somehow launched into the air at her.

      She dove to the floor as the armchair sailed over her head and smashed into the wall, burying itself inside the Sheetrock up to where the backrest joined the seat. Before she could properly comprehend what had just happened, her mind screamed, Move your ass! Move your ass now! even as she struggled to push up from the floor. The Glock was still gripped tightly in her right hand as if her life depended on it, because at this very moment it did.

      Pete was on his knees and grabbing at a nightstand by one of its skinny legs. He was very naked (And alive! How is he still alive?), but at that second all she cared about was the sight of him alive and unhurt, and all she could think was, Jesus, did he really dodge a bullet?

      She was raising the gun to line up another shot when he threw the nightstand. She fired anyway, but her aim was off and she knew she had missed even as she ducked her head for the second time and the furniture zipped! past the right side of her face and shattered against the same wall that was already cratered by the armchair.

      Quinn jumped to her feet and expected Pete to make a run for it, but the bastard instead dove forward and struck her chest with his shoulder. He had moved so fast and she had a flashback to Gary Ross’s nightclub when Porter had pulled the same stunt on her. Pete moved almost as fast as Porter had that night, maybe even faster, because he had come in a straight line instead of maneuvering to get behind her the way Porter had.

      She gasped for breath, the full force of the impact jarring every inch of her, but it was like trying to breathe while drowning and all she was really aware of was falling, falling, then slamming into the ugly lime-green sofa she had spent most of the day on.

      But at least she had managed to hold onto the Glock, and Quinn was desperately struggling to push herself off the couch and lift her gun hand for a third shot (Third time’s the charm!) at the same time when something struck her in the face and she collapsed, saw the sofa flashing by just before her head hit the floor with a loud and echoing thwump!

      She tried to spin around onto her back, but she couldn’t execute the movement. Her arms wouldn’t obey and neither would her legs. Jesus, what had he hit her with? A bat? It felt like a bat. One of those heavy wooden ones. Her nose may have been broken, or maybe her entire face was on fire. She couldn’t even be sure where he had hit her, just that he had. Goddamn, he had a strong punch.

      When she finally managed to pry her eyes open, it was to a pair of bare feet standing close to her. The figure crouched, and strong fingers easily pried the gun out of her numbed hand.

      “If it helps, I wasn’t lying; Ben doesn’t know anything about this,” a voice said.

      She thought it was slightly slurred and it didn’t really sound like Pete, but it had to be him. There was no one else in the apartment but the two of them right now. The cops would eventually show up—she had fired twice, after all—but that wasn’t going to be for a while yet.

      The same fingers that had taken the gun from her traced a line along her cheek; they were cold and clammy, and she felt no comfort from them whatsoever.

      “Unfortunately, that means when the combined might of the FBI and local law enforcement can’t find you, poor Ben won’t have any clue where to look for you,” Pete (or someone whose voice sounded an awful lot like Pete Ringo) was saying.

      “Why are you doing this?” she managed to groan out.

      He might have sighed, but her senses were so dulled that she couldn’t be one hundred percent certain.

      “It’s not personal,” Pete (?) said. “I’m sorry, Quinn, but if you thought the last few days were rough, it’s going to get even tougher.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “She’s awake.”

      “What?”

      “Your girl. She’s awake.”

      “Shit.”

      “Did you go light on the dosage?”

      “No. I gave her the entire thing.”

      “Then why is she already awake?”

      “I don’t know.” A brief pause, then, “We had trouble putting her under at the hospital, too.”

      “When she killed the others?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Man, you really screwed that one up.”

      “Don’t rub it in.”

      A short chuckle. “Give her another one.”

      “I can’t. I only had the one shot stocked at the apartment.”

      “You should have told me. I’d have brought extra.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t know she’d pop right back up after taking a full dosage. She’s something.”

      “You like her, don’t you?”

      “I don’t dislike her.”

      “That was your first mistake.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just keep your eyes on the road, Mr. Chauffeur.”

      Her vision had cleared up enough for Quinn to make out streetlights flashing by outside a tinted window in front of her. She was inside a moving vehicle—a midsize sedan of some type, spacious enough for her to lay on her back with her legs almost completely extended. Her ankles were bound together like her hands, and she expected to have trouble breathing with the tape over her mouth, except there wasn’t any tape.

      A familiar face leaned over and smiled down at her. “Don’t bother screaming,” Pete Ringo said. “There’s no one out there. Besides, we have shiny badges that say we can do whatever we want.”

      “Pete,” she said. Her mouth hadn’t wanted to cooperate, and just saying the name had taken a lot of effort.

      “That’s me.”

      “No, not you.”

      He looked momentarily confused, before he understood. “Oh, I get it. The whole two-face thing?”

      She stared at him but didn’t answer.

      “I should get an Oscar, right?” he said. “At least an Emmy.”

      “Who the hell are you?” she asked.

      “Pete Ringo. The real Pete Ringo, this time. Nice to meet you.”

      “What’s so nice about it?”

      The driver snorted in the front seat. “Sounds like true love to me.”

      Pete ignored the driver and said to her, “Just so we’re on the same page: I didn’t put tape over your mouth as a courtesy. If that ends up being a mistake, I’ll put you in the trunk. Makes no difference to me.”

      “Go to hell,” Quinn said.

      “Hell is convincing the locals not to go into my apartment after those gunshots of yours. Took a lot of phone calls, and I don’t even want to think about the paperwork that’s waiting for me tomorrow. Luckily they buckled, or else we’d have had to add two of Houston’s finest to your list of crimes, Quinn.”

      She struggled up from the seat—it was plush and felt good, and she hated having to abandon its comfort—until she was in a sitting position. She looked down at the zip ties cinched tightly around her wrists and ankles. Her face still throbbed from being punched, and she resisted the urge to get a better look at her reflection in the closed window. Instead she focused on swimming through the vat of mud that weighed her down and made her mentally sluggish. Just processing the smallest thought took effort.

      “Just a little insurance,” Pete was saying. He was leaning casually over the front passenger seat.

      They were moving through a dark street in a part of town she didn’t recognize. It was very quiet outside, and they might have been the only car moving for blocks. How long had she been unconscious?

      She stopped worrying about the time and what was happening outside the car and refocused on the interior instead. The driver wasn’t anyone she recognized—dark hair, a square jaw—and he only glanced up at her in the rearview mirror once.

      She turned back to Pete. “I shot you.”

      He grinned. “Faster than a speeding bullet, and…I forgot the other parts.”

      “No one dodges a bullet from five feet.”

      “Maybe you’re not as good a shot as you thought.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He shrugged indifferently. “I don’t know what to tell you, Quinn. You missed.”

      Did I? she thought, even as memories of him falling backward and tipping over the armchair rushed back to her.

      She squinted at him. “Who are you really?”

      “You have this backwards, Quinn. We’re not here to answer your questions; it’s the other way around.”

      She ignored him and pressed on: “You’re working alone, aren’t you? The FBI has no idea I’m here or that I’m in custody. Where are you taking me?”

      Pete didn’t answer. Instead, he turned around in his seat.

      “Where are you taking me, Pete?” she asked again.

      He still didn’t answer.

      “Pete…” she started to say, when her vision blurred and the throbbing came back in a tidal wave of sensations.

      It was all she could do to lean back against the plush upholstery and close her eyes and attempt to push back the flood. Her concentration was slipping, the result of whatever they had given her no doubt, but it wasn’t completely beyond her reach. She could focus in small spurts if she tried hard enough, but it took a lot of effort.

      Too much effort, if the two of them were just going to ignore everything she said.

      “Look,” a voice said from somewhere on the other side of the planet. Pete. Or was it the other one? The driver? “She’s going back under.”

      “I told you one dose was enough,” someone else said. The driver? Or was that Pete?

      “You knew her?”

      “Since the academy. That’s what makes this tough.”

      “We gotta do what we gotta do.”

      “Gee thanks, Dr. Phil.” Then, after a deep regretful sigh, “Still, what a waste. What a waste…”
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      She opened her eyes to bright lights and gray concrete walls. Figures flitted across her peripheral vision, momentarily disrupting the sea of moving white color that had come to dominate her senses. The sound of a door opening brought out a sudden stab of fear and anxiety. Her mind demanded she take action, to make a stab at escape, but the rest of her refused to obey.

      Move, goddammit, move!

      Move!

      But she couldn’t. She wanted to—desperately—but she remained sitting even as a hand reached into the car and grabbed her and pulled her out. It was a strong grip, and rough, and she felt like a child being bossed around by an impatient parent. She was off balance and on the verge of falling and was preparing herself for it when a new, more reassuring hand grabbed her other arm to steady her.

      “Easy there,” a voice said.

      Pete.

      She was certain it was Pete this time, even if she couldn’t see his face or understand where he was talking to her from. It had to be nearby, and one of the hands holding her up probably belonged to him. Maybe.

      There were other people around her, but they were even more impossible to decipher against the lazy euphoria that had taken over her mind, turning her into something that she’d always hated—helpless.

      She remembered a voice from the past telling her to “Never be helpless. Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”

      The voice might have been her own, but she couldn’t remember. She only knew that hearing it again made her wince with embarrassment.

      Or she thought she winced, anyway. Her face, already bruised from Pete’s fist back at his apartment, was even more numb now, so she might not have even managed the physical reaction at all.

      What had they given her? And why had it worn off only to take effect again? Or maybe the answer was obvious, if not for her current state.

      They were leading her away from the car, through some kind of large open space (A warehouse? Some kind of lobby? Was she in an apartment building?) and might have been for the last few minutes. No, not really “leading,” since she couldn’t walk with her legs tied together at the ankles; they were carrying her between them like some kind of trophy.

      Wait, were her legs and wrists still bound? She couldn’t tell.

      “This will go a lot easier if you just answer everything they ask,” Pete was saying to her left. Or was he on her right? Despite her best efforts, it was difficult to know where everyone was.

      She wanted to answer him—maybe throw out a stinging quip or two—but her lips wouldn’t move to form words. Not that she had the presence of mind to come up with something clever anyway.

      “It’s going to hurt,” Pete continued. “There’s no way around it. We have to make absolutely sure you’ve told us everything. After what happened at the hospital, we can’t take any chances you might be holding something back. I’m sorry, Quinn.”

      Go to hell, Pete Ringo, she wanted to say, but when she forced her mouth to open, the only thing that came out was a quiet, pathetic wheeze.

      She didn’t know how long they had been walking, but she could just barely make out the sounds of doors opening and closing. Two doors? Three? At least two, but it could have been ten, for all the alertness she had at her disposal at the moment.

      “She’s tougher than she looks,” a new voice said. No, not new. The driver. He was on her left. Or was that right?

      “She’s full of surprises,” Pete said.

      “You sure you didn’t hit this back at the academy?”

      “Against the rules.”

      “That’s never stopped you before.”

      A chuckle…from Pete? Yes. It sounded like Pete.

      “She’s different,” Pete said. “I thought I’d wait until she got out. I knew Ben was planning on getting her assigned to our unit. So I had plenty of time to work my magic.”

      “Not anymore.”

      A sigh of regret. “Nope. Not anymore. Time always runs out when you least expect it.”

      Time? Speaking of time…

      Minutes went by. Or was that seconds?

      Focus!

      It didn’t matter how hard she tried; time continued to slip just beyond her grasp. Whenever she thought she was about to grab ahold of it, it would move another inch, then another, until she grew tired of trying.

      But she couldn’t stop, because to do so would mean giving up, and she wasn’t a quitter.

      “Never be helpless. Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”

      She didn’t have any choice as they carried her through—a hallway? Were they in some kind of corridor? And why were the lights so bright? She couldn’t even see what the walls looked like. They were a uniform gray color, and had been since they pulled her out of the car.

      How long ago was that? A few minutes? An hour? A day?

      “This is her?” a new voice asked.

      Not Pete. Not the driver, either. She was sure this was someone new this time.

      “Yes,” Pete said to her left.

      Her eyes were closed—because the effort necessary to pry them open was too much—as they lowered her sagging body into a waiting chair. It was hard and cold, but she welcomed the strong sensations because it meant she could feel something again.

      Which meant the drugs they had given her were starting to wear off.

      “Her bindings,” the new voice said.

      Bindings? Did she still have the zip ties around her wrists and ankles after all? Why couldn’t she feel them? She should have been able to feel them by now.

      Goddammit, the drugs weren’t leaving her system nearly fast enough…

      “Are you sure?” Pete was asking.

      “This works better if they’re not restrained,” the new voice said. “The mind tends to default into a state of self-preservation when it feels it’s in danger.”

      “If you say so.”

      “She looks pretty gone. How much did you give her?”

      “One full dose.”

      “One full dose?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “How is she even still awake?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      “I guess it doesn’t matter.” A sharp prick of pain along the side of her neck, there one heartbeat and gone the next.

      “What was that?” Pete asked.

      “A paralyzing agent. It’ll relax her body and allow her mind to open up for questioning. The mind needs serenity before it can sing.”

      A pair of hands cut away the binds around her wrists and legs, and as soon as her hands separated, her mind screamed, Now! Here’s your chance! Quickly, before they realize their mistake!

      But she was wrong—her captors hadn’t made any mistakes. Her mind was screaming but her body didn’t respond, just as it hadn’t when they carried her out of the sedan and through however many corridors and doors to get to this place.

      The pervading cold from the chair dominated her senses, but she found that the longer she sat the less she minded. At least she wasn’t being carried around like a piece of meat.

      “All this trouble from such a small package,” the new voice said. “Hard to believe.”

      “She’s a tough one,” Pete said.

      She was having an easier time recognizing his voice. Was that a sign that whatever Pete had given her at his apartment was wearing off? What about whatever the stranger had just jabbed into her system?

      “I would be careful with her, if I were you,” Pete was saying.

      “Noted,” the stranger said.

      “What about the other one? Did he tell you anything?”

      Other one? she thought. Was there someone else in the room with them?

      “He told me everything,” the stranger said.

      “About Porter?” Pete asked.

      “He doesn’t know where Porter is.”

      “I thought you said he told you everything?”

      “He can’t reveal something he doesn’t know, can he? Porter’s location is one of them. They haven’t seen each other since that night. He really was just a courier.”

      “Too bad. I was hoping he might know something useful. This whole thing with Porter is making people nervous. No one knows why he came back after five years.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find him,” the man said. “Though I have to admit, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the Old Men this nervous.”

      Old Men?

      “You talked to them?” Pete asked.

      “No, but that’s the feeling through the grapevine,” the stranger said.

      Something sweaty and cold touched her cheeks and straightened her head (had it always been lolled to one side?), and sticky fingers pried at her eyelids. She didn’t fight it—she didn’t know if she could even if she wanted to—and allowed her eyes to be opened so that she could, finally, see where they had brought her.

      It was a room, except it was too brightly lit (or was it?) and that played with her ability to tell how big or small the place was. She could just barely make out the concrete blocks in the far wall, and there was a strong smell in the air that tickled at her nostrils. It was a strange scent, both familiar and yet alien.

      Focusing on any one thing around her was too foreign a concept, and she decided to withdraw inward instead, searching for something to hold onto in her mind’s eye.

      Her childhood? No, she didn’t have one.

      So what, then?

      Ben. Of course, Ben.

      Beaming as he handed over her official FBI badge and ID wallet for the first time.

      Ben.

      Ben…

      The fog began to lift inch by inch, and she was able to concentrate on a new face perched in front of her—and had been for some time now, but she’d failed to notice. How, she couldn’t imagine, because the man’s features were startling: Dark black eyes, a sharp nose, and even sharper chin. He looked almost insect-like, and seeing his face made his touch even colder. She willed herself to concentrate, to look back at the face peering at her until the wall behind him seemed a million miles away.

      “You’re right,” the man was saying. “She’s adapting surprisingly fast, even to the paralyzing agent I just introduced into her bloodstream.”

      “You want me to tie her back up?” Pete asked.

      She couldn’t see Pete—couldn’t turn her head in search—but his voice came through loud and clear from somewhere to her left. She listened for but didn’t hear what had become of the driver.

      “No, no,” the man in front of her said. “She’s fighting it, but she’ll lose. Everyone loses.”

      “She’s not everyone.”

      “Is that your feelings for her talking?”

      “I don’t have feelings for her.”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      The man straightened up until his belt was at her eye level because she couldn’t lift her head to follow his movements. Whatever he had given her kept her sitting on the chair like a marionette without strings.

      “Never be helpless,” the voice said, speaking to her again from the past. “Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”

      I don’t have a choice right now.

      She waited for her chance to fight back, but in order to do that, she had to be able to move first. And she couldn’t at the moment. She could blink, but that was about it. Whatever had been in that second injection—the one that had accompanied the pricking pain in her neck—it was keeping her from moving completely.

      But maybe it was just a matter of time. She had managed to overcome the drugs they had given her at the hospital, then an even stronger dose at Pete’s apartment. What were the chances she could overcome this, too? The man who had given it to her seemed certain she wouldn’t be able to, but Quinn had spent most of her life proving people wrong, including herself.

      The man wore all white, including some kind of lab coat. Was he a scientist? A doctor? Which one made her feel better about what was about to happen?

      She knew the answer to that without having to think about it: Neither.

      “If you’re sure you can control her,” Pete was saying, though there was uncertainty in his voice.

      “Have you ever known me not to be sure about these things?” the man asked. There was a slight annoyance in his voice that he couldn’t—or maybe didn’t want to—hide.

      “Hey, it’s your world; I’m just the delivery man,” Pete said. “You need me for anything, or can I leave?”

      “You don’t want to stay and watch?”

      “Not my scene. I don’t need to see it.”

      “When did you get so queasy?”

      “You call it queasy, I call it civilized.”

      The man in the lab coat chortled. “How long have you been doing this? You should be used to what we do by now.”

      “Has nothing to do with it. I do what I do, you do what you do. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “Leave, then. I’ll let you know when I’m done. You can come back and collect both of them at the same time.”

      “How long?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      “They’re going to want to know soon. Porter’s priority A, B, and C right now.”

      “When it’s done, I’ll give you a call,” the man said. Again, that lack of attempt to hide his impatience. “This isn’t something you can rush.”

      “All right; call me when you’re done.”

      “What’s the hurry, anyway?”

      “She fired two rounds in my apartment. I have to go back and make sure nothing comes out of the police visit.”

      “She tried to kill you?”

      “I told you, she’s not like the others. You need to be extra careful around her. In fact, you should bring someone in here just in case.”

      “That’s not necessary. They’ll just get in the way.”

      “She’s dangerous…”

      “So am I.”

      “Don’t underestimate her.”

      “Maybe you’re overestimating her.”

      “Let me bring someone in here before you get started…”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      A sigh of frustration. “Leave, if you’re going to leave. You’re getting on my nerves, Pete.”

      “All right, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Pete said.

      Footsteps fading, then a door opening and closing.

      She wanted to turn her head to look after Pete, but couldn’t. Her head was stuck facing forward. Which was odd, because there was nothing holding it in place. Or was there?

      The man with the sharp face disappeared out of her peripheral vision, just before she made out the clinking of metal against metal.

      Tools? What kind of tools? And for what purpose?

      She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know the answer to that last question.

      “He thinks I enjoy this,” the man was saying from somewhere behind her. Beside her? “The truth is, I don’t. But it’s what I’m good at. I learned long ago that you have to embrace your innate talents, even if it’s not something others view so favorably.”

      Footsteps again, until the man’s all-white clothing reappeared in front of her.

      “I won’t lie to you, Quinn; this is going to hurt at first,” the man said. “But eventually the pain will dull. It won’t fade, not completely, but there will be numbness to spare you the rest of it. It’s the best I can do. I can paralyze your body, but the mind has to remain receptive for this to work. If you really think about it, this is a lot more civilized than waterboarding or whatever they’re calling those enhanced interrogation techniques these days.”

      The room’s light glinted off a thin metallic instrument in the man’s right hand. He gripped it with long, almost fragile fingers, keeping away from the sharp point. Some kind of scalpel, but longer and thinner and somehow more…elegant?

      “Let’s start,” the man said, as the cold hand returned to touch then grip the skin around her forehead. “Don’t worry, I’ve done this before. Many times before, actually. I’m obligated to tell you not to fight it and things will be easier, but I know you won’t be able to resist the temptation. It’s only human nature, after all.”

      Then she felt pain.

      Excruciating pain, cutting through skin.

      Her skin.
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      He’s going to kill me. He’s going to slice me open, and he’s going to kill me.

      God, I don’t want to die.

      She closed her eyes. Or thought she did. The truth was she couldn’t be entirely certain because her world had gotten dark. She didn’t know if that was because of the fear of what was coming overwhelming all of her senses to the point where she couldn’t see anymore. Or maybe she really had just closed her eyes since that was the only real control she had left over her body at the moment.

      I don’t want to die.

      Whatever the reason, the results were the same: there was only darkness and the foul caresses of the man’s breath against her face as he leaned in closer. The hand that had gripped her head remained, turning her slightly to one side just as she began to feel the cold steel cutting—

      I don’t want to DIE!

      “What?” the man said. “What are you doing?”

      At first she thought he was talking to someone else who had come into the room, or maybe had always been there but she’d never noticed. But his breath was hitting her directly in the face, so he was still talking to her.

      “How are you doing this?” he said, and she could almost believe that he sounded...afraid? Was that it? What he afraid? If so, of what?

      Because it couldn’t have been her. She was sitting in a chair that held her in place even though there was nothing to strap her in, nothing to keep her from bolting up and fighting back, because she had to fight back—

      The man’s hand. It was hovering in front of her, seemingly frozen in the air.

      No, not frozen. Something was holding it in place. Something…

      Her. It was her hand.

      How?

      She was holding onto the man’s wrist in a viselike grip. How long had she been doing that? How long since she had managed to move her arms at all? She had no comprehension of time or reality, and things were happening that she couldn’t explain.

      How am I doing this?

      The man (Doctor? Scientist? Butcher? Did it even matter?) was standing in front of her, slightly bent over as she held his right hand in place with her left. There was something that resembled fear in his eyes, but it was overridden by something else, something that looked almost like…excitement?

      His eyes shifted from the scalpel to her face and back again. She glimpsed blood on the edge of the instrument. Not a lot, but enough, and she didn’t have to think very hard about where it had come from.

      “How are you doing this?” the man asked again.

      She wanted to answer him but she didn’t, because the truth was she didn’t know the answer either. How was she doing this? How was she doing any of this?

      I don’t know!

      She lifted her right hand with some effort (“Never be helpless. Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”) and struck him in the side of the neck with a balled fist. It was a nice, solid rabbit punch and the man backpedaled, looking more stunned than hurt, and the knife dropped from his hand and clattered to the floor as he did so. He didn’t get very far, and tripped over his own legs and fell onto his ass.

      Move, her mind screamed. Move now! Move now, or you’ll never get out of this place!

      But she didn’t know if she could. Moving her hands was one thing, but she couldn’t feel anything below her waist—

      Oh, she thought as she stumbled out of the chair like a clumsy oaf who had just learned to walk seconds ago. Or it might have been the most elegant chair dismount of all time, because she was only focused on one thing—the odd-looking man on the floor staring up at her.

      She took a faltering step forward and willed her knees to bend as she reached down for the scalpel. It was cold to the touch and clammy like the man’s skin had been, but finally having a weapon in her hands sent a shockwave of confidence through her.

      “Never be helpless. Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”

      Never again, she thought as she straightened up.

      “This is impossible,” the man said. He sat on the floor as if he were rooted to it. She had hit him hard—hell, as hard as she could—but if he was in pain, he didn’t show it. Instead the only thing visible on his face was that out-of-place mixture of confusion and excitement she had seen earlier.

      What the hell’s wrong with you? she wanted to ask him, but then thought, What the hell is wrong with me?

      Sensation had continued to return to her legs, enough that when she straightened back up, she could feel the joints of her knees popping and her calves stretching. She tightened her grip on the scalpel and glanced around her, really taking the place in for the first time with unclouded eyes.

      The room was all wrong. Or at least it looked vastly different than when she had first glimpsed it earlier. There was nothing ethereal about it, and it was much smaller—maybe twenty-by-twenty feet—than her eyes had perceived moments ago. (Minutes? Hours? Days? No, it had to have just been mere minutes since Pete brought her in here.) Two long and slightly curved light bars were attached to the east and west walls and the floor was made of heavily scarred concrete, as were the walls and ceiling above her. The air was thick with a smell that was hard to place.

      It looked like some sort of back room torture chamber.

      Or a dungeon.

      A flicker of movement as the man with the insect-like face attempted to rise from the floor. She lunged at him before he could fully straighten up and grabbed him by the throat and pushed him back, back until he slammed into the far wall.

      He let out a grunt but stood very still as she pressed the sharp point of the knife against his left cheek. The blade, still partially smeared with blood (Mine. That’s my blood.), scraped his flesh, but if that frightened the man, he hid it well. Instead he focused on her face, and they were close enough now—inches apart, really—that she could look into his eyes and see the darkness on the other side gaping back at her.

      “Amazing,” the man said.

      “What?” she said.

      “No one’s done that before.”

      “Done what?”

      “What you just did. The paralyzing agent should have kept you in that chair for hours. How? How is any of this possible?”

      Quinn wanted to laugh. He was asking her?

      She looked behind her at the chair they had put her in. It was gray and grimy, with peeling upholstery where there was still fabric at all, and it stuck out from the floor like a cancerous appendage. It sat on a plastic tarp and was surrounded by buckets of various sizes.

      Jesus. This really is a torture room.

      A metal tray sat on a cart nearby with instruments laid out in a clearly organized pattern within it—a couple of longer versions of the scalpel she was clutching in her hand and a line of smooth metallic tools that she’d never seen before. Some had various angled teeth while others looked arbitrarily shaped.

      There was a second cart, this one with a thin all-in-one computer. The screen was dark, which meant he hadn’t turned it on yet. Two smooth metal objects the size of pens lay exposed inside a black matted case next to the PC, the bright ceiling LED lights gleaming off their shiny construction. A bundled coil of razor-thin metal wires sat unused nearby.

      “You don’t know, do you?” the man was saying.

      Quinn turned around and saw that his eyes were glued to her, completely ignoring the knife she had pressed against his skin. “What did you say?”

      “What’s happening,” he said. “You don’t know.”

      “I… What’s happening?”

      “You shouldn’t be able to do this. You shouldn’t even be able to stand up right now. Do you know how many times I’ve administered that drug? That exact same dosage? You shouldn’t even be able to lift that scalpel, much less do any of this.”

      There was that familiar look again flashing across his eyes—the excitement she had seen earlier in place of the fear that was supposed to be there.

      Or maybe she was reading him wrong. Maybe her mind was still moving at half its normal speed and she was having difficulty processing his facial cues? It was possible. Just about anything was possible right now, including all of this being a figment of her imagination, a last-ditch effort to escape from the reality of what was happening to her.

      No. This is real. All of this is real.

      Isn’t it?

      She shook the doubts away and forced some confidence into her voice when she asked, “Who are you? Where am I?”

      “Hofheinz.”

      “Hofheinz?”

      “My name.” Then, tilting his head slightly, “What’s the matter?”

      “What?”

      “Is it a headache?”

      “No…”

      She clenched her teeth and pushed through the pain. The thrumming inside her skull had been building up ever since she left the chair, but it had increased in intensity in the last few seconds.

      “It looks like a headache,” Hofheinz said.

      “It’s not a goddamn headache,” she said.

      “That’s another first. A side effect. There shouldn’t be any side effects at all. The drugs are designed to be painless.”

      “Shut up.”

      She refocused on Hofheinz’s face, on that beady nose of his, to help ignore the throbbing.

      He looked to be in his late forties, and though she hadn’t realized it before, she had inadvertently cut his cheek with the knife…when? It didn’t matter. There was a small gash where blood dripped down, not that he seemed to even notice.

      The dark red reminded her of whose blood was mostly on the scalpel she was holding right now. Quinn pulled away from him and took one, then a second step back before reaching up with her free left hand and wiped at her forehead. She glanced down at the blood on her fingers. Not a lot, but enough to leave behind a scar.

      “Aren’t you curious?” Hofheinz was saying. He hadn’t moved from the wall or tried to flee. He didn’t even look as if he had any interest in escaping.

      She glared back at him. “Curious of what?”

      “What’s happening to you.”

      “Nothing’s happening to me,” she said, but thought, Except my head feels like it’s about to explode. Jesus, what’s that pounding?

      “I think we both know that’s not true,” Hofheinz said. “I think a lot of things are happening to you right now. Amazing things.”

      He finally pried himself from the wall and took a tentative step in her direction. She lifted the knife and pointed it at him. He stopped halfway to her and once again looked past the bloodied blade to scrutinize her face.

      “You can’t leave anyway,” he said. “There are guards outside. You’d never make it out to the streets.”

      The overwhelming pain in her skull had begun to lessen slightly, but that was like saying the ocean had ebbed. Even now she could feel it gathering itself, preparing to smash back against the shores of her brain.

      “You’ll never make it outside,” Hofheinz said.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Stay here. We’ll discover what’s happening to you together.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. Had she heard him correctly? Did the man actually propose that she stay in his torture dungeon?

      Quinn didn’t know whether to laugh or jam the scalpel into his neck for being so audacious.

      “And be your lab experiment?” she said. “No thanks.”

      “Don’t you want to know?”

      Yes, she thought, but said, “Not if it means staying here with you.”

      “Wait,” Hofheinz said even before Quinn knew what she was doing.

      One moment she was standing two feet from him and the next she had grabbed him by the forehead the way he had done to her earlier and shoved him back into the wall for the second time. The shock on Hofheinz’s face was very real as she flicked the point of the scalpel, still slick with his and her blood (but mostly hers) against one of his eyeballs. For the first time, fear crossed Hofheinz’s face, and Quinn would be lying if she didn’t admit it made her slightly giddy to see.

      “Now,” she said, pushing her palm so hard against his forehead that it ground the back of his head against the concrete slab, “you’re going to show me how to get out of this place, and if anyone gets in our way, I’m going to slice you open from ear to ear. Is that understood?”

      He would have nodded if he could or wasn’t too afraid the blade might pierce his eyeball. Instead, Hofheinz blinked his unthreatened eye and stuttered out, “Yes.”

      She smiled, feeling in control for the first time in a very long time. “Now that we understand each other, let’s proceed.”

      Quinn took the scalpel away and took a step back. Hofheinz’s gaze never left her even as the rest of him remained pinned against the wall. She thought his legs might have shook slightly even though he was trying to hide it.

      “Well?” she said. “You coming or not?”

      He pulled himself from the wall, then walked cautiously (maybe too cautiously) past her and toward the door.

      She walked after him. “If you run, I’ll catch you.”

      “I’m not going to run,” he said. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Am I supposed to believe that?”

      “You should, because it’s true. You’re fascinating, Quinn. I’d like us to spend more time together.”

      “And play with all your nice, shiny toys?”

      “They’re crude, I know, but that was before I understood you were different. Very different. If you stay, we can find out just how different. Don’t you want that?”

      “No,” she said.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t care what you believe.”

      They had passed the chair and reached the door behind it, and Hofheinz grabbed the lever and twisted it open slowly. Quinn positioned herself behind him, close enough that she could reach out and grab a fistful of his short black hair if he tried anything. She waited for the inevitable, for either a trick from Hofheinz or an appearance by the guards he had mentioned earlier, but instead there was just a lit hallway outside.

      Gray and scarred concrete on the floor, walls, and ceiling, like the room she was standing inside. Light bars led the way to a turn at the far end. Quinn listened for noises other than her own slightly labored breathing, but there were no footsteps, shouting, or orders being given.

      She reached over and grabbed the back of Hofheinz’s coat collar to stop him from going through the door. His body tensed, but he didn’t make any attempts to flee.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      “You’re still in the city,” Hofheinz said.

      “Where, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. I have a driver, just like you did. Someone brought me here. It never occurred to me to memorize the address or pay attention to the exterior of the place.”

      “Are you lying to me?”

      “Why would I?”

      The way he had said it (“Why would I?”) was almost comical, like he was insulted by her insinuation that he would lie.

      She peered past him and at the hallway beyond. “You said there were men outside. I don’t see anyone.”

      “They’re around. But they know to keep their distance when I’m working. Distraction is the enemy of progress.”

      Asshole is full of mottos, she thought, before saying, “Okay, let’s go,” and pushed him through the door.

      She might have put more force into the shove than necessary—or maybe she had done it on purpose. Either way, he stumbled into the corridor before righting himself.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      “I’m going to use you as a shield. If anything happens, this scalpel is going into the back of your neck.”

      “That’s…a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      “Compared to what you were about to do to me?” she asked, and reached up to wipe away another bead of blood from her forehead.

      “That was before I knew about your potential. Things are different now. There won’t be any sharp tools involved anymore.”

      “As tempting as that sounds, no thanks.”

      “Don’t be rash.”

      “Shut up and keep moving.”

      She kept her left hand on him, fingers clenched around his coat’s collar to keep him within arm’s reach. Her right continued to clutch the knife, her only weapon at the moment. She had thought about grabbing another knife from the tray inside the room, but one was as good as another and she only had one free hand anyway.

      There was a different quality to the air in the hallway, even if she couldn’t quite explain it. Maybe she was just so glad to be out of Hofheinz’s “lab” that any other place was a welcome relief. She thought she could hear a slight hum in the background. Some kind of generator. Or it could have just been the lights.

      They had gone halfway down the hallway when she asked, “How much farther?”

      “Around the corner,” Hofheinz said.

      It’s a trick. His “guards” will be waiting around the corner.

      Get ready. Get ready…

      But there was nothing waiting when they made the turn except for another door five feet ahead of them. It was just as plain and dirty, and likely as bacteria-laden as the one they had just stepped through.

      “Through there?” she asked.

      “And another door after that,” Hofheinz said.

      “How many guards do you have?”

      “Two that I know of. Maybe more coming and going without me knowing. It never occurred to me to keep a proper count.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.” He let out what sounded like an almost exasperated sigh. “You don’t seem to understand my role here, Quinn. I’m a scientist. Things like where this place is located, how many men are watching it—they don’t interest me in the slightest. Only my work does. And you’re part of that now. I didn’t know how much until now.”

      The word work made her reach up involuntarily and touched the bloody gash on her forehead for the third time. She glanced down at the blood on her palm—not nearly as much as the first or second time, but still noticeable. At least there wasn’t any pain, and the constant sledgehammering against her brain had dissipated enough that she could think straight without having to fight for every minor thought.

      “Okay,” Quinn said, changing her grip on the back of his collar, “let’s go.”

      As they walked the short distance to the door, he said, “Rethink this, Quinn. You don’t realize how different you are. The things we could learn together…”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Keep moving.”

      “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Open the door.”

      He did, and she peeked past him and into a familiar looking room.

      The walls were gray and black concrete, and even from the open doorway she could see rough divots along the floor. Two light bars lit the twenty-by-twenty space. It wasn’t just similar to the room she had just escaped from, but identical.

      “Quinn,” Hofheinz said.

      “Shut up,” she said, and pushed him through the open door and followed him inside.

      Like the other room, this one also had an old raggedy chair in the middle that didn’t look like it was in good enough shape to withstand the weight of an adult human being—except there was already someone sitting on it. The chair was turned away from her so she could only see the outline of the hands and legs of its current occupant.

      “Who is that?” she asked.

      “My previous patient,” Hofheinz said. “He got here before you did. Would you like to say hi?”
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      “What about the other one?” Pete had asked. “Did he tell you anything?”

      “He can’t reveal something he doesn’t know, can he?” Hofheinz had said.

      They had been talking about someone else, someone who had been brought to Hofheinz before her. It made sense the other person would have been kept in similar circumstances. Except whoever he had been, he hadn’t managed to stop what was being done to him the way she had.

      The gash on her forehead tingled even more noticeably as she stepped inside the room.

      The man—and she was sure it was a man—was seated on the lone furniture, next to a cart holding a tray with tools—long and sleek, their purposes unknown. There was a second cart with an all-in-one computer and metal wires that snaked down to the floor, along with an identical black matted box, except instead of two pen-shaped metal rods, there were empty placeholders.

      She kept behind Hofheinz and pushed him forward while keeping a firm grip on the back of his lab coat. “How long has he been here?”

      “They brought him in yesterday,” Hofheinz said. “They might have had him before, but I only saw him for the first time yesterday.”

      “What did they want with him?”

      “The same thing they wanted with you. Information on Porter.”

      “Stop,” she said when they neared the chair.

      She tugged at Hofheinz’s collar and moved him in a semicircle around the seated man. Slowly his face came into view—first his side profile, then the front.

      “Jesus Christ,” Quinn said, the words coming out almost as a breathless whisper. She knew who it was before she saw the man’s face, but the sight of him still caught her by surprise. “What did you do to him?”

      “My job,” Hofheinz said.

      “Is this what you were going to do to me?”

      “At first, yes. But not anymore. Things have changed.”

      She unwittingly (or at least that’s what she told herself) tightened her grip around his collar so much that he actually grunted with discomfort. Quinn didn’t care and stared at the man sitting silently in the chair. She wouldn’t have recognized him so easily if she hadn’t already committed his face to memory as they prepared background on the operation—all that work for just one night, and she had managed to screw even that up.

      He wasn’t strapped into the chair or bound in any way, and his posture indicated he hadn’t been in any discomfort despite the presence of blood trickling from his forehead and down the length of his neck. There was surprisingly very little blood—or at least not the kind of mess that would have warranted a tarp being placed around the area. It was very clean and efficient, the handiwork of someone who had been doing this for a while. Or, as Hofheinz had put it, had a “talent” for the grisly work.

      She could still smell the blood lingering in the air, invading her nostrils and pushing at the back of her throat. She felt like gagging but fought through it. Not here, not in front of Hofheinz. She’d be damned if she gave the man the satisfaction.

      The dead man’s eyes were wide open, but he didn’t look to be in pain. If anything, there was something that almost looked like…joy (?) on his face, which didn’t make any sense.

      “Gary Ross,” Quinn said quietly.

      “Is that his name?” Hofheinz said. “Sounds familiar.”

      There were two very thin cuts along Gary’s forehead, one of them at precisely the same spot that Hofheinz had begun on her. But where he hadn’t been able to finish the job on her, Gary hadn’t been so lucky. The incisions were at least two inches long, and each one had become housing for the pen-shaped metal objects that were missing from their box. It looked as if a good half-inch of the rods had been inserted into Gary’s forehead, with thin metal wires dangling from the other end and connected to the computer behind her.

      She spun on Hofheinz. “What the hell did you do to him? What are those things sticking out of his forehead?”

      “They wanted answers,” Hofheinz said. “This was the only way to get them.”

      “By shoving metal rods into his forehead?”

      “It looks harsh, I know, but it’s the only way to be absolutely sure. What they did to you at the hospital, with the drugs, was the soft approach; this...is the opposite.”

      “You were going to do that to me…”

      “Yes, but like I’ve been trying to tell you, not anymore. I’ve realized now that you’re too valuable to be damaged in this way.” He smiled at her. Or tried to. It came out cringe-inducing. “The things we could learn, Quinn. Don’t you want to know?”

      Quinn took a step back and punched him in the stomach. Hofheinz grunted and tried to double over, but she grabbed him by the collar and dragged him back up to his feet, then turned him around and kicked him in the back of one knee, then the other, until he was kneeling between her and Gary.

      “You were going to do this to me,” she said through clenched teeth. “Lobotomize me like you did Gary.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. It might not look like it, but this approach is a lot more humane than the alternative.”

      “Bullshit. Look at him. There’s nothing humane about that. You did this to him, and you were going to do the same to me…”

      He looked up and twisted his head to glance back at her, his face scrunched up in pain. If he expected sympathy, he would be disappointed. The anger boiled up from the pit of her stomach and wouldn’t be quenched, and she didn’t care to try.

      “Not anymore, Quinn,” he said. “Not anymore. Why can’t you understand that?”

      She looked at Gary, then at Hofheinz, then back at Gary. Anger, fear, and a dozen other emotions roiled inside her, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to contain them or let them loose on this man—this monster—kneeling in front of her.

      “There is nothing left for you, Quinn,” Hofheinz said. He made a half-hearted attempt to get up—maybe just to see if she would let him—but she pushed him back down. “Your life as you know it is over. But you can have a new one. A better one. All you have to do is stay with me. Not here, but at my real lab.”

      She refocused on his face, peering up at her, a salesman trying his damnedest to make his pitch. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to stab him or punch him in his eager face. Maybe she could do both. Maybe she should do both.

      “Forget about him,” Hofheinz said. “He’s nothing. Irrelevant. You, on the other hand—the things we could learn together. Don’t you want to know?”

      “We,” he had said. Over and over again. “We.”

      She wanted to throw up at the idea of being a we with this man.

      “I know you do,” Hofheinz was saying. “I can see it on your face. You want to know what makes you so different just as much as I do.”

      Different? There was nothing different about her. Nothing extraordinary that made her stand out. Maybe she was a little faster and stronger than the other girls and maybe she could have given some of the boys a run for their money, but that was more a product of growing up on the streets than anything else. If it weren’t for Ben Foster, who saw some potential in her, she would be on a very different path right now.

      “You’re different,” Hofheinz said, and he tried to get up again.

      And like last time, she pushed him back down and clenched her fingers around the scalpel. What was stopping her from cutting this man? From gutting him like a fish? Nothing. There was nothing. She wanted to do it, not just for what he had done to Gary Ross but for what he had intended to do to her before changing his mind.

      “We can find out the answers together,” Hofheinz was saying. The man never seemed to run out of things to say. “All you have to do is make the choice to stay. Give me that scalpel and stay.”

      “No,” she said.

      “You want to stay. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “No…”

      “You want to know,” Hofheinz said. He cocked his head slightly, like a predator looking for her weakness. “I know you do. You want to know, but you’re scared. That’s okay. We’ll do this together, far from here.”

      “Shut up,” Quinn said, and looked back at Gary, at the stupid grin on his face. “Is he dead? Did you kill him?”

      “No,” Hofheinz said. “But…”

      “But what?”

      “The process can be jarring. And the human mind can be a fragile thing.”

      Hofheinz made another tentative attempt to stand, but she could tell he was waiting for her to push him back down. When she didn’t, he stood up and brushed at his pants legs and coat.

      She gripped the scalpel, wondering what was keeping her from slicing his face open.

      Answers. He has answers, that’s why.

      And I need answers right now.

      “He’s not dead,” she said.

      “He may or may not live past the day,” Hofheinz said. He had said it so casually that it irritated her. “But even if he were to survive, he wouldn’t be the same man you knew. If you’re thinking about trying to save him, I wouldn’t bother.”

      She couldn’t take her eyes off Gary, off the thin metal wires dangling from his forehead. Quinn didn’t really know the man, and her only real-life exposure to him was that very long ten or so minutes in his nightclub when Porter took her hostage. She had read plenty of background research on him, though. Forty-two, single, never married. He had two children in a different state that he never saw, though for a criminal he took care of them better than most non-criminals, so at least he wasn’t completely a deadbeat asshole.

      All of that had been reduced to…this.

      She could almost believe he was in a state of pure bliss, but of course she knew better. Gary would never be the same, even if he lived through the day. How close was she to meeting the same fate?

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?” Hofheinz was asking.

      She didn’t know how long she stood there looking at what remained of Gary, but it seemed much longer than a few minutes—

      Wait, what? What did he say?

      She faced Hofheinz. “What did you say?”

      “Your parents,” Hofheinz said. He was still watching her closely, scrutinizing every reaction and every twitch that she made. “What do you know about them?”

      “I know enough.”

      “Are you sure?”

      What the hell does that mean?

      “Don’t talk about my parents,” she said instead.

      “It’s a simple question.”

      Not for me, she thought, but said, “Don’t bring them up again.”

      “When was the last time you saw them? Are they still alive?”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “Shove your curiosity.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Every day, she thought, but said, “No.”

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “Do I look like I care what you think?”

      “I would be, in your shoes.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “When you were growing up, didn’t you always feel out of place? Like you didn’t belong?”

      “Which part of shut up are you having a hard time grasping?”

      “Maybe there’s a reason for that,” he continued as if she hadn’t said anything. “Maybe your parents knew but never told you.”

      “They told me enough.”

      “Are you sure? Did you ask the right questions? Were you even old enough to ask any questions at all?”

      She tightened her grip on the scalpel for what seemed like the fiftieth time in as many seconds. “I said, don’t bring them up again.”

      “You should think about it,” he said, either because he couldn’t detect the warning in her voice or he just didn’t care. She was leaning toward the latter.

      “You have a death wish, don’t you?” she asked.

      “I’m a scientist. I search for the truth.”

      “You’re going to be a scientist with a scalpel in your throat in the next few seconds.”

      “I don’t think you’d harm me.”

      She almost smiled. “No?”

      “That would be cold-blooded murder.” He paused for a moment before narrowing his eyes at her. “Or would you?”

      “You wanna find out? Keep talking about my parents.”

      “Are they still around?”

      “You sonofabitch,” she said and moved toward him, raising the knife at the same time.

      Maybe it was the speed with which she had moved or the intensity in her eyes, but suddenly the fear was back on his face as he took a quick but clumsy step backward. “No, Quinn, wait—”

      She was reaching for him when there was a click from behind her, and Quinn stopped and looked over her shoulder.

      The driver, the one who had brought her here with Pete Ringo, was stepping through the door. “Doctor, where’s the woman—”

      He saw her two seconds too late, because by then Quinn had already jammed the scalpel into the side of Hofheinz’s neck. The man’s eyes seemed to explode and she expected him to scream, but the only thing that came out of his comically O-shaped mouth was a shocked gasp. Apparently he hadn’t lied when he said he didn’t think she had it in her.

      You were wrong! she thought as she maneuvered behind Hofheinz even as the driver brushed back his blazer and drew his sidearm and took aim at her from across the room.

      The driver’s eyes shifted between her hiding behind Hofheinz and to the shiny steel of the scalpel jutting out of the side of Hofheinz’s neck with her right hand gripping tightly onto the handle. She couldn’t see Hofheinz’s face at the moment, but by his hesitant movements and suddenly ragged breathing, she guessed that she had his full attention.

      “Let him go!” the driver shouted.

      Quinn almost laughed. Wasn’t that what Pete Ringo had said to Porter when he took her hostage back at Gary’s nightclub?

      But like Porter had done that night, she didn’t let Hofheinz go. She spent the next few seconds watching the driver trying to outflank her, the two of them using Gary’s seated body as a point of center. When the gunman realized that she wouldn’t let him get a better position, he stopped at a spot where there was only open space between them, giving him a clear shot. Mostly, anyway.

      “You know what’s happening here?” Quinn asked.

      She was surprised at how steady her voice came out, how calm she was from head to toe. Even the lingering effects of the drugs were starting to dissipate enough that she didn’t have any trouble thinking. She hadn’t even thought about punching the knife through Hofheinz’s neck until it had happened.

      “No,” the driver said as his eyes snapped from her face to Hofheinz and back again. She saw the way he stood, the way his gun never wavered, and knew she was dealing with a professional. She should have been discouraged because of that, but she wasn’t. If anything she was reassured, because a professional would have priorities and she had a feeling she wasn’t it.

      “As far as I can tell, I’m pretty close to his carotid artery,” Quinn said. “When I pull this knife out, he’s going to bleed to death. Fast. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah,” the driver said.

      “So it’s your choice. Me or him. Which one is more important to you? I have a feeling it’s not me.”

      God, I hope it’s not me.

      Please, please don’t be me.

      She looked for hints in the driver’s face that all of this wasn’t going to work, but all she saw were brown eyes that darted back between her and Hofheinz. She could almost picture the gears in his head crunching the odds. Quinn wished she could see the doctor’s expression, but she had to be satisfied with how absolutely still he was while standing in front of her, as if afraid one tiny movement would end his life once and for all.

      He was probably not wrong.

      “I guess we’re going to find out how important the good doctor is to you,” Quinn said, and began walking Hofheinz backward toward the door on the other side of the room.

      Gary faded into the background until she only had eyes for the driver. He stared back at her while moving in short clips to follow, but didn’t make any overt moves to attack.

      So far, so good.

      When she finally reached the door, Quinn held her breath and cocked her head slightly to listen for sounds of people on the other side, but she couldn’t hear anything except the quiet hum of the lights and what sounded like a generator in the background.

      She refocused on the driver. “Me or him. Make your choice. You ready?”

      The driver’s eyes told her he wasn’t.

      She smiled. “Remember, he’s going to bleed like a stuck pig when I pull out this scalpel. You can’t catch me and save him at the same time. Oh, you can try, I suppose, but I think we both know it’s not going to happen.”

      The driver seemed to flinch, as did Hofheinz in front of her.

      Quinn tightened her grip on the piece of sharp metal embedded in Hofheinz’s neck. “Three, two, one!”

      The word one hadn’t completely left her lips when she jerked the scalpel out of Hofheinz’s neck—heard him gasp with alarm—and pushed him forward and away from her with as much force as she could muster. She was turning when a long spray of crimson red splashed the wall next to her and she thought, I guess I got it in the right spot after all!

      Hofheinz was falling behind her, but she had forgotten all about him and spun and grabbed the lever and lunged out through the open door in the next heartbeat.

      She almost lost her balance, but managed to regain it as she raced through the hallway. Thick blocks of concrete flashed to both sides of her, and the lights seemed much brighter out here for some reason.

      She shot a quick look back, saw the driver rushing forward, gun in hand, but instead of moving to the door that was closing in on both of them, he instead went for the falling doctor.

      Good choice!

      She turned and, knife in hand, ran as fast as she could down the corridor.

      There was nothing about this one that distinguished it from the last. The entire place gave her an overwhelming sense of déjà vu, like she was running around in circles with absolutely no idea of where she was going.

      The corner came up quicker than she had anticipated and she attacked it at a full run, grabbing at the edge to slingshot around it.

      Another door at the end, and she hurried toward it.

      Faster, faster, faster!
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* * *

      Hours? Has it been hours?

      The question raced through her mind as she slid to a stop, and unforgiving rays of sunlight turned her vision into a wall of white.

      Jesus. How long have I been in there?

      Because it was broad daylight when she emerged out of the door and grabbed at the closest object to steady herself, even as a new wave of pain swept through her. She pulled her hand away from a dusty tarp, her palm covered in grease and dirt even as she tried to blink her way through the sudden blindness.

      She was in some kind of warehouse, surrounded by bulky machinery covered underneath thick plastic. The place was cavernous, but except for her own gasping breath there were no other voices or faces peering at her, or a Pete Ringo running to intercept her.

      Where the hell am I?

      Old chemical spills on the floor stung her eyes and assaulted her nostrils. There wasn’t another living human being around, which was all that mattered at the moment.

      “You’ll never get past the guards,” Hofheinz had said. “There’s too many of them.”

      She didn’t know why she was so surprised the man had lied. There had been a guard, but no guards.

      Lying sack of shit, she thought even as she tried to calm her breathing.

      Slowing down her heartbeat as much as possible, Quinn turned around, the bloody scalpel at the ready next to her. She waited for the driver to run out of the same door she had just come through, gun in one hand, and was ready to cleave him from head to toe when he did.

      Except the door remained closed and the lever unmoving.

      Quinn stumbled backward—one step, two, a half dozen—before spinning around and racing up the aisle toward the front of the building.

      The only sounds continued to come from her, including the thunderous bang-bang-bang of her shoes against the oil-slicked concrete floor. She risked glances over her shoulder and back down the aisle every three steps she took, still waiting for the driver to come bursting out after her while covered in Hofheinz’s blood. It would have been like something out of a horror movie, except the killer would be wearing a black blazer.

      But it didn’t matter how many times she looked back; the door remained closed.

      Stay that way. Stay that way!

      She faced forward, her legs pumping and lungs burning, and barely felt the small drops of blood flitting from the cut in her forehead. Hofheinz had put that there with the scalpel she was gripping in her hand.

      Die, you bastard. I hope you die!

      And then she was at the door—a side door, and not the big massive one that opened by sliding up into the ceiling. Was it the same door Pete Ringo had brought her through last night? It was last night, wasn’t it? God, how long had she been in this place?

      She grabbed the lever and twisted it, but it wouldn’t budge. Not that she let that stop her. Quinn took a step back and sent a foot into the spot just below the lever where she knew the construction was weakest. They had taught her that at Quantico, among other things. The first kick made the door wobble, but it didn’t break.

      She kicked it again, and again, and on the fourth strike it finally buckled and swung open, and she practically threw herself outside—and bowled over a couple of women in pencil skirts and blouses. They let out a surprised shout as they fell, but Quinn caught her balance and righted herself before taking in her surroundings.

      Where the hell was she?

      “Oh my God, you’re bleeding,” one of the women said as she picked herself up. The second one was too busy snatching tubes of lipstick off the pavement.

      Quinn ignored the woman and took off running up the sidewalk.

      She hadn’t gone more than half a block when she glimpsed a police car coming down the street. Quinn darted left into an alley and pressed up against the dirty brick wall and waited.

      Five seconds, then ten before the squad car—and the two men in the front seats—passed her by, picking up speed as they went. A few seconds later the sirens blared just once, and Quinn pictured the two women on the sidewalk flagging the black and white down. That meant it wouldn’t be long before one of them pointed in her direction.

      Quinn peeled off the wall and jogged up the alley.

      She went for five seconds before deciding she had put enough distance between herself and the street to wipe at the blood dripping from her forehead. There was still some nagging pain, but nothing she couldn’t ignore.

      Where the hell had Pete Ringo taken her?

      What were those metal rods Hofheinz had stuck into Gary’s forehead?

      But the one question that kept pushing itself to the forefront of her mind, over and over again, was: Who the hell were her parents?
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      Porter.

      He was at the center of everything that had gone wrong for her. Ever since that night when she turned around and saw him across the nightclub dance floor. If she had only turned one second later, or one second earlier, she might have missed him and she wouldn’t be on the run now.

      From her job. From her friends…

      From people she didn’t even know existed a few days ago, but seemed to have committed themselves to making her life difficult.

      And it all led right back to Porter.

      The man had become the bane of her existence, but he was also her way out. (Maybe.) All she had to do was find him.

      That’s the trick, isn’t it?

      It was more than a trick. It was downright impossible. If the FBI and the other government agencies that had sent people down here to assist them (and whoever the hell Pete Ringo and Hofheinz were working for) couldn’t find Porter, what chance did she have?

      She had nothing and no resources and little clues. She didn’t even have a place to lick her wounds and bruises, and just sit still for a second and think without having to worry about being captured.

      So Quinn spent the rest of the morning looking for a safe haven, eventually settling for an old derelict building somewhere on the outskirts of downtown, within viewing distance of the towering skyscrapers. The place had been abandoned a while back, and there was a FOR SALE sign up front.

      She ignored the sounds of rats scurrying under and through abandoned furniture and blocked out the smell and the curtains of dust flitting across bright sunlight piercing through gaping holes along the walls. She thought about Porter—and only Porter—and tried again to remember everything from that night at the nightclub. All the running and fresh air had helped to clear the haze from whatever drugs Pete and Hofheinz had given her, and she could think again.

      Porter.

      On the phone, telling someone to “proceed” without him because “things didn’t go as planned.” Who had he been talking to? What was so important he would risk making a phone call during a hostage situation? What was so vital he had returned to the States after a five-year-long absence?

      She recalled the headlines she had read in the Internet café, then the ones from Ringo’s apartment. The useless local news, their mundane international counterparts, and everything in between. Random stabbings in Asia, politics in Europe, new cell phones, the upcoming presidential primaries, corporate mergers…

      What would bring someone like Porter back home? What was so crucial that he had to do it himself? The man was supposed to be a lone wolf, but that was obviously untrue because there was someone else on the other side of that phone call.

      Who was he working with? And what were they doing back in the country?

      The Bureau didn’t know because they couldn’t find him, because if they had it would have been all over the news by now. You didn’t hide the capture of a terrorist like Porter and not parade him in front of the media.

      Porter was still out there. Somewhere.

      Plotting…

      She lost track of how long she sat in the filth and dust and tried to come up with some idea of how to find Porter when the U.S. government had failed. She ignored her growling stomach, the cramp in her bent legs, and the growing pain in her joints from lack of movement.

      Morning turned into midday, then afternoon.

      In her mind, she kept going back to the same place: That night at Gary’s nightclub and what Porter had said to her before making his escape:

      “They’re going to come after you. They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room. And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you. I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own. Good luck. Now, this is the part where you get down on the floor and don’t look up.”

      “Good luck,” he had said.

      Why the hell would a man like Porter tell her “good luck” at all? Was it a joke? His idea of having a laugh at her expense?

      “Good luck,” he had said just after telling her that people were going to “want to find out everything” about that night. And he had been right about that.

      Ringo, Hofheinz, and whoever they were working for—they all wanted to know about what had happened that night. From her, from Gary…

      Gary.

      The image of him in that chair flashed across her mind’s eye and made her shiver involuntarily. It wasn’t the fact that Gary was dead—or might as well be dead—but rather the strange smile seemingly frozen on his face that stayed with her.

      She pushed the sight of Gary out of her head and refocused on Porter.

      “Good luck,” he had said.

      Why the hell would a man wanted for killing more people in more countries than she could name off the top of her head feel the need to tell her “good luck?”

      It didn’t make any sense.

      Not a goddamn bit.

      Who are you, Porter?

      What are you doing back here after five years?

      Why did you come home…?
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* * *

      Ben Foster lived alone, though he didn’t always. There were pictures of him in the bedroom with a woman—a lovely, tall, and smiling woman—whom Quinn had never met but wished she had, because you never really knew someone until you got to know the ones they loved and who loved them back. But Ben rarely talked about her—Quinn could count on one hand the number of times she had come up over the years, and almost always in passing. The fact that he was reluctant kept her from bringing the topic up; Ben had done too much for her, and giving him this tiny bit of privacy was the least she could do.

      He came home at eight fifty, long after the office would have closed down at five and the unit’s agents had gone home. He flicked on the living room lights, tossed off his blazer, and went straight to the fridge. He took out a domestic beer and pried the cap off using the edge of his Formica counter, the same one with the peeling paint and old ketchup stains that she had made fun of the first time she was inside the place.

      Ben took a long swig from the beer, then lowered it and wiped at his lips with the back of his hand. “There are two FBI agents in an unmarked Lincoln watching me. They’ve been following me home from the office in case I tried to meet up with someone since this whole thing started.”

      Quinn remained in the hallway, hidden in the shadows where she had been for the last hour or so waiting for him to come home. “I know. I spotted them trailing your car. How long are they going to stay down there?”

      “If it’s like last night, then”—he glanced down at his watch—“thirty minutes or so, just to make sure I don’t take off. They’ll come back in the morning and follow me into work.”

      “Good to know.”

      “You’re taking a big risk by coming here.”

      “I had to. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Then I’m a little insulted it took you so long to show up.”

      She managed a smile, even though he wouldn’t have been able to see even if he had turned in her direction. “You were always at the top of the list. I was just…otherwise engaged.”

      “Don’t let it happen again.” He looked idly back at the refrigerator. “You ate my sandwich. I was saving that for dinner.”

      “It had too much mustard and mayo on it. I thought you quit that stuff. Bad for your health.”

      “Mustard and mayonnaise ain’t gonna kill me, kiddo. But this mess with you, on the other hand…”

      She wiped the crumbs on her palms off on her pants, then took a drink from the bottle of water. Even with food in her belly she still had to fight off the occasional dizzying spells, a reminder that she wasn’t nearly as free and clear of Hofheinz’s drugs as she had told herself earlier.

      “I’m sorry, Ben.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll make a new sandwich.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the sandwich.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll get to that later.”

      Ben opened a bag of bread and took out two slices, then put them on a plate. The kitchen was across the living room from the far wall, with the window between them. There were curtains but they were flimsy, and it wouldn’t have taken very much to see shadows moving on the other side. One shadow made sense, but two would alert the surveillance that had followed Ben from the office, especially the FBI agent who had climbed out of the trailing vehicle and was now standing across the street watching Ben’s apartment.

      “I didn’t do it,” she said.

      “Which one?” he asked, reopening the fridge and pulling out turkey strips and some American cheese. He peeled the cheese first—two, like always—and put them on each slice of bread.

      “The three at the hospital, the night I escaped,” Quinn said. “Pender and Clyde, and the other one.”

      “Gavin.”

      “Yeah. Gavin. The last time I saw them, they were all alive. Hurt and bruised, but alive.”

      Ben put the turkey and cheese away and opened a bottle of mayo and spread it with a butter knife. “We found them with gunshot wounds to the head. One each. They were killed execution-style.”

      “If I did that, wouldn’t the nurses have heard the gunshots?”

      “They think you might have used a suppressor.”

      “Where would I get one?”

      “I don’t know. And I don’t think the people hunting you care about the details.”

      Ringo, she thought. It has to be Pete Ringo.

      Had he gone right back up to the floor and murdered Pender and the others as soon as she left him? Was he capable of something that gruesome?

      Memories of Ringo’s smug face as he confessed to lying about Ben flashed before her mind’s eye, and she thought, Yeah. He’s capable of that, and more.

      God help me, I never really knew him at all. The real him.

      Ben had picked up a bottle of mustard and was squeezing out a generous helping. He was doing everything very deliberately, taking his time. “I assumed you came here for a reason? It wasn’t just to watch me make a sandwich, was it?”

      She smiled. “No.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “Someone out there is framing me, Ben. Someone’s trying to make me into something I’m not.”

      “Which is?”

      “A killer. A traitor. A fugitive.”

      “Who would do that?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I need your help.”

      “You just realized that now?”

      “No, but I’ve been trying to keep you out of it. But I can’t, not anymore. I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Glad I could be your last resort, kiddo.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Ben harrumphed as he finished up, then wiped his hands on a napkin and took a big bite from the sandwich. He chewed and talked at the same time. “I’m not sure how much help I could be. They cut me out of the circle. Hell, I probably know less than you.”

      “What about Pete Ringo?”

      “What about him?”

      “How well do you actually know him?”

      Ben put down the sandwich and picked up the mustard bottle and squeezed out a few more squirts. Quinn winced from the shadows, but didn’t say anything.

      “You know him better than I do,” Ben said. “He was one of your combat instructors at Quantico, wasn’t he? The first time I met him was when he was assigned to my unit three years ago, and that was on and off. Why are you asking about Pete Ringo?”

      “He can’t be trusted.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think he’s who he says he is.”

      “Kinda ironic you’d say that.”

      “How?”

      “Considering he’s probably your biggest supporter at the office. Every time someone brings you up, he’s the first and loudest to defend you. Not to us in the unit, mind you—but to everyone else.”

      She pictured a naked Ringo at his apartment, lying, then fighting, then drugging her. Then Ringo again, dragging her into a building where Hofheinz waited to stick metal rods in her forehead.

      She hadn’t made up those memories. They were very much real, and they were all still fresh in her mind.

      “He’s a part of it,” she said.

      “‘It?’” Ben said.

      “Whatever this is. Whatever’s going on.”

      “The frame-up.”

      “Yes.” She paused. “You believe me, don’t you?”

      Ben didn’t answer right away. He took another bite from his sandwich, then put it down and took a swig from his beer.

      “Ben?” she said, pushing slightly off the wall in the hallway as her body tightened and she thought, Please say yes, Ben. God, please say yes.

      “I believe you, kiddo,” Ben finally said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Did you ever doubt that I would believe you?”

      Yes, she thought, because I would in your shoes, but she said instead, “No.”

      “Good. Keep it that way.”

      Ben finished his sandwich and washed his hands in the sink, then left the kitchen and walked over to and past her as if she weren’t there. When he was inside the hallway and beyond the view of the living room window, she turned and followed him into the bathroom.

      He was waiting inside, and she practically threw herself against him before the door even closed behind her. He might have been in his fifties and not the young man he once was, but Ben was still plenty strong, and his arms were like the Jaws of Life tightening and holding her against him in a clutch embrace.

      She fought back the emotions, wanting badly to start sobbing like a little girl. She hadn’t cried in a long time and she wasn’t about to start now, though if she ever did, Ben would be the only person she could trust herself to do it in front of.

      After a while, Ben pulled back and smiled at her. “You look good, for a fugitive.”

      “I look like shit,” she said, but smiled back anyway.

      “Yeah, well, I was trained long ago not to tell a woman the truth about her looks.” He flicked at her hair. “Dye job?”

      She nodded. “Brunettes have more fun. Or so I’ve heard.”

      “I’m pretty sure you have the color wrong.”

      “You might be right.”

      Ben leaned back against the sink counter and she joined him.

      “What happened here?” Ben asked, pointing to his own forehead.

      She had forgotten about the cut, and Quinn touched it now. Although it had stopped bleeding, there was still the occasional throbbing to remind her of what had happened—and of Hofheinz—but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. Compared to everything else she had to deal with, it was mostly just a minor annoyance now.

      “It’s a long story,” she said.

      “You got someplace better to be?”

      “I’m not even sure where to begin.”

      “Start with what you’re doing here.”

      “Porter. I need to find him.”

      “You and the rest of the world.”

      “Does the Bureau have any clues?”

      Ben shook his head. “There’s a reason the guy’s been invisible for the last five years since he left the country. He’s really good at hiding. Running into you at Ross’s nightclub didn’t make him dumb all of a sudden. We don’t know where he is or why he came back here, and that’s got everyone on edge. Even the spooks are coming out of the woodworks to pitch in—CIA, NSA, DIA, you name it. He’s been running around out there for the last four days—that we know of—and he hasn’t made a peep. It’s unsettling, waiting for him to do something with all those explosives he had Gary Ross smuggle into the country for him.”

      “What’s the working theory?”

      “That he came back for a reason. The problem is finding out what that is. The official line is that he used the Port of Houston as a point of entry; it’s not nearly as well-guarded as Los Angeles or New York’s, so that makes sense. But where did he go after that? He could be anywhere by now.”

      “They’re sure he’s not still in Houston?”

      “Doesn’t make any sense for him to be.”

      “Houston isn’t exactly a cow town, Ben.”

      “But it’s not DC or New York, either. It’s not what the suits call a target-rich environment, especially if you’re looking to make a big statement.”

      “That’s what they think he’s here for? To make a statement?”

      “He’s an anarchist. They live to make statements. That’s the point of bombing corporate headquarters in Europe and Asia and taking CEOs hostage and killing random government officials. We’ve been lucky he’s kept most of his activities overseas since he began his reign of terror. For the longest time now, he’s been someone else’s problem.”

      “Hard to believe no one knows where he is. Are you telling me even the NSA, with all their tech, can’t locate him?”

      “That’s what I’m telling you. He’s really, really good at hiding. It’s becoming increasingly clear that he’s getting a lot of help.”

      “What else?”

      “There is nothing else.” He shook his head. “He’s gone. A ghost. We had our chance and we blew it. God knows where he is now or what he’s planning.”

      She waited for him to continue, but Ben didn’t. Instead, he stared at the wall across the bathroom. She’d seen that look before, a tell that he was holding something back, though she was certain Ben wasn’t aware of it or knew that she knew.

      “What is it?” she asked. When he didn’t answer or seem to have heard her, “Ben. What is it?”

      “There were some discrepancies,” Ben finally said.

      “What kind of discrepancies?”

      “Porter’s past. His history with the government.” He gave her a wry smile. “The two of you actually have a lot in common.”

      “I know. We were both orphans.”

      “That’s one.”

      “There’s more?”

      “The more I look into him, the more I’m seeing…things that don’t add up.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Let’s just say there is the official dossier on Porter, and the unofficial one that the public doesn’t get to see. Real eyes-only stuff.”

      “But you saw it.”

      He nodded. “Have you ever heard of the Sons of Porter?”

      “God, he has sons?”

      “Not actual sons. More like followers. They call themselves the Sons of Porter. SOP.”

      “I’ve never heard of them. They weren’t in any of the files I’ve read on Porter.”

      “They apparently think Porter is some kind of scapegoat, a patsy; that he was set up six years ago, before he fled the country, and hasn’t done any of the things he’s been accused of since. They think he’s innocent.”

      “Set up by who? And for what reason?”

      “I don’t know. There are a lot of theories. A shadowy world government, our own government, even aliens.”

      “Aliens?”

      “That’s one of the least crazy ones, if you can believe it. Go to fifty different places and you’ll get fifty different theories, every single one of them from people who absolutely believe what they’re saying is true.”

      “I don’t understand. What’s so dangerous about a bunch of tinfoil hat lunatics centered around Porter that the government feels the need to hide it? I’ve never even heard about these Sons of Porters on the news.”

      “The funny thing is, they don’t officially exist.”

      “Who?”

      “The SOPs.”

      “But you’re saying they do?”

      “Uh huh. They can be found, if you know where to look.”

      “Let me guess. The Internet?”

      “Lucky guess.”

      “Of course the Internet, Ben. Where else would all the crazies congregate? So you think they’re out there right now? These SOPs?”

      “They’re out there, yeah.”

      “Tell me there’s not a lot of them.”

      “Depending on where you look, there could just be a few nut jobs or a few hundred.”

      “Hundreds of people who think Porter is innocent. God help us.” Then, “So how does any of this help us find him?”

      “It doesn’t. Killers get fans all the time. Even terrorists like Porter. It’s just that you’re right; it’s not something the Bureau should bother to hide, but the fact that they are is…strange.”

      “I have a better question for you, Ben.”

      “No, I’m not making you a sandwich, kiddo.”

      She smirked. “Thanks for nothing. But not that.”

      “I’m listening…”

      “Since when did the U.S. government become so efficient that it can basically hide the existence of these people from not just us, but the media? This is prime TV journalism fodder,” Quinn said, making air quotes before and after journalism.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I’m just at the very early stage of digging into this. Maybe in a few days I might have more.”

      “You think it’s worth pursuing?”

      “It’s worth considering. Anyway, I’m not working alone on this. I have help.”

      “Oh God, tell me it’s not Ringo.”

      “It’s not.” Then, giving her a curious look, “Since when did you not trust Pete Ringo?” When she didn’t answer him right away, “Kiddo. What aren’t you telling me about him?”

      She gritted her teeth, but didn’t say anything.

      “Quinn,” Ben said. “This isn’t the time to be holding back. Tell me everything.”

      She nodded and told him about Ringo. Everything about the man that she knew or suspected. How he was waiting for her outside her apartment, then lying to her about Ben. The fight (though she left out the part where he had dodged a bullet from five feet away) and being taken to Hofheinz.

      “Who was he?” Ben asked. “This Hofheinz guy?”

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      But the bastard took his job seriously, and he wanted me to stay to find out about my parents, she thought, but didn’t add that part. She didn’t know if it mattered, and talking with Ben about her parents had always been shaky.

      She added instead, “But he tortured Gary. They must have grabbed him as soon as the FBI released him from questioning.”

      Ben nodded. “He disappeared a couple of days ago. Vanished off the face of the earth even with surveillance on him twenty-four seven.”

      “Ringo is FBI,” Quinn said. “He knows how to avoid surveillance.”

      “Yes, he would,” Ben said quietly.

      He didn’t say anything for a moment after that, and she wondered if he was dissecting everything he thought he knew about Ringo, the way she had done multiple times in the last twenty-four hours. Who was the man she thought she knew? Who was he really?

      Finally, Ben said, “So where does all of this leave us?”

      “Porter.”

      “Right. Porter.”

      “He’s the key, Ben. Everything that’s happened, it’s because of him. Whatever’s going on, whoever these people are that Ringo and Hofheinz are working for, they want Porter in the worst way. They killed Gary to find out what he knew, and they were going to do the same to me.”

      “All that’s probably true, but finding Porter is going to be a problem.”

      “It’s a big problem.” She sighed and leaned back farther against the counter. “Is there anyone you can trust? That might be able to run down some clues for us?”

      “An hour ago, I would have said Pete Ringo.”

      “But you believe me?” Quinn said. “Everything I’ve told you about him. About what’s happened to me since the hospital.”

      “I’ve known you since you were thirteen and boosting cars for lowlife scumbags, Quinn. You turned your life around and became a special agent of the FBI. You persevered when a hundred other kids in your shoes would have given up.” He nodded and smiled, then turned around and put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. “Yeah, I believe you. I believe every word of it.”

      She pursed her lips back at him. It was getting harder not to start crying like that thirteen-year-old he had first met all those years ago. But she fought and pushed and pulled and somehow managed to keep her eyes dry.

      Or mostly dry, anyway.

      “Thank you, Ben,” she said quietly.

      “Anytime, kiddo,” he said and pulled her against him, and Quinn let his arms tighten around her and didn’t ever want him to take them away.
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      “What’s your next stop?” Ben asked.

      Quinn smiled. “Why, you already trying to get rid of me? Got a hot date, maybe?”

      “Well, since you brought it up, there’s this really attractive receptionist from Human Resources. I’ve been working my charms on her for months. I think it’s finally starting to have an effect.”

      “Months?”

      “I’m getting old, kiddo. What used to take just weeks now takes months. By the way, is that a knife behind your back, or are you just happy to see me?”

      “A little of both.”

      Quinn brought out the scalpel. She had wrapped it in an old oil-stained cloth so she could carry it with her.

      “Should I even bother asking whose blood that is?” Ben asked.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      He nodded at her forehead. “Does it have something to do with that?”

      “It has everything to do with that.”

      “And this Hofheinz character?”

      “He would have done worse if I’d let him.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t let him. Is he…?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “I probably shouldn’t ask about that either, huh?”

      “Probably not. Just in case the suits from Internal Affairs drag you back in for questioning.”

      “Back in? They haven’t stopped asking me questions, kiddo.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “Everything they wanted to know, and nothing they didn’t need to know.”

      She frowned. “You have to be careful, Ben. I never wanted to bring you into this. I’m already committing career suicide; I don’t want to drag you down with me.”

      Ben smirked. “Is that what you think I’m worried about? My career?”

      “I know how much the Bureau means to you…”

      “Screw the Bureau.” Then, “Follow me.”

      “Where we going?”

      “Just follow me.”

      They left the bathroom and went into the bedroom across the hall.

      “You think your tail’s still out there?” she asked.

      Ben glanced down at his watch. “They should be gone by now. You can always go to the living room window and make sure.”

      “Nah, I’ll take your word for it.”

      She stood at the open door and peered out at the living room anyway as Ben walked across his bedroom to the closet. He returned with a blue box and placed it on the bed before snapping it open.

      “Get in here,” Ben said.

      She walked over to him and smiled at the contents.

      “Figure you can probably use this sooner rather than later,” Ben said. “Let’s see if it fits.”

      It was a shiny and new Glock G42, identical to the model she had lost to Porter at Gary’s nightclub.

      She gave Ben a wry look. “Really?”

      He chuckled. “It’s not meant to be a service weapon. Just something for you to carry around on your down time. That was the original idea, anyway.”

      She flexed her fingers around the gun’s grip. She had to admit, it felt good.

      “I was going to give it to you for your birthday in two weeks, but with everything going on, might as well take it now,” Ben said. “It’s better than that pig sticker you’re carrying around. What is that, some kind of scalpel?”

      “Yes—wait. My birthday?”

      “Two more weeks.” Ben gave her an amused look. “You forgot, didn’t you?”

      “I guess I did.”

      Birthdays had never been something she paid attention to, mostly because it was a luxury she couldn’t afford to care about. That was for kids who had parents to throw them parties in immaculately mowed backyards and friends who brought gifts wrapped in perfect paper that their moms spent an hour on.

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?” Hofheinz had asked.

      They were always at the back of her mind, even before Hofheinz, but she’d never allowed herself to fully embrace the question, because it didn’t matter. Not when she was trying to survive, trying to stay away from old men who wanted to use her body and young men who wanted to use her for completely different reasons.

      But now the question wouldn’t leave her mind no matter how hard she tried.

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?”

      “Well, you do have a lot on your mind these days,” Ben was saying. “The unit was going to throw you a surprise birthday party at the office, but I guess that’s not going to happen now. So, no cake for you.”

      She managed another smile, though this one probably came out a little too forced. She hoped Ben didn’t notice, but of course he probably did. Ben rarely missed anything, which was what made him such a good field agent, and later the SAC of his own unit.

      “Damn, and I so wanted cake, too,” she said.

      “We can still arrange that. It won’t be a party, but I’ll be there.”

      “Two’s a party and three’s a crowd, anyway.”

      “You remember your first birthday with me?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “You told me it was the first time you ever had cake.”

      She nodded. “It was.”

      “I believed you then, and I believe you now.”

      “Thank you, Ben,” she said, because she knew he wasn’t talking about cake. None of this was or had ever been about cake. “Thanks for everything.”

      Ben put both of his large hands on her shoulders and squeezed. “Have faith, kiddo. We’ll get through this. We’ve been through a hell of a lot worse. Remember?”

      She nodded and choked back the emotions.

      She felt like a teenager all over again, but then she’d always felt like a child in front of Ben, because he was the only one she could feel like that around. Ben had seen her at her lowest point, and he hadn’t run. So many people had abandoned her, but not Ben. He should have—anyone else would have—but he hadn’t.

      Because Ben Foster didn’t run from anything, and she loved him for it.

      “Now,” Ben was saying, “do you like the gift or not? I spent a whole day picking it out, you know. Even skipped lunch, and you know how much I love lunch.”

      Quinn turned the Glock over in her hand. “Couldn’t you at least have given me something that could hold more rounds?”

      “Hey, a Glock is a Glock is a Glock.”

      “If you say so.”

      “So, later we’ll get cake.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Ice cream cake?”

      She rolled her eyes. “What am I, fifteen?”

      He grunted, when the doorbell in the living room chimed.

      They both glanced toward the open door.

      “Expecting someone?” Quinn asked.

      “Not tonight,” Ben said.

      Another chime, this one followed by knocking.

      “The agents?” Quinn asked. “Checking up on you?”

      Ben shook his head. “They wouldn’t reveal themselves unless they had to. And if they had to, they wouldn’t be knocking.” He glanced at his watch. “Besides, they should be gone by now.”

      Another chime followed by another round of knocking.

      “Better answer that before my neighbors get pissed off,” Ben said and walked past her to the door. “Stay put.”

      “Can I watch TV?”

      “Sure, but no video on demand. Those cost extra.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stopped at the door and smiled in at her, and she smiled back.

      She saw it again—that slight hesitation in his eyes, the tell that he wanted to say something but didn’t know how.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “About your past,” Ben said.

      “Ben, I know all about it.”

      “No, you don’t. Not all of it.” He paused before continuing: “I told myself I did it to protect you, but maybe…I don’t know. Maybe I did it to protect myself a little bit, too.”

      “What are you talking about, Ben?”

      “Your parents…”

      “You never knew my parents. No one did.”

      “That’s not entirely true.”

      She stared at him, unsure how to react, as Hofheinz’s words echoed in her head:

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?”

      The doorbell chimed in the living room, followed by another round of knocking. This time it sounded more impatient, and it made both her and Ben glance in the living room’s direction.

      “Ben,” she said.

      He gave her another smile, but it came out just a little bit too forced. “Let me get rid of them and then we’ll talk. Really talk. We should have done this a long time ago, but it just never seemed like the right moment. Now, with everything that’s going on, I think it’s time.”

      She nodded, speechless, and watched him turn around and leave, wanting badly to grab him and make him tell her now. Instead, she leaned next to the open door and watched Ben walk down the hallway. She lost sight of him when he turned toward the door, just as the doorbell chimed again and was quickly followed by more knocking.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” Ben called out. “You better not be selling mint cookies, or someone’s getting a boot up the ass.”

      She heard the click of the door opening, then Ben’s voice again, this time sounding surprised. “What the hell’s wrong with your face?”

      Then there was silence.

      She waited three agonizing seconds.

      Five…

      Ben had gone quiet, and so had the doorbell.

      Seven seconds…

      Ben!

      She clutched the Glock in her hand before stepping through the open door and into the hallway. She hadn’t taken more than a few steps down the darkened corridor when someone appeared on the other side.

      Quinn lifted the gun but quickly lowered it when Ben’s face slipped into the light. There was pain in his eyes and he was holding his stomach with one hand, the other groping at the wall to keep from falling.

      “Ben,” she said breathlessly.

      “Run,” he said, as if that one single word took everything he had. Then, through clenched teeth, “Run, kid! Run!”

      But she didn’t run because this was Ben and he was hurt, and when he took his hand away from the wall he left behind a bloody handprint.

      No. No, no, no, no!

      “Ben!” she shouted and ran toward him.

      He held out his bloodied hand to ward her off when his feet seemed to give out from under him, and he fell face-first onto the carpeted floor and didn’t move.

      She had only managed one step toward Ben when a shadowy figure appeared in the spot where Ben had stood just seconds ago. It was a man wearing all black, and his face was moving rapidly just like the three faceless men back at the hospital.

      “What the hell’s wrong with your face?” Ben had said when he answered the door.

      The stranger was holding something in his gloved right fist—a gun with some kind of smooth silver suppressor attached at the end. He was looking down at Ben when he must have sensed her at the other end of the shadowed hallway and glanced up, his face twitching and blinking supernaturally in the darkened living room.

      She couldn’t be certain if the man even saw her, because she couldn’t tell where his eyes began and his nose and mouth ended. But he tilted his head up in her direction and started to lift the hand with the gun when he hesitated.

      Quinn fired before the faceless man could follow through, her gunshot booming in the closed confines of the hallway. The man jerked back as the round drilled through his shoulder—and revealed a second figure coming up quickly behind him!

      The newcomer—his face twisting like a top spinning out of control on a pair of broad shoulders—pushed the first one out of the way like he was little more than a nuisance, and unlike his partner, he didn’t hesitate when he saw her. He was already aiming, stray moonlight gleaming off the long silver suppressor at the end of his weapon, even as Quinn twisted around and leapt through the opened bedroom door while subsonic rounds zip-zipped! over her head.

      She wasn’t sure what surprised her more—the speed of the return fire or the fact that she hadn’t heard a single gunshot. And she should have heard something because even a suppressed gun made noise, especially inside a narrow apartment hallway.

      Shut up and run, run, run!

      She did just that, scrambling up from the floor and kicking the door closed behind her. She pushed in the lock and feverishly looked for a way out.

      What way out?

      There was just the door and…the window.

      Ben’s door and Ben’s window.

      Ben, who was lying out there in the hallway right now, in desperate need of her help.

      She had seen it, the light leaving his eyes just before he fell.

      “Run,” he had said. His last words to her. “Run, kid! Run!”

      He’s dead. Ben’s dead.

      But didn’t she have to make sure? Didn’t she have to make absolutely certain before she abandoned him?

      Because he was Ben.

      He was Ben, goddammit!

      Her legs were backpedaling away from the door even though she wasn’t certain how she was doing it. Every instinct told her to move in the opposite direction, to go back out there and make sure that Ben wasn’t still alive. Hurt and bleeding, but alive.

      He’s dead! a voice shouted inside her head, but she refused to accept it.

      She stopped and tightened her grip on the gun. It was suddenly very heavy, and she had lost count of how many shots she had fired in the hallway. Had it just been the one? Or had she managed to return fire even while she was fleeing?

      “Run,” Ben had said. “Run, kid! Run!”

      The look on his face, the life sapping from his eyes as he did all he could to hold on to the wall, to keep from falling…

      “Run. Run, kid! Run!”

      She couldn’t run. She wanted to. She should run.

      But he was out there. Ben. She had seen him go down, but he could have still been alive. He probably was alive. Or maybe that was just what she wanted to believe. Either way, she had to make sure. She had to make absolutely sure.

      Quinn took a step back toward the door when the doorknob moved.

      She fired a shot into the slab of wood on instinct—dead center, where a body would be on the other side—and the doorknob stopped moving.

      She waited, her heart hammering against her chest.

      “Quinn,” a voice said.

      It had come from the other side of the door, and for a split second her mind screamed, Ben! He’s alive!

      But no, because it hadn’t been Ben’s voice, even though it sounded familiar.

      Or was it? It was difficult to be sure of any exterior noise with the continuous pounding in her ears.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” the voice said.

      Ringo.

      She didn’t know why she was so surprised to hear his voice, and slowly the fear and pain (Ben’s out there! He’s still out there!) slipped away and was replaced by anger. Pure, unadulterated anger rising from the depths of her soul and overwhelming all of her senses.

      “He’s dead, you know,” Ringo said. “Ben, I mean. Probably should have shot him more than once, but I wanted to see how far he could make it with a bullet in his gut. Pretty far, as it turned out. Of course, I didn’t know you were back here.”

      It was the confirmation she was dreading. Ben was dead. Ringo had shot him, just like he had shot Pender and Clyde and Gavin back at the hospital and blamed it on her. She knew it was him even though he hadn’t said so. Who else could it be?

      “Open the door, Quinn,” Ringo said, “or we’re coming—”

      She fired into the door again, aiming at the spot where she thought the voice was coming from, and turned around and ran even before the gunshots had finished bouncing off the bedroom walls.

      She was moving on automatic pilot when she grabbed the large pillow off the bed just as she passed it, Ben’s voice echoing in her head (“Run, kid! Run!”) the entire time.

      Behind her, the door’s frame splintered as someone slammed their body into it again and again.

      Someone? Someones. They were taking turns and it wouldn’t be long now—

      The door crashed open at the same time she smashed into the window, clutching the pillow to her face as glass shards exploded around her.

      The fall was much shorter than she had anticipated, but it made perfect sense because Ben’s apartment was only on the second floor. Cold evening air pressed around her, and Quinn turned slightly just as she crashed into something below. Something cold and hard, but thankfully yielding.

      Pain lanced through her body, but the unabated surge of adrenaline helped her to roll out of the crater she had put into the roof of the car until she felt spiderwebbed glass under her, and then a second later bounced onto the trunk with a loud thwump!

      Quinn tossed the shredded pillow as she pushed off the vehicle and landed in a slight crouch in the street, every part of her body screaming. It would have been pitch-dark around her if not for the lampposts, but even as she staggered away from the car, crunching broken glass under her feet, she heard voices coming from the apartment behind her and saw lights turning on one by one up and down the street.

      She glanced up at Ben’s window. It was easy to make out with its broken frame. She expected the two faceless men to appear, but they didn’t. Instead, there was just the light flooding out from the other side and the curtains dangling off the sill.

      Ben’s dead.

      Oh God, Ben’s dead.

      Someone shouted something from one of the windows flanking Ben’s apartment, but she couldn’t make out the words and didn’t care to try.

      She stumbled up the street. One of her legs might have been broken, but she couldn’t be certain and didn’t have time to check. She should have been listening for sounds of pursuit, but all she could hear was Ben’s last words to her, echoing inside her head:

      “I told myself I did it to protect you, but maybe…I don’t know. Maybe I did it to protect myself a little bit, too.”

      What were you going to tell me, Ben? What were you going to tell me?

      And why did you keep it from me for so long?
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      Ben was dead.

      They had killed him.

      No. Not they. Pete Ringo had killed him.

      “He’s dead, you know. Ben, I mean. Probably should have shot him more than once, but I wanted to see how far he could make it with a bullet in his gut.”

      He might have even laughed after he said that. She couldn’t remember anything beyond the words. The cavalier way he had shouted them through the door at her, like it meant nothing. Like killing Ben, the most important man in her life, meant nothing.

      And they were blaming it all on her.

      ROGUE FBI AGENT KILLS AGAIN scrolled on the ticker along the bottom of the large TV inside the display window as a blonde reporter, immaculately dressed and made up in the high-definition curved LED screen, droned on from behind a news desk. Recorded footage of the FBI director in town to personally run the manhunt for her played in a small box over the woman’s right shoulder.

      Quinn didn’t need to hear what the anchorwoman was saying to get the gist of it. She didn’t need to read her ruby red lips, either. They were pinning Ben’s death on her just like they had the others. Sterling and Brown, then Pender, Clyde, and Gavin.

      But none of it hurt as much as Ben’s.

      Her FBI picture was displayed underneath the recorded footage of a press conference held this morning just hours ago. She had forgotten how promising she had looked when the badge photo was taken. Ben had flown into town to congratulate her, and they’d had breakfast before she showed up for the shoot. She’d been happy; happier than she had ever remembered being at any time in her life. It wasn’t because she was becoming an FBI agent, but because of who was there to see it happen.

      She hardly recognized the woman in the picture now. She was tired and her entire body ached. The only saving grace was that she didn’t have a broken leg from the fall, even though every other inch of her was sore and bruised and she wanted nothing more than to lie down and go to sleep for the next week.

      Except she couldn’t.

      Not only did sleep not come last night inside the dingy alley where she had holed up, but she hadn’t been able to even force herself to do something as simple as close her eyes, because when she did all she could see was Ben in that dark hallway, bleeding, as his life force drained from him. She had instead sat huddled in the shadows, clutching the Glock in her hand until morning sunlight found her. The fatigue threatened to drag her down to the sidewalk and stay there, but she pushed through it.

      The man in the suit and tie was too busy with his phone to notice she had lifted his wallet after she bumped into him. Quinn said, “Sorry,” and continued down the street.

      She kept her head down, her face mostly hidden underneath the filthy hoodie that came with the black sweater she had dug out of a trash bin in the same alley she had spent last night. It stank, and she did too as a result, and the man in the suit was in such a hurry to get away from her that it would be a while before he realized he no longer had his wallet on him.

      Quinn turned right and went into a McDonald’s before a small group of kids in school uniforms could reach her. She made her way to the bathroom in the back, ignoring a pair of eyes watching her walk past.

      She struck gold with the wallet and pocketed three one hundred dollar bills and forty-six dollars in paper money. The man, an Artie Granger, lived a block from the fast-food joint. Quinn took everything else of value, including Artie’s driver’s license, and tossed the rest.
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* * *

      Artie Granger lived on the third floor of a decent apartment building without any guards or security in the lobby, so accessing the place was easy. She took the stairs to avoid the continuous line of uniformed students, some of whom were being escorted by their harried parents.

      She picked Artie’s lock without any trouble and found an immaculately kept place on the other side. Not that she had any time to appreciate the décor. The shower came first, then searching the bathroom for medicinal ointments but finding nothing that would work on her aches and bruises. The bedroom produced better results—bottles of over-the-counter pain medicine that she wolfed down before searching the closet for clothes.

      Quinn had picked wisely; Artie was only an inch or two taller than her, and thin. His clothes mostly fit—black dress slacks, white dress shirt, and a blazer. She couldn’t have done better if she went to the store to buy them herself.

      Before she left, Quinn searched every room and dresser, not caring if she left fingerprints behind. It didn’t matter if the FBI somehow found out she’d been in Artie Granger’s apartment robbing him of the extra roll of cash he had stashed away in a shoebox in the back of his closet, or that she had feasted from his fridge until she couldn’t eat anymore.

      She took a moment to turn on the TV and flipped through the channels, but the local stations were already into their regular programming. She didn’t come across anything on the cable networks about her or Porter, though there were live updates on the scrolling ticker about the manhunt for her, but nothing she hadn’t seen or heard already.

      She left the apartment feeling as clean as she had all week—externally, anyway. Internally she was tortured with memories of Ben at her Quantico graduation ceremony, beaming in the large, gathered audience of proud families and friends…
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* * *

      Pete Ringo.

      In many ways, he had replaced Porter as the face of her problems. Unlike Porter, whom she had only seen for a brief few minutes before he took her hostage and then spent the remainder of their time “together” locked in front of him, she knew almost everything about Pete Ringo.

      But that turned out not to be true after all. She only thought she knew the man.

      Quinn went through all those times she was in the same room with Ringo and tried to remember if she had ever spotted anything that didn’t quite…fit. But there was nothing. Everything about him, up to two nights ago, had been perfect. The perfect instructor when he taught, the perfect friend when he wasn’t, and the perfect coworker when she landed in the same unit as him.

      He had been perfect.

      Too perfect, as it turned out.

      She watched him now, coming out of the seven-story FBI building. It was hard to miss the field office even in the middle of a bustling downtown thanks to its greenish (some would say, garish) color and shoebox-shaped construction.

      Quinn focused on her target as he bounced down the driveway before turning into the parking lot next door. He stopped a couple of times to chat with some fellow agents—a man and a woman, neither of whom looked familiar to Quinn—before climbing into his car—the same sedan he had picked her up in earlier before taking her to his apartment and then betraying her.

      Who are you, Pete Ringo? Who are you really?

      He was too busy waving to the guards as he drove through the barricade to see her—not that he would have anyway, even if he were on high alert and knew she was out here. Quinn had been taught by the same people as Ringo and knew how to evade detection during a tail, and she had the benefit of knowing what was happening while he didn’t.

      She put the stolen car—a plain white Ford—in gear and slipped back into traffic five cars down from him. The road around her hadn’t yet filled up, the office drones still counting the hours before abandoning their jobs.

      She was surprised to see Ringo leaving so early, a day after Ben’s supposed “murder.” What was going on with the unit now that Ben was gone? There were two other people she could have asked. Miller and Danford. But what were the chances she could trust them?

      No. She couldn’t risk it. Ben had been the only person she could trust, and he was gone.

      Killed.

      Murdered.

      After Ringo took his fifth turn in the last ten minutes, Quinn was certain he wasn’t headed home. His apartment was on the other side of town, and he was clearly headed away from it. So where was he going?

      It didn’t matter. Nothing about what Ringo had planned for today mattered.

      She waited and waited, and didn’t act until the moment was right.

      She finally found it at a stoplight thirty minutes from Downtown, with only one other vehicle coming up slowly behind her—a black Kia with an elderly couple in the front and handicap plates.

      Good enough.

      Ringo’s Ford was still moving but was slowing down for the light up ahead when Quinn gunned her car. If Ringo saw her coming he didn’t react fast enough, and his sedan was almost at a complete stop when she smashed into his back bumper. She pitched forward in her seat and had to fight every instinct to cry out when the seatbelt constricted against her body.

      It was a full five seconds before she could gather herself and grab the backpack from the passenger seat. She pushed her car door open and stepped out into the street. Her chest hurt from the seatbelt, but she could still breathe and that was enough.

      She stumbled more than she walked to Ringo’s car and was mildly aware that she wasn’t even close to moving in a straight line. The front grill of the Ford had come loose, and steam shot out from underneath its crumpled hood. The Chevy was in much better shape and had been pushed a good ten yards farther up the road by the collision, past the stoplight and into the intersection. Fortunately there were no vehicles approaching from any direction. She had chosen the right spot after all.

      Quinn took the Glock out from behind her back and risked a quick glance down the street. The Kia had parked about thirty yards behind her, the old couple leaning forward to see what was happening. They weren’t panicking, which meant they hadn’t yet seen the gun in her hand or figured out what was happening. For all they knew, it was just a traffic accident.

      She faced forward and picked up her pace and was at the driver-side door of the Chevy just as Ringo was turning his head. The dazed and confused look on his face was a good sign the impact had sent him reeling. He blinked through the glass at her, as if he couldn’t quite make himself believe it was her staring back at him.

      One second, two—and then he was reaching for his holstered sidearm when she smashed the window with her gun. He shrank back as jagged glass shards flew at his face, almost completely leaving his seat but not quite.

      Despite the pain and headache, the smile came easily to Quinn’s lips. “Fancy meeting you here, asshole.”

      “Quinn?” he said, blinking through drips of blood at her. Small pieces of glass were sticking out of his forehead.

      She hit him in the face with the butt of the Glock before he could say anything else. His head snapped sideways, then sprung back.

      “What—” he said, when she hit him again, and again, and again.
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* * *

      A dozen or so people exited buildings or leaned out of their windows to see what was happening, but by the time anyone bothered to call the police, she had pushed Ringo over onto the front passenger seat and climbed into his car and taken off.

      It wouldn’t take long for the Bureau to realize that one of their agents had been abducted, and maybe someone had even glimpsed enough of her face despite the hoodie to give them a good description. Not that it really factored into how much time she had. The fact that she was in a city crawling with law enforcement already searching for her meant she didn’t have much of an open window to begin with anyway.

      A day, at the most.

      Two, if she was really lucky.

      She took him to the same abandoned building where she had hidden after escaping Hofheinz. It wasn’t ideal, but the alternative was finding a place she wasn’t familiar with, and that carried more risk.

      It was easy to stash Ringo’s Chevy in the back among the weeds that had broken through the concrete parking lot. The vehicle was still in surprisingly good shape even with the back bumper barely hanging on. But it did hold on, which was the only reason they hadn’t attracted attention as she drove to their destination. The broken driver-side window was easy enough to ignore; people drove with windows down all the time, especially in good weather.

      Ringo was covered in blood, both from flying glass and the dozen or so times she had struck him with the butt of the gun. The first hit had been on purpose—she just needed to get all the anger out on his face—but the ten or so following shots had been necessary because the man simply refused to submit. But eventually he had, groaning and bleeding in the front passenger-side seat while strapped in by the seatbelt.

      He was a bloody mess as she dragged him out of the car. Heavy, too, but she was used to pulling around bodies that were bigger than her at the academy. He left enough blood on the cracked walkway in the back of the building that if anyone bothered to take a look they would have easily spotted the mess. But that was a big if—after all, the place was abandoned for a reason and had hurricane fencing up front to keep out intruders. The fact that the fence was badly cut in places told her she wasn’t the first one to make a nest here.

      She propped Ringo up on a flimsy metal chair she had rescued from one of the piles of garbage in the lobby and fastened him in place using duct tape she had paid a kid twenty bucks to buy for her at a hardware store this morning. She left Ringo’s mouth exposed because she needed him to be able to talk and wasn’t worried about him screaming for help.

      When he was secured, Quinn took out a bottle of water and sandwich she had bought from a Mexican food truck and sat down with a heavy sigh. If her body was aching this morning, it was practically on fire now after the collision. Her arms were jelly as she fed herself while sitting against a wall next to Ringo, with the Glock resting in her lap.

      Ringo had left the office with his own service Glock—a G41 that came with thirteen rounds. He was also carrying two spares in a pouch on one of his hips, so bullets were something she no longer had to worry about. She reloaded the G42 and kept it out while putting Ringo’s away. It just seemed right that if she had to kill the piece of shit bleeding on the trash-strewn floor in front of her, it would be with Ben’s birthday present.

      When she was done eating and drinking and Ringo still hadn’t gained consciousness, Quinn decided to help him out by pouring one of the water bottles over his head. He woke up slowly, his broken nose and the gashes along his forehead exposed now that most of the blood had sloughed away with the water, leaving behind trails of pinkish liquid.

      He raised his head and immediately tried to move his arms and legs. He blinked at her through the wet hair hanging over his eyes before looking around at the building.

      There was a calmness about the way he did those things that unnerved her. At first she thought he might not fully grasp the situation, but the more she thought about it, the more she concluded the man just didn’t take danger very seriously. It was the same attitude he had shown back at his apartment when she had him at gunpoint and he was standing in nothing but a towel.

      You should be afraid, she thought, looking at him. Why aren’t you afraid?

      “Ballsy,” he said, finally turning back to her. “Real ballsy.”

      His words were slightly slurred because she had punched him in the mouth more than once and cut his lips and probably shaken loose a tooth or two in the process. She told herself that she hadn’t meant to do that, but maybe that was just a little white lie.

      “You changed your hair,” he said. “I liked you better as a blonde.” When she didn’t answer, he continued: “Staying in the city is one thing, but actually coming after me…” He grinned at her, showing bloodied (and missing) teeth. “A chair and blood. Now this looks familiar.”

      “I had such a good time with Hofheinz, I thought I’d repay you the favor.”

      “How thoughtful.”

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      “How long do you expect to keep me before they track that mess you made in the streets to this?” He glanced around him. “Whatever ‘this’ is?”

      “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      “What’s that? Tell me what I don’t get, Quinn.”

      “That I don’t have anything to lose anymore. Not after you murdered Ben last night. That was a mistake.”

      He shrugged. Or as much as he could with his hands bound behind him. “Not my first, and probably won’t be my last.”

      “You’re taking this very well.”

      “What? You think you’re the first person to torture me? You still don’t have any idea who you’re dealing with, do you? And I’m not talking about me, kiddo.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “What’s the matter, kiddo? Missing your father figure?”

      She stood up and walked toward him.

      He watched her come, one corner of his mouth curling into a devilish taunt. “What are you gonna do, kiddo? You gonna hit me again? Break my face? Oh wait, you already—”

      She took out the scalpel from behind her back and before he could say anything else, she plunged it into his right leg. He would have let out a scream if she wasn’t ready for it and slapped the rag she had been using to clean herself into his mouth first. He gagged and tried to spit it out, but without his hands he had to rely on his tongue to push at it, and apparently Pete Ringo wasn’t very good with his tongue.

      She touched the hilt of the knife and moved it around, and he bit down on the rag and narrowed his eyes at her while muffled grunts managed to slip out around the cloth.

      “Keep trying to spit it out, and this is going in the other leg too,” she said.

      He stopped struggling and forced himself to relax against the chair, even as little beads of perspiration were popping all along his forehead.

      Quinn pulled the medical instrument out, then slapped a piece of duct tape over the wound just as a small stream of blood squirted into the air.

      She put the scalpel down on the floor and crouched in front of him. “I’m going to ask you questions, and you’re going to answer them. If I sense that you’re being untruthful, I’m going to make another hole in your other leg and that’s going to continue for as long as it takes. So it’s very incumbent on you to make sure I believe your answers.” She stood up and reached for the rag, but stopped short of pulling it out of his mouth. “Do I even have to say it?”

      He shook his head.

      “Good boy,” she said, and pulled the wet rag out and pocketed it.

      Ringo spat a big glob of phlegm and blood onto the floor. “That was disgusting, Quinn. That was awfully and truly disgusting. Where did you find that thing, anyway?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Yeah, on second thought, you’re probably right.” He spat a couple more times before settling his eyes on her. “So what’s on tap for today? A little wining and dining, then some torture?”

      She narrowed her eyes back at him.

      Why aren’t you afraid? You should be more afraid, you piece of shit.

      “Why did you kill Ben last night?” she asked instead.

      “Ben? Who cares about Ben? I’d rather talk about you. You’re pretty amazing, you know that? We were pretty sure you’d left the city by now, but here you are.”

      “Ben. Tell me about Ben.”

      He sighed and gave her a bored look. “All right. Ben. What do you wanna know?”

      “Why did you kill him?”

      “It was his own damn fault. He was being nosy. Asking too many questions, going into places he wasn’t supposed to. After a while, the higher-ups just decided he was more trouble than he was worth. Plus, we already had a perfectly good way to get rid of him.”

      “Me.”

      “Yup. You.”

      “So that was the plan from the beginning? Kill Ben and frame me for it?”

      “Pretty much. You being there last night… Well, that was just a bonus. Your fingerprints are all over his place. Some of your blood, too. You remember bleeding in the bathroom?”

      She didn’t answer him, but he was probably right. She had washed the wound on her forehead in Ben’s bathroom sink while waiting for him, then used one of his towels. There was probably some of her blood on the doorknobs and walls too, not to mention the bedroom window she had jumped through to escape.

      “Plenty of evidence you were there,” Ringo continued. “The blood, the rounds you put into the door. And of course, the one in Ben’s stomach. You actually left so much evidence we had to go back and remove some of the ones we were planning to plant.”

      “How did you explain the different bullets? Mine and yours?”

      “What makes you think we had to explain anything? There were reports. And all the ballistics matched up.”

      “You control the labs,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “You and whoever you’re working for.”

      He shrugged. “Not quite correct, but eh, close enough.”

      “Who are they? Who are these higher-ups of yours?”

      “Sorry, but I can’t tell you.”

      She picked up the bloody scalpel.

      He flinched, but she could tell he was trying to fight the fear—and not quite succeeding. “The things I’ve already told you, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Why not?”

      “It doesn’t matter to you, because you’re never going to leave this building.”

      She stood up, the knife gripped in one hand. “Is that right?”

      “You remember back at the apartment? When you had me at gunpoint? When you couldn’t hit me from five feet with a gun?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Well, I’m not just fast,” he continued, “but I’m pretty goddamn strong too, kiddo.”

      She opened her mouth to say, I told you not to call me that, when Ringo’s hands appeared from behind his back, pieces of the duct tape still stuck to his wrists. She took a couple of steps back, unable to hide the startled look on her face, when the tape around his ankles snapped into two pieces.

      Quinn dropped the scalpel and was reaching for the Glock in her front waistband when he picked up the chair and threw it at her. She ducked—but just a half-second too late and one of the legs glanced off her left shoulder. She stumbled, almost toppling backward as she was dropping to the floor, even as the fingers of her right hand tightened around the gun.

      Ringo was moving, lunging more than he was running, and was already halfway (Jesus, he’s fast!) to her when she squeezed the trigger while still on one knee and the round struck him in the chest from almost point-blank range.

      His body came to a sudden stop and jerked back like someone had pulled his strings, but he somehow managed to remain on his feet anyway as if the gunshot didn’t hurt him so much as it stunned him.

      “Fuck,” he said, “you shot me.”

      She rose back to her feet and shot him again, and this time he collapsed in a pile in front of her.

      Quinn stepped forward and fired two more rounds into his back. The body twitched and lay still, and a pool of blood began forming underneath him.

      She allowed herself to take a breath before glancing toward the boarded windows. She was imagining someone out there calling the police, and turned and hurried to her belongings.

      Quinn snatched up Ringo’s handgun and shoved it into the backpack, slung it, then rushed to the door. She stopped and glanced back at the body, expecting it to rise back up, but it lay where it had fallen, unmoving.

      I guess you can’t dodge bullets after all, she thought before turning and fleeing.
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      Ben’s killer was dead. He might have (somehow) managed to dodge a bullet from five feet away, but he hadn’t been able to pull off that trick twice in a row.

      So where was the feeling of triumph? The uncontrollable burst of joy at having avenged Ben’s murder?

      Why didn’t she feel…something?

      She would have been satisfied with a little sense of accomplishment, but what had she accomplished really? She wasn’t any closer to finding out who was pulling Ringo’s strings, or Porter’s location, or why it seemed like Ringo’s people were working against the U.S. government, despite both of them searching for Porter?

      It didn’t make any sense. But then, what did these days?

      She sat in the back of the bus and watched the city flicker by through the generous layer of dirt and gum that caked the windows. Every now and then she could hear police sirens in the background and helicopters swooping by overhead, and a part of her kept waiting for the bus to stop and for men in urban assault vests to rush inside and overwhelm her. She wasn’t entirely sure what she would have done if that had happened. Could she really bring herself to shoot cops? Or FBI agents? Being accused of murdering five of her fellow special agents was one thing, but actually shooting them knowingly was entirely different.

      Could she do it? She hoped she never had to find out.

      Getting away from the abandoned building where she had taken Ringo was easy—she had scouted the area long before she took him there to interrogate. She knew the back streets and alleys in and out, just as she knew where to park his car to give it the best chance of going unseen. But getting away had required moving on foot because she couldn’t risk being caught in Ringo’s damaged Chevy. When the police began approaching the building from the front, she was already half a mile from the property.

      A few hours of running, walking, and running some more landed her at a bus stop, and now, inside a bus. She was already a good fifty miles from the building and putting more distance between them, and it didn’t take a lot of effort to hide in the back among people just getting out of work. Most of them were too tired to engage in conversation with random seatmates. The majority of them had their faces buried in their cell phones anyway. Of course she hadn’t stayed on the same bus or on the same route; she’d switched at least six times to keep the drivers from becoming suspicious.

      It was easy to stay under the radar—her face wasn’t plastered over walls or billboards, and though she popped up on TV screens in store displays, those were far and few and who really stopped to pay attention anyway? Even if someone did, they were showing an official FBI photo of her, and it looked nothing like her appearance now. The scar on her forehead and the dark dye job under the ball cap, not to mention the almost complete lack of makeup, did more to “hide” her in plain sight than cowering in a dark corner somewhere ever could.

      She was out of the dragnet, but that didn’t do anything to stop her left shoulder from hurting. First last night, dropping two stories onto the car, and now the chair. Christ, he’d flung that thing like it was a plastic Frisbee. If he had thrown it any lower, toward her chest, she wondered if it might not have knocked her out.

      How did he break through the duct tape?

      She still couldn’t figure it out even after replaying the whole series of events in her head at least a dozen times. He’d snapped not just the binding around his wrists but also his ankles. Ringo was no doubt fit, but that kind of strength…

      How the hell did he do that?

      But regardless of how he had managed it, he still hadn’t been strong enough to shake off a gunshot. Though, there had been a second or two when she thought he might have. What was that he had said after she first shot him?

      “Fuck, you shot me.”

      It wasn’t the words but the way he had said it, as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening.

      But Ringo was gone. Dead. Ben’s death was avenged.

      So why didn’t she feel anything?

      There was no joy or triumph, just an emptiness that refused to go away.

      Who were you? Who were you really?

      She pushed Ringo out of her mind. He didn’t matter anymore. A dead man couldn’t give her the answers she needed, and right now she desperately needed answers—about Porter, about why they had killed Ben, about…her.

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?”

      Hofheinz’s voice was like a razor cutting across her brain. It refused to go away no matter how hard she tried, and the best she could do was to shove it into the background and let it keep asking the same question over and over, only at a lower decibel.

      She concentrated on Ben instead. It was always easier to think about Ben.

      …and the last time she saw him alive.

      “The more I look into him, the more I’m seeing…things that don’t add up,” Ben had said about Porter. “Anyway, I’m not working alone on this. I have help.”

      There it was. Not the answer, but an answer.

      “Anyway, I’m not working alone on this. I have help.”

      Someone was helping Ben dig into Porter’s history, someone who wasn’t Ringo, but in all likelihood someone from the unit. There were twenty people in all, counting Ben himself, and of those other seventeen (excluding her and Ringo) she could only think of two that Ben might have trusted enough to involve.

      Miller and Danford.

      Could it be one of them? Or possibly both?

      “Anyway, I’m not working alone on this. I have help.”

      He’d said he had help, not a helper, or helpers. He could have enlisted either Miller or Danford, or both of them.

      Or neither.

      That was the problem. She didn’t know, and the risks involved with approaching one or both…

      It was too risky. After what happened to Ben, she had to be absolutely sure.

      That was the problem. Ben had been with the Bureau for decades and would have built up friendships with a lot of people over the years, people whom he could rely on when the chips were down and who would not be a part of the unit. There were a lot of men and women who had climbed the ranks alongside Ben, or had even advanced further ahead of him. Ben was a field guy, and he wouldn’t have wanted a desk job if he could help it.

      “Let’s just say there is the official dossier on Porter, and the unofficial one that the public doesn’t get to see. Real eyes-only stuff.”

      So who would have access to files that the public didn’t even know existed?

      People in very high places.

      That narrowed down the numbers but also introduced a new wrinkle: What if Ben had trusted the wrong person? What if he had asked the wrong “friend” to dig into Porter’s real files?

      “It was his own damn fault,” Ringo had said. “He was being nosy. Asking too many questions, going into places he wasn’t supposed to.”

      One of those questions might have been directed at the wrong people. All it would have taken was one wrong pair of ears.

      Whatever had happened—however Ringo had gotten onto Ben—it all led to the same place: Ben was gone, and she was on her own.

      That somber realization stayed with her long after the bus began to thin out and Quinn prepared to leave at the next stop. It didn’t pay to stay on the same ride for too long. Sooner or later the driver would notice, and the last thing she wanted was someone to pay attention to the lone passenger in the hoodie sitting in the back—

      “Crazy day,” a woman said as she sat down on the seat next to her.

      Quinn scooted closer to the window even as alarms sounded in her head. There was no reason for someone to have sat down in the same bench as hers; there were four others open immediately around them and even more closer to the front of the bus.

      But she didn’t let that knowledge show on her face. Or, at least, she didn’t think she let it through.

      “What’s that?” Quinn said.

      “Crazy day,” the woman repeated. She was Asian, with long straight hair pulled back in a severe ponytail that flopped over a black leather jacket. The fabric of her tight slacks stretched noticeably as she picked up her right leg and laid it across her left knee, the sole of her ankle-high boots moving casually up and down in the open aisle.

      Quinn’s right hand, already in her lap, slipped into her jacket and touched the grip of the Glock stuffed in her front waistband. Ben’s birthday gift. Ringo’s gun, with the bigger magazine, was in the backpack sitting on the floor between her feet.

      “Tough day at work?” Quinn asked.

      “At work, after work, you name it,” the woman said. She had taken out a pack of gum and was chewing on two sticks before offering some to Quinn. “Wanna chew?”

      Quinn shook her head. “No thanks.”

      “It’s peppermint.” The woman smiled. She had clear green eyes and an impossibly flawless complexion, tipped with an almost impish nose. Eurasian, most likely.

      “Just ate.” Quinn smiled back, even as she tried to figure out when the woman had gotten on the bus.

      Had it been at the last stop? The one before? Or was the woman sitting somewhere else all this time and only now decided to move to the back when the vehicle started to thin out?

      Where the hell did she come from?

      “More for me,” the woman said, and put the gum away. “You saw them?”

      “Who?”

      “Cops,” the woman said. “They were all over my work. I think they were looking for someone.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Guys in suits, too. Probably FBI agents. Or at least they looked like FBI agents.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be whoever they’re looking for. The poor bastards are never going to make it out of the city.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “Huh?”

      “You said you saw them at work.”

      “Yeah I did, didn’t I?” She flashed Quinn another smile. “Downtown.”

      “Where downtown?”

      The woman shrugged. She looked in her late twenties, maybe early thirties. But then most Asian women always looked younger than their real age, in Quinn’s experience.

      “You don’t know the place,” the woman said.

      “Maybe I do. Where downtown?”

      “You don’t know the place,” the woman repeated.

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “No offense, but I don’t really know you.”

      “Fair enough. When did you get on?”

      “Hmm?”

      “The bus. I didn’t see you get on.”

      “A few stops back.”

      “And you said you just came from work?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Wearing that?”

      One corner of the woman’s mouth curved into an amused grin. “My workplace has a very liberal dressing policy.”

      “I can see that.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      The woman turned and looked her up and down. “You look like you’ve been through a fight.”

      “Just a little domestic dispute,” Quinn said. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “No need.”

      “I would have called the police.”

      “You look like you could take care of yourself.”

      “Don’t let the outfit fool you. I’m actually a pussycat.” She flashed another easy smile before reaching into her jacket pocket.

      Quinn tightened her grip around the Glock and prepared to pull it.

      But she didn’t, because the woman took out a phone. It was a curiously old model, made of cheap soft black plastic with a black and white screen, the kind you’d have to go out of your way to buy these days because they weren’t readily available anymore.

      “Excuse me while I make a call,” the woman said.

      “Sure,” Quinn said. “Do what you gotta do.”

      “I always do.”

      Quinn turned away from the woman and looked out the window, but it wasn’t the empty sidewalks that she kept her eyes on. Instead, she watched the woman’s reflection in the dirty glass as she pressed buttons on the candy bar-shaped phone, then looked forward, one hand on the headrest of the seat in front of them while she waited for the call to connect.

      After a few seconds, the woman said into the phone, “Hey, it’s me.” A brief pause, then, “Who else would it be?”

      Quinn glanced around the bus at the other occupants—two teenagers in a seat three rows down, an old man with a bag of groceries in the middle, and a mother and son sitting directly behind the driver. People desperate to get home and avoiding eye contact or conversations with those around them. Quinn knew exactly how they felt.

      The only sounds came from the bus’s wheels grinding against the road and the woman sitting next to her talking idly into her phone. It was just as lifeless outside her window—blank sidewalks and dark apartment windows. Stores were already closing up, leaving just the occasional businesses and corner stores to light up the darkness with their neon signs.

      “Oh yeah?” the woman was saying into the phone. “How many?” She listened for a moment, then, “Well, that’s not good.” Another beat. “All right, see you in a bit, then. Save me some, unlike last time. Yeah, yeah.”

      The woman turned the phone off and put it away.

      “Bad news?” Quinn asked.

      “Depends on how you look at it,” the woman said. She turned around and smiled at Quinn, and Quinn thought, Jesus, if I were a guy… “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

      Quinn stared at the woman. “Recognize you? I’ve never seen you before.”

      “I meant my voice.”

      “Your voice?”

      The woman sighed. “Okay, now you’re hurting my feelings.”

      “I don’t know you, lady.”

      The woman looked down at Quinn’s waist, as if she could see the gun in Quinn’s hand behind the jacket. “You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”

      Quinn risked a quick glance at the rest of the bus a second time—the couple in front of them, the old man on the other side of the aisle, and the mother and son. The couple had their faces buried in their phones, as did the boy and his mom, and the old man stared forward at an ad featuring a half-naked model plastered over the opposite wall of the bus as if hypnotized by her curves.

      She returned her full attention to the woman, who was still watching her.

      “You know who I am,” Quinn said, lowering her voice noticeably, even as her grip tightened even further around the Glock and her forefinger slipped into the trigger guard.

      “You look better as a blonde,” the woman said.

      “That seems to be the consensus.”

      “Who chopped off your locks? That’s a crime against humanity.”

      “Me and a pair of cheap plastic scissors in a gas station bathroom.”

      “Yikes.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m called Xiao.”

      “What’s it mean?”

      “What?”

      “Xiao?”

      “It’s my name.”

      “You said you were called Xiao.”

      “Ah. The first slip-up. And I was doing so well too, blending into my environment. That’s usually my strong suit, you know. You might even call it a super power. Drop me on Mars and watch me become a Martian.”

      Quinn squinted at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s a Euro thing. People are ‘called’ their names over there, whereas they’re ‘named’ here.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I’ve just been informed that there’s a caravan of law-enforcement personnel up ahead in about ten blocks—well, nine now. Local authority and those of the federal persuasion.”

      Quinn snapped a quick look out the bus’s front windshield but didn’t see anything that even looked remotely close to being a checkpoint or red and blue police lights.

      “Eight blocks and counting,” the woman named Xiao said. “You’re running out of blocks, Quinn. May I call you Quinn?”

      “No,” Quinn said, and took the gun out and placed it in her lap with the muzzle pointed at the woman seated next to her.

      Too close. She’s sitting way too close.

      Xiao looked down at the weapon, then back up at her. “You know, I’m still a little hurt you don’t recognize me.”

      Quinn narrowed her eyes, but it didn’t matter how long she stared; she didn’t know the face. She had never seen it before, because she would have remembered. You didn’t forget a face like that.

      “I don’t know you,” Quinn said.

      Xiao sighed. “Hurt feelings aside, you’re down to seven blocks, Quinn. You really want to shoot your way through a barricade of local cops and federal agents just doing their jobs? I’m pretty sure none of them know you’re innocent.”

      “What makes you think I’m innocent?”

      “Because I know the truth. I know you didn’t kill those three agents at the hospital. Oh, you probably killed the other two, but we both know you didn’t have a choice. And I know for a fact you didn’t go to your mentor’s apartment just to murder him last night.”

      Quinn didn’t say anything and instead peered out of the windows around her again, searching for signs that all of this was a trap, that there was a SWAT or HRT unit waiting to storm the bus as soon as it stopped.

      But there was nothing out there, just closed businesses and the occasional bright lights from a gas station or late-night store.

      She looked back at the woman and flexed her fingers around the gun. Suddenly the foot or so of extra space between them seemed much closer, but Quinn was still satisfied she could pull the trigger long before the woman could reach down and grab the pistol.

      Unless she’s like Ringo.

      God, he was fast. How did he move so fast?

      “Go on,” Quinn said.

      “Go on?” Xiao said.

      “You seem to know a lot. So keep going.”

      “All right. We both know you’re innocent, but everyone and their momma thinks you’re guilty. Because that’s what they do. They manufacture a story and provide the evidence to back it up, and before you know it you’re climbing on and off buses and riding rings around the city until it’s pitch dark outside.”

      “You’ve been watching me,” Quinn said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Watching? No. Not really. You’re very good at hiding, I’ll give you that. But keeping track of? Definitely.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re interesting. What can I say? Plus, we were bored. Do you have any idea how boring waiting is? I hate waiting.”

      Quinn faced forward again but still couldn’t see anything that even looked remotely like a trap or a police action waiting to spring. If they were out there, then they were doing a hell of a good job hiding. Of course, it didn’t make any sense at all to send Xiao in here to chat openly with her first.

      This has to be a trap. What else could it be?

      “You’ll want to get off this lurching ancient deathtrap well before we hit the roadblock up ahead,” Xiao was saying. “Of course, that’s what I would do, but what do I know?”

      Quinn looked back at her. “Who are you?”

      “Would you believe a friend?”

      “No. I have precious few of those these days.”

      Good one, she thought. “Precious few?” Try none.

      “True enough,” Xiao said. “But if I can’t convince you, maybe someone else can,” she said, and began reaching into her jacket pocket.

      Quinn lifted the Glock off her lap, forefinger tightening around the trigger.

      Xiao stopped mid reach. “Relax.”

      “Don’t tell me to relax.”

      “Okay, don’t relax. But I’m just getting my phone. I’m going to call that friend I just mentioned.”

      “The one that told you about the roadblock.”

      “Another one.”

      “How many friends do you have?”

      “Not as many as I’d like. Sorta the same problem as you.”

      Quinn turned her body almost completely around until she was facing Xiao, then scooted backward until her back was pressed against the cool glass of the window behind her. “Slowly.”

      Xiao finished bringing the same phone out. “You’re going to have to trust someone if you want to survive this, Quinn.”

      Quinn thought of Ben Foster, lying dead in his apartment hallway, and gritted her teeth. “Make your call.”

      “Five blocks,” Xiao said. She pressed some numbers, then held the phone against her ear and said into it, “Is he there?” A beat, then, “Who else would I be talking about?” She rolled her eyes at Quinn, and cupping the phone with her other hand, said, “He’s such a pain in the ass.”

      “Who?” Quinn asked.

      “You’ll meet him later. Hopefully.” Then, back to the phone, “You’re on the pitch, big boy.”

      Xiao handed the phone across the seat to Quinn.

      Quinn stared at it, then at Xiao, but didn’t move to take the device.

      “Oh, come on, it’s just a phone,” Xiao said. “It’s not like it’s going to blow up once you take it. Oops, did I just say that last part out loud?”

      Xiao grinned, but Quinn didn’t.

      The other woman put the phone back against her ear. “She won’t take it.” She listened for a moment, then held the phone out again, but this time turned it with the screen facing Quinn. “Say hi.”

      Quinn stared at the black and white display, not quite sure if her mind was playing tricks on her eyes. Despite the heavy pixelation and lack of color, there was no denying the face that looked out of the phone back at her.

      “You,” she whispered.
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      “I’d appreciate it if you don’t shoot Xiao,” the man who had ruined her life said. “I told her not to get involved with you in the first place, but that’s like telling the ocean to stop being so wet. If I didn’t need her so much, I’d probably shoot her myself.”

      John Porter.

      John fucking Porter.

      She couldn’t tell where he was talking to her from, and the phone’s screen was so devoid of any clarity that the background could have been white wallpaper or gray concrete walls. He was standing inside a room of some kind, and if he wasn’t alone, then she couldn’t hear or see anyone else around him.

      “How do you know I have a gun on her?” Quinn asked.

      “Are we going to play that game?” Porter said. “Let’s just say I know what it’s like to be hunted. I’ve been where you are now, only a hundred times worse.”

      I bet you have, asshole.

      “So convince me why I shouldn’t shoot her right now, then come after you?” Quinn said.

      If her threat had any effect on Xiao, the woman hid it well as she leaned against the seat in front of them, long fingers tapping nonchalantly against the headrest. She looked bored more than anything.

      “Because she saved your life back at the hospital,” Porter said. “She was your guardian angel.”

      Quinn glanced up from the phone in her hand and at Xiao, who winked back at her and said, “I thought you’d at least recognize my voice.”

      “That was you,” Quinn said. “The sniper.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Why didn’t you just say that before?”

      “What would be the fun in that?”

      Quinn ground her teeth. “I almost shot you.”

      “It’s been an unspectacular night anyway.”

      “Ladies,” Porter said through the phone. “I believe you’re about to hit the police roadblock. You might want to get off the bus pretty soon.”

      “Five more blocks,” Xiao said. “Or is that four? No, I’m pretty sure it’s five. Possibly.”

      Quinn turned back to Porter. “What do you want with me?”

      “Me? Nothing,” Porter said. “This is Xiao’s play, not mine. I did what I could for you at Gary’s place.”

      “By warning me?”

      “That, and the desk.”

      “What desk?”

      He might have smirked at her through the small screen. “What, you thought a piece of furniture that weighed five of you just landed at the perfect spot to shield you from the blast by accident?”

      “You?”

      “It was my good deed for the day. You’re welcome.”

      “You were underneath a desk when we dug you out,” Ringo had said to her, back when she still thought he was a friend. “We thought you’d somehow managed to roll under it before Porter triggered the explosion.”

      Quinn looked back at Xiao for confirmation.

      The other woman shrugged. “Porter is one of those enigmatic types. At least when he’s not being a pain in the ass. Don’t try to figure him out, kid, it’s Koreatown.”

      “Chinatown.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      “Eh, I was on the right continent.”

      Quinn refocused on Porter’s heavily pixelated face on the phone. “Who’s trying to frame me? Who’s pulling the strings?”

      “I know you have a lot of questions—” Porter began.

      “You’re damn right I have a lot of questions.”

      “You’re not in any position to make demands of me, Quinn. I’m doing this as a courtesy to Xiao, because once that woman gets it into her head to do something, it’s impossible to make her change her mind.”

      “Guilty as charged, again.” Xiao smiled, then, “And oh, four blocks. I think.”

      “Four blocks,” Porter repeated on the phone. “I think you two should get off the line before unlucky number three, don’t you think?”

      “And then what?” Quinn asked.

      “Xiao wants to bring you in.”

      “In where?”

      “Into our merry little band of outlaws, where else?”

      “What makes you think I want to be anywhere near you?”

      Porter smirked. Or she thought he did, but it was just a small screen and the details were so lacking.

      Who was she kidding? The bastard really had smirked at her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Porter said, “you’re still under the assumption that you have a choice, aren’t you? It’s either us or them, Quinn.”

      “‘Them?’ Who is them?”

      “That’s not a topic that should be discussed over an open phone line. Even one that can’t be traced or eavesdropped on. You never know…”

      “How did you know about the hospital? What room I was staying in? What was happening to me after our run-in at Gary’s nightclub?”

      “Xiao took it upon herself to keep tabs on you. I told her not to, but like I said, she rarely listens to what I want.”

      “I’m not very good at waiting,” Xiao said. “You were a nice distraction.”

      “Waiting for what?” Quinn asked.

      “So many questions,” Xiao said, and looked forward without answering.

      Quinn glanced back down at Porter’s face on the small screen.

      “Stay close to Xiao,” Porter said. “She’ll bring you to us.”

      “Then you’ll answer my questions,” Quinn said.

      “Sure,” Porter said.

      “Wait, what—”

      But Porter cut the connection first before she could finish.

      Sonofabitch.

      She didn’t know what was more aggravating, that Porter was under the (justifiably smug) impression he was going out of his way to help her or that he…was probably right.

      God help her, the man held all the cards. Who else was she going to turn to? She had no friends. No colleagues. She didn’t even have Ben anymore, and that hurt the most.

      “Charming, isn’t he?” Xiao asked.

      “Not quite the adjective I’d use,” Quinn said as she pocketed the phone.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “I’m going to keep it.”

      “Well, you’re the one with the gun…”

      “What are you, his partner?”

      “I guess you can say that.”

      “Are you, or aren’t you?”

      “I tried to kill him once,” Xiao said, as if she were telling Quinn about her favorite color.

      The statement took Quinn by surprise, and she spent a few seconds digesting it before asking, “Why?”

      “Someone told me to.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “Obviously.”

      Quinn narrowed her eyes at the woman. “Who are you people?”

      “The only ones you can trust right now,” Xiao said. It was, Quinn thought, the most serious-sounding sentence Xiao had said since they met.

      “I don’t know what that word means anymore,” Quinn said. “Trust.”

      “In my world, trust means someone who isn’t constantly trying to kill you. What’s it mean in yours?”

      Quinn didn’t answer, because trust got people killed in her world.

      Like Ben…

      “Two blocks,” Xiao said. “What’ll it be?”

      Quinn looked out the front windshield, and this time she could just make out red and blue lights flashing farther up the road. Still far off enough that she couldn’t tell how many there were, but they were definitely out there, waiting…

      “So, are we friends now or what?” Xiao asked.

      Quinn glanced down at the gun, then at Xiao.

      Xiao rolled her eyes back at her. “Oh come on, I already saved your life once. What’s a girl gotta do to get a little faith?”

      Quinn sighed and put the Glock away. “Don’t make me regret this.”

      A mischievous grin flashed across Xiao’s face. “That depends on your definition of regret.”

      Xiao hadn’t finished saying the word regret when red and blue lights appeared in the street in front of them, their sirens growing louder as they neared. The bus driver reacted by quickly pulling over to the curb before slamming on the brakes, nearly throwing the mother and son off their bench. The old man toppled sideways and his bag of groceries spilled across the floor, while the couple grabbed onto one other.

      “Time to go,” Xiao said, and stood up. She brushed aside her jacket and pulled out a handgun from behind her back.

      She’s had that thing this entire time, Quinn thought as she did the same, removing her pistol from her front waistband, then snatching the backpack up from the floor and slipping it on. “Watch your fire.”

      Xiao rolled her eyes. “Don’t fret, little missy. I don’t shoot unless I know what I’m shooting at.”

      The bus driver had stood up and was peering out the front windshield as the police cruisers neared them. They were moving fast, and it wouldn’t be long now.

      Xiao was already halfway to the bus’s secondary door when she shouted, “Hey, old timer, open ’er up!”

      The driver—whom Xiao had correctly identified as an “old timer”—glanced back at her in confusion for a moment. Xiao was standing in front of the couple, and Quinn, in the aisle next to them, saw the woman clutching the man’s arm at the sight of Xiao’s exposed gun.

      “The door,” Xiao said, pointing. “Open it.”

      It took another five seconds before the door creaked open and Xiao stepped through. Quinn followed, keeping her head low and her face hidden behind the hoodie, but even so there was no way the couple couldn’t glimpse her as she hurried past them and down the steps.

      Xiao was waiting for her on the sidewalk, looking up the street at the approaching police lights. The sirens were louder out here, or maybe they were just closer. Xiao turned and began jogging in the opposite direction, and Quinn fell in behind her.

      “You know where you’re going?” Quinn asked.

      “Nope,” Xiao said. “I’m playing this by ear.”

      “Oh, great.”

      “Relax, it’ll be fun.”

      Quinn glanced back down the street at the bus parked at the curb. The mother and son and couple were looking out the windows after them, but there were no signs of the old man. Quinn wondered if he was still trying to pick up his loose groceries. Farther up the street the police cars were getting closer, their sirens even louder. The sight (and sound) of them made her double her efforts through the chilly night.

      “Now that’s a sign, if I’ve ever seen one,” Xiao was saying.

      Quinn turned around and saw the other woman jogging across the empty street toward a store with BETTER THAN HELL written in neon lettering above its front door.

      “There?” Quinn said.

      “The streets aren’t our friends tonight.”

      “And that place is?”

      “You have something against sex?”

      Quinn didn’t answer, but followed Xiao toward the store even if every ounce of her told her to turn and run in the other direction.

      What did she know about this woman? Nothing, except that she was friends (Colleagues? Partners? Lovers?) with a man wanted on every continent on the planet, and who was the cause of all her present miseries.

      But was that really true?

      Yes, spotting Porter at the nightclub had started all of this, but he wasn’t the one who made her a fugitive. Ringo’s lies had all been in service of capturing Porter and not to hand him over to the FBI, as far as she could tell. So who exactly were Porter and his friends, and why did she think they were better than whoever Ringo was working for?

      “You’re thinking about it way too much,” Xiao said as they slipped into the sex shop side by side and were immediately assaulted by a slow R&B tune about, predictably, “getting it on.”

      Quinn saw Xiao put her gun away and did the same, then followed her through the aisles. The store was empty except for the two of them, and the twenty-something employee with more piercings on her face than Quinn would ever think to put on her entire body in a lifetime.

      “Help you guys?” the woman asked as she looked up from a copy of High Times.

      Xiao spun around and, still backpedaling down the long aisle, glanced over the racks of vibrators and flimsy lingerie. “My girlfriend and I know exactly what we want. Thanks anyway.”

      “Let me know if you need help,” the woman said, even as she narrowed her eyes back at Xiao.

      Xiao turned around. “I don’t think she bought it. I guess we don’t look like a lesbian couple. I don’t know why. I’m clearly the lipstick lesbian to your dyke.”

      Quinn sighed. “Let’s just find the back door.”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “What?”

      Xiao grinned as they came up to the door at the back of the store. EXIT was written on top of it, and Xiao pushed through and into a back alley.

      Something wet squished under Quinn’s shoes, but she ignored it and turned right with Xiao, since their left was blocked off by the back of another building. It looked very much as if they had stepped into a concrete maze filled with shadowy patches and littered with garbage. The walls were covered with graffiti and dull-colored stains that Quinn didn’t want to think too much about.

      “Now what?” she asked instead.

      “Stick to the shadows as much as you can,” Xiao said. “They can’t find what they can’t see.”

      “Why do I have a feeling you don’t actually have a plan?”

      Xiao grinned back at her. “Probably because I don’t?”

      Quinn sighed.

      She’s crazy. And I’m following her through a series of dark alleys.

      So who’s really nuts here?

      They were moving deeper into the shadows when Xiao turned left. The other woman had begun to pick up speed, and Quinn had to do likewise in order to keep up. Xiao had longer legs but she wasn’t that much faster, though Quinn didn’t completely discount the possibility her guardian angel wasn’t going as fast as possible for her benefit.

      The whup-whup-whup of helicopter rotors broke through her thoughts, and Quinn instinctively glanced up just as a pool of light washed across the alley. She ducked her head and moved toward the wall, pressing against the jagged brick surface as the spotlight raked across the same path she had been walking just a second ago.

      Quinn stared at a dirty patch of…something splattered on the brick and mortar barely an inch from her face. The jumbled colors assaulted her eyes while the smell… She started breathing through her mouth.

      Xiao had mirrored her movements a few feet in front of her, and they exchanged a brief look. There was too much shadow for Quinn to be sure if that was amusement or mild annoyance on Xiao’s face.

      “Back at the hospital,” Quinn said.

      “What about it?” Xiao asked.

      “You saved my life.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I mean, why did you do it?”

      “It was better than sitting around waiting for Porter to give me something to do. I get bored very easily, in case I haven’t made that clear. Some call it ADD, which is why I stopped going to him.”

      “Who?”

      “Some.”

      “Some?”

      “Yeah, my doctor. His name’s Some.”

      Quinn rolled her eyes and Xiao grinned.

      She’s insane. Absolutely bonkers, Quinn thought, when the spotlight moved away from them, followed by the actual presence of the police helicopter swooping above a few seconds later. It wasn’t just one chopper up there, but two, the whup-whup-whup of their rotor blades impossibly loud against the quiet night air.

      Xiao gave her a we’re clear nod and they continued jogging up the alley, keeping as close to the shadowed walls as possible before disappearing around another turn. Quinn picked up her pace to catch up, passing the back doors of stores and tenement buildings and overflowing Dumpsters.

      Then, without warning, Xiao stopped in front of her.

      “What?” Quinn said.

      “Listen,” Xiao said.

      “Listen to what?”

      Xiao pointed up at the sky. Quinn looked up, but she couldn’t see anything but stars.

      Wait, what happened to the helicopters?

      Quinn slowed down her breathing so she could hear better, but she couldn’t detect the whup-whup-whup of helicopters no matter how hard she listened.

      “They’re gone,” Quinn said. “Why did they leave?”

      Xiao looked back at her. “How good of a shot are you?”

      “Good. Why?”

      “Really good?”

      Good enough to kill Pete Ringo, she thought, and said, “Better than most. Why are you asking?”

      “Normally people can’t shoot for shit, never mind hitting a moving target.”

      “I’m not shooting anyone, Xiao. Especially cops.”

      “You’re not going to be shooting cops.”

      “Then who are you talking about?”

      “The guys that want you; the real guys behind all of this. You don’t want them to get their hands on you, Quinn. But then you probably already know that. Did they put you in the chair yet?”

      “What chair?”

      “That’s a no.”

      “They put me in a chair. What kind of chair are we talking about?”

      “You’ll know it when you wake up in one,” Xiao said before she looked up at the empty skies again.

      “I still don’t hear anything,” Quinn said.

      “Oh, they’re coming. They wouldn’t have sent the locals away if they weren’t going to take over.” She turned back to Quinn. “Shoot them in the head and don’t hesitate, do you understand? Shoot to kill. If they capture you, if they put you in the chair, you’ll never see the light of day again. At least, not as the person you used to be.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “In the head, remember that,” Xiao said, and turned and ran off.

      Quinn sighed, wondering again why she was allowing herself to be led through dark alleys by a woman she’d never met until a few minutes ago, and whose name she didn’t even know was real.

      But she took off after Xiao anyway, because what the hell else was she going to do? She needed answers, and the only way to get them was to go right into the belly of the beast.

      Right to John-fucking-Porter himself.

      Xiao had turned the corner in front of her, and Quinn ran faster to catch up. She unslung the backpack and pulled at the zipper even as she darted through shadows, then stuck her hand inside to look for Ringo’s Glock. If there was going to be a gunfight, she’d rather have both weapons at the ready instead of just Ben’s G42.

      She was rounding the turn when a door opened in the corner of her eye and a figure lunged out and broadsided her and drove her into the wall, the building’s rough and jagged surface stabbing into Quinn’s back like a thousand swords.
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      Gunshots—Two? Three? Hard to tell, because they came so fast, one after another, that she almost believed it was a fully automatic weapon—bellowed from farther down the alley to her left.

      Or was that to her right?

      Her sense of direction was warped by the pain lancing through every inch of her body, every one of them originating from behind her where chunks of the brick wall dug into her flesh through her clothes.

      Somewhere between being power slammed into the wall and rediscovering a whole new universe of aches and bruises, Quinn managed to hold onto her gun. She didn’t know how—in fact, she could barely feel her fingers—but when she opened her eyes, strands of moonlight were gleaming off the polymer barrel of the Glock G42. She couldn’t say the same for the backpack she had unslung just seconds ago, or Ringo’s gun that she was reaching in for.

      But before Quinn could swing the gun up to fire, a hand grabbed her wrist and shoved it against the rough surface of the wall about a foot from her head, where an impossibly strong viselike grip held it in place. Either her assaulter was the strongest sonofabitch that ever lived, or she was sapped of strength from being rammed into. Maybe it was a little of both, because she was having difficulty just breathing, never mind focusing on the figure looming in front of her.

      He was big. Christ, he was big.

      At least six five with broad shoulders that poked out from underneath dark clothing. She couldn’t make out a face because it was moving too fast, twitching back and forth, and forward and back.

      A faceless man.

      Not again. Not again.

      While he held her gun against the wall, with the muzzle turned harmlessly to the sky, his other hand was pressed against her chest, which explained why she was having difficulty breathing. Or at least she hoped so. The only other explanation was that the blow had caused some kind of internal injury.

      More gunshots—she was sure it was exactly two of them this time—boomed from farther up the alley.

      The man holding her in place might not have had a face (Where did your face go? her dizzied mind wanted to ask), but he had ears, and he turned his head toward the source of the gunfire.

      Xiao. Where was Xiao?

      The man’s head was still turned when Quinn swung with her left hand, balling her fingers into a fist at the last second, and struck her captor in the face—or at least where she assumed his “face” was.

      It was like hitting granite.

      The man didn’t go down and he didn’t even act as if he had felt it, so she hit him again, then again, and again.

      Finally, the faceless man “looked” back at her. She stared at the spots where his eyes should have been, but were instead just blurring lines that crisscrossed and never stayed still for even a split second.

      “Give it a rest,” the faceless man said. His voice came through loud and clear despite the ringing in her ears. “They want you alive, but it doesn’t have to be in one piece.”

      That voice. She recognized that voice.

      Quinn squinted back at him, thought, Go to hell, and swung again.

      This time the faceless man intercepted her incoming fist, but in doing so he had to take his hand away from her chest and Quinn thought, Now now now!

      She lunged forward—or as much as she could with her other hand still pinned to the jagged bricks along with that entire side of her body—and rammed her forehead into the man’s face.

      It hurt. It hurt a lot, and new rounds of pain exploded across her body.

      But the man let go of her hands!

      The hulking figure backpedaled even as he groped awkwardly at his indecipherable face. Drops of dark blood dripped to the dirty alley floor as he took one faltering step, then two backward. She couldn’t be sure if he was hurt or just stunned, but the result was the same: She was free!

      “Shoot them in the head and don’t hesitate, do you understand?” Xiao had said. “Shoot to kill. If they capture you, if they put you in the chair, you’ll never see the light of day again. At least, not as the person you used to be.”

      Quinn put the first two bullets into the man’s chest, and as he stumbled back (Go down, goddammit, why won’t you go down?), she lifted the gun slightly and fired the third into where his face would be.

      The man crumbled in a heap, but even before his body touched the filthy ground his face seemed to pull itself together until…it was just a face again, with an improbably small hole almost exactly in his forehead.

      No, it wasn’t just any face. The driver. The same one who had taken her to Hofheinz with Ringo, and who had almost stopped her from escaping. She recognized him even through the blood still flowing out of his battered nose.

      Quinn found herself staring at the body. She’d done that. She’d killed him. Just like she had killed Ringo. The vast majority of FBI special agents went through their entire career without having to kill someone, and she had already done it twice in one day. Four times now, if she counted Brown and Sterling.

      But there wasn’t the regret she expected as she peered down at the lifeless body, even as her heartbeat continued racing and every breath she managed was louder than it should have been. She didn’t know how long she stayed that way—a second? Two or five, or had it already been minutes?—but she didn’t snap out of it until more gunshots boomed in the alley ahead of her.

      Xiao!

      Quinn pried herself off the wall and stepped over the black lump on the ground and raced up the alley toward another intersection. She immediately turned left, because that was where the gunshots had come from—

      And almost tripped on something (a body!) lying on the filthy floor. She saw it at the very last second—it was wearing all black like the driver—and managed to jump over it just in time, but almost fell anyway. She somehow regained her balance enough not to go splat on the pavement, even as all the days and weeks of Quantico close-quarters combat training rushed back to her.

      Quinn swept the darkened alley with the Glock, quickly picking up the two extra bodies in front of her, their forms revealed by a generous pool of moonlight. Like the first one, these were covered in black clothing and lay unmoving. The second one was on the ground, the third sitting awkwardly against a wall that was splashed with bright red blood, a thin metal rod of some kind gripped tightly in his right hand. The item was about a foot long and an inch and a half wide, and the way he held it told her it was a weapon. Both men had been shot multiple times in the chest, but it was the headshots that had finished them off.

      Quinn saw all of this within five seconds and two controlled breaths.

      “Look at you, still alive,” a voice said.

      Quinn blinked at the shadows around her until, finally, she was able to make out a lone, tall figure standing in the darkness.

      “You’re alive,” Quinn said as she hurried over to the other woman.

      “So are you,” Xiao said. “Did you kill them?”

      “Him, and yes.”

      “Just one?”

      Quinn glanced back at the three dead men in the alley. “Yeah, just one.”

      “Oh well, we can’t all be special,” Xiao said, and grinned.

      Quinn didn’t know why Xiao was so amused, because she wasn’t actually leaning against the wall—she was pinned to it. There was a long metal rod sticking out of her left shoulder, almost identical to the same object one of the dead men was clutching, except for the length—the one protruding out of Xiao was at least a foot and a half long, the rest of it buried somewhere in the wall behind her.

      Jesus Christ, how did someone shove that through brick and mortar?

      “Yeah, it’s pretty deep,” Xiao was saying.

      Quinn realized she hadn’t done a very good job of hiding the shock on her face. “How—?”

      “Look at them, Quinn. These guys are the size of elephants.”

      Quinn stared at her, then at the long piece of metal (Steel? Was that steel?) sticking out of Xiao’s shoulder.

      “You’re going to have to pull it out,” Xiao said.

      “What?”

      “The staff. You’re going to have to pull it out. I can’t do it. At least not while holding this,” she said, showing the gun still clutched in her hand.

      Quinn moved around Xiao to get a better look at the “staff.” A small amount of blood coagulated around the point of penetration, but she wouldn’t have been able to make it out if not for the pristine condition of the weapon—and that was exactly what it was. A metallic version of the wooden bo staff that she had trained with in the academy.

      “How deep is it?” Quinn asked.

      “Deep enough,” Xiao said. “Pull it out.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Sure you can.” When Quinn didn’t look convinced, “And it’s not like you have any choice. They recalled the locals, so we’re good on that front. But it’s only going to be a matter of time before they realize the four they sent failed. That means they’re going to send more.”

      Xiao paused, as if to catch her breath. Sweat covered her forehead and face. Quinn could see that she was in pain. A tremendous amount, but she was fighting through it by putting on a brave face and just barely pulling it off.

      “Pull it out,” Xiao said again.

      Quinn sighed and took a step back.

      “Do it,” Xiao said.

      “It’s going to hurt.”

      “Losing my virginity to a guy ten years older in a seedy London hotel hurt. This is going to sting.”

      Quinn didn’t believe her for a second, but she smiled back anyway. “You sure?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “Would you stop that?”

      Xiao grinned, but it quickly slipped away, replaced by obvious pain. “Sorry. But yeah, I’m sure. It’s the only way.”

      “What about Porter?”

      “He’s not here. You are.” She took another labored breath. “You have to do it quick. If more of them show up, I won’t be much help in this condition.”

      Quinn nodded. She put her gun away, then began unzipping her jacket.

      “What is this, a strip show?” Xiao said.

      “Shut up,” Quinn said.

      “What happened to your pack?”

      “My what?”

      “Your pack.”

      “Shit,” Quinn said, and glanced around the alley. She’d dropped it when the driver slammed into her. It was somewhere back there along with the extra Glock she’d taken from Ringo, some cash and clothing, and a half-used roll of duct tape.

      “Wanna go look for it?” Xiao asked. “I’ll wait. Not like I’m in shock or anything.”

      Quinn sighed and shook her head, then focused on the task at hand.

      She balled up the jacket and slung it over her shoulder, then gave Xiao a long look. “You ready?”

      “No,” Xiao said, “but do it anyway.”

      Quinn took another breath. A very, very deep one this time.

      Xiao closed her eyes.

      Quinn lunged forward, grabbed the smooth—and cold, God, it was freezing cold—end of the rod with her right hand and pushed the open palm of her left against Xiao’s chest, and pulled.

      Xiao screamed, but Quinn continued pulling, and pulling, and pulling.

      First a foot, then another, then another came out of Xiao’s shoulder.

      Finally, mercifully, the final inch, including the very sharp point covered in blood, came free and the rod clanged against the concrete ground. Quinn grabbed the jacket slung over her shoulder and shoved it against Xiao. The fabric was instantly covered in blood and Xiao’s body went slack, her head lolling heavily to one side, and Quinn grabbed her just before she could drag the both of them down like two sinking boulders.

      Slowly, Quinn lowered them to the floor and sucked in a deep, relieved breath.
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* * *

      “How is she?”

      “She’s bleeding.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s bleeding a lot.”

      “All right,” Porter said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Do your best to keep her alive until then.”

      Why weren’t you here before, asshole? she wanted to ask him, but bit her tongue.

      Quinn put the phone away before going back to wrapping both arms around Xiao’s sagging body as she half-led and half-dragged the two of them through the hallway.

      They were inside some kind of apartment building, having kicked—and when that didn’t work, shot—her way into the back door. If any of the tenants heard her entry—and they would have unless they were all deaf or in a coma—no one had called the police yet. Or as Xiao had put it, “They recalled the locals, so we’re good on that front.”

      She didn’t know how much longer they would be “good,” because it had been at least ten minutes since the faceless men (Not faceless anymore. How the hell does that work, anyway?) had ambushed them in the alley. And yet there were no sirens, and no matter how many times she glanced over her shoulder, no one was pursuing them from the alley.

      Quinn was very aware they were leaving behind large drops of blood as they moved through the darkened corridor. Xiao hadn’t said a word (if she even still could) since Quinn pulled the metal out of her, though Quinn could see her struggling through the pain whenever she looked over. The woman was losing a lot of blood—too much—and she had difficulty keeping her eyes open. Her lips quivered every now and then, as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t, and her face was covered in a thick layer of sweat despite the chilly air.

      They finally reached the end of the back hallway and stepped into the lobby.

      Quinn renewed her grip on Xiao’s limp body and dragged them past a row of mailboxes to her right, then a bank of elevators to her left. There were a couple of squiggly yellow light bulbs, but the moonlight flooding the large space from the front windows illuminated most of her path.

      They were probably being very loud as they trudged through the hallway and then the lobby, but all Quinn could really hear was her own labored breathing. Xiao might have looked tall and lanky but she was surprisingly heavy, and Quinn struggled to hold onto her even with both arms, all the while continuing to pin her balled up jacket against Xiao’s bleeding shoulder.

      And the blood. Jesus, there was a lot of blood, and they continued to drip-drip-drip to the floor as Quinn struggled to get them from one side of the building to the other.

      She focused on the moonlight, using it as a beacon. All she had to do was reach it. All she had to do was reach it…without both of them collapsing to the floor because she wasn’t sure if she could get back up, and she knew for a fact Xiao wasn’t going to by her own power.

      She changed up her grip on Xiao’s body again when she felt the other woman start to slide.

      Quinn gritted her teeth. “Stay with me, Xiao. Come on, just a little farther…”

      Another step, then another one.

      Quinn could only focus on putting one foot in front of the other, in front of the other. Thinking about anything else, including just how goddamn far that front door was, didn’t do either one of them any good.

      So she concentrated on extending her foot, then dragging Xiao along, then another foot—

      Bright headlights, flashing across the front of the building as a car came to a quick, screeching stop outside in the streets.

      Porter.

      Hopefully it’s Porter.

      Then, smirking to herself, God, I can’t believe I just thought that.

      The front door was locked, and to break it she would have to put Xiao down, and Quinn wasn’t sure if she would have the strength to pick the other woman back up if she did that. As it turned out, she didn’t have to worry because someone kicked at the door once, twice, and smashed it open on the third try.

      “How is she?” Porter asked as he stepped inside.

      There he was—the man who had started all of this.

      He was also the same man who could help her end it.

      For a moment—just a very brief moment—Quinn considered letting Xiao go and drawing the Glock from her waistband and shooting Porter. She wouldn’t kill him, just wound him. She’d need him alive when she brought him in, and then this nightmare would all be over.

      He was walking toward them, making up the space between her and the door with quick and efficient strides, and as far as she could tell, he wasn’t armed. Or at least he didn’t have a weapon in his hands.

      It would have been easy and he wouldn’t see it coming, because his eyes had gone—and remained—on Xiao’s sagging body. And even if he did realize what was happening—what she was considering—how was he going to stop her? He wasn’t armed, and this time he didn’t have Gary Ross’s bodyguard to distract her shot.

      But she didn’t pull the gun, because she couldn’t.

      Porter had the answers that she needed. Answers that might explain who the people that had killed Ben were. And right now that mattered more to Quinn than proving her innocence to the FBI or getting her career back.

      You’re dead because of me, Ben, but I’m not going to let whoever’s behind it get away with it. I promise you that.

      If Porter could read the conflict on her face, he said nothing as he reached for Xiao. “Give her to me.”

      “She’s heavy,” Quinn said.

      “Hey,” Xiao said, opening her eyes with some effort. “Don’t go blabbing about my weight to a guy. What’s wrong with you?”

      Quinn managed to somehow smile back at her. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t let it happen again,” Xiao said as Porter lifted her into his arms, seemingly with hardly any effort, and headed back to the door.

      Quinn didn’t move and instead watched them go. She was covered in Xiao’s blood, and some of it continued to drip to the floor, joining the puddles that were already there. Around them, the building remained still and quiet, and though she had been waiting for it ever since she led Xiao into the place, there were no sirens in the air or police lights visible through the building’s windows.

      “They recalled the locals, so we’re good on that front,” Xiao had said.

      It took Porter a while to notice she wasn’t behind him, and he stopped at the broken door and turned around, his body, with Xiao slumped in his arms, silhouetted against the moonlight. He looked back at her and didn’t say anything for a moment, but he was too far away and there were too many shadows between them for her to read his face.

      “You coming?” he finally asked.

      She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t move, either.

      “The answers you’re looking for aren’t here, Quinn,” Porter said. “They’re not at the FBI, either, but I think you already knew that after what happened to your friend.”

      She continued not to move, and though she didn’t know how it had happened, her hand had inched closer toward her gun.

      “But you’ll have to ask yourself,” Porter continued, “do you really want to know? Do you really want to know?”

      She remained silent and watched him back, but didn’t take her hand away from Ben’s birthday gift.

      Ben…

      “Make your choice,” Porter said, “because if you come with us, you won’t be able to come back, and the path forward is treacherous and it’s lonely, and there will be no parades waiting for you on the other side.”

      Ben, tell me what to do. Please, tell me what to do.

      “Make your choice, and make it fast,” Porter said, and turned around and slipped through the door.

      She watched him go in silence.

      One second.

      Two…

      …five…

      She sighed, took her hand away from the gun, and hurried after him.
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      John Porter.

      “I know you have questions, but right now I need to make sure Xiao lives.”

      John friggin Porter.

      “Can you help me with that?”

      John fucking Porter.

      “Quinn?”

      It was an easy enough question, but she found the answer difficult. Instead of replying, she stared at him from the backseat of the Dodge sedan and watched him lean slightly back and hold out the first-aid kit toward her.

      Their eyes locked, and if Porter was aware of all the scenarios that were currently racing through her head—and every single one of them ending with him either in cuffs or dead or both—he didn’t react to it.

      But he had to know, didn’t he? Not just who he was, but what had happened to her these last few days because of their encounter. He had to know, and yet he didn’t seem all that concerned that she had a gun on her, and he was, right now, helpless to stop her from pulling the trigger and ending her problems once and for all.

      Except that wasn’t entirely true. Maybe it had been a day or two ago, but that was before they killed Ben.

      And it was they now, not him.

      It wasn’t just Pete Ringo. Someone (someones) was behind him.

      “It was his own damn fault. He was being nosy. Asking too many questions, going into places he wasn’t supposed to. After a while, the higher-ups just decided he was more trouble than he was worth. Plus, we already had a perfectly good way to get rid of him.”

      “The higher-ups,” he had said. Who were the higher-ups?

      She wasn’t going to find out from Ringo, but maybe someone else knew. Someone the same people that killed Ben for being “nosy” were also after.

      Porter.

      John friggin Porter.

      “Quinn,” Porter said now, having turned back to look at the road as he drove while his hand remained extended toward her with the kit in it.

      She snatched the small, rectangular box from him and turned her attention to Xiao, lying quietly in her lap. The other woman hadn’t stopped bleeding even after Porter deposited her inside and she climbed in after them.

      Quinn opened the box and removed the bundled up jacket (it was sticky with blood) from Xiao and tossed it to the floor. She took out what she needed and used the ceiling light Porter had switched on to cut away a large section of Xiao’s shirt to get at the wound underneath. She grimaced involuntarily at the sight of the gaping hole, thick with blood, but forced herself to keep going. She owed Xiao. Twice now.

      Porter drove without any sense of urgency, and she had lost count the number of times he had stopped and made turns seemingly at random. She would have asked him how he was doing it—always staying one step ahead of the pursuing vehicles on the streets and the helicopters above them—but a part of her didn’t want to jinx it.

      So she bit her tongue and concentrated on keeping Xiao alive.

      The other woman’s breathing had become shallow, her body slowing down to keep the rest of her from overexerting itself. Either that, or she had become dangerously weak from the blood loss. Quinn thought it was probably likely the latter, given how much fluid Xiao had shed as they moved from the alley to the apartment lobby and now through the dark streets of north Houston with calm purpose inside Porter’s car.

      Inside Porter’s car.

      Jesus. She was riding in the backseat of a wanted terrorist’s vehicle. Not just any terrorist, but the most wanted of them all. Porter had slaughtered and stolen and terrorized his way through most of Europe and Asia these last five years, with at least a dozen high-profile actions in the States before that. What the hell was she doing back here?

      But to look at him—in the driver’s seat in front of her, bloodied hands calmly guiding the steering wheel—she wouldn’t know just how wanted the man was. Five years and counting. That was how long he had been at the very top of the list, the same one her name and face was probably on now, too.

      Where did it go so wrong, Ben? It was supposed to be a new start. A new life together.

      But you had to go and die on me.

      Dammit, Ben, why did you have to go and die on me?

      Porter made another slow turn and pulled into an alley, then turned off the car’s engine when they were fully inside the shadows. That also shut down the ceiling light above her. She was going to ask why when two squad cars passed on the street behind them. It wasn’t the first time he had evaded the police by knowing exactly where they would be.

      “Here,” he said.

      She looked up at his offered hand. There was a white pill in his palm. Or it looked like a pill. It was big enough that she didn’t have any trouble imagining another pill inside it, like a Russian matryoshka doll.

      “What is that?” Quinn asked.

      “For Xiao.”

      “You really think she can swallow that thing? It’s the size of my fist.”

      “She doesn’t have to. Put it in on her tongue, and it’ll dissolve on its own.”

      She took it. “What is it?”

      “It’ll help,” he said, and didn’t say anything else.

      Xiao was unresponsive when Quinn opened her mouth and placed the large pill on her tongue. Xiao’s mouth closed on its own, as if she knew what it was.

      They sat in silence for another full thirty seconds before Porter started the engine and reversed back out into the street, and they continued on.

      The city was quiet around them, and though she thought she could hear the faded blare of sirens every now and then, they were very far off and didn’t seem to be getting any closer. However Porter was doing it, he was doing it well.

      “How is she?” he asked after a while.

      “She needs a hospital,” Quinn said.

      “She can’t afford one.”

      “She needs a doctor, Porter. I did what I could, but this isn’t exactly my forte, and she really bled a lot out there.”

      And I have her blood all over me to prove it.

      “There’s one waiting for us,” Porter said. “A doctor. We just have to keep Xiao alive until we get to her.”

      “You have a doctor on call?”

      “I wouldn’t say on call, but,” he shrugged, “I guess you could say yeah, I have a doctor on call.”

      “And she knows who you are?”

      He might have smirked. “My reputation precedes me.”

      “I’ve read your file.”

      “Is that right? What does it say?”

      “That you’re a very bad man.”

      “Ladies love the bad boys. Or so I hear.”

      “The ladies might, but the U.S. government doesn’t.”

      “Can’t win them all.”

      His file. What was that Ben had said before Ringo and the other faceless man murdered him?

      “Let’s just say there is the official dossier on Porter, and the unofficial one that the public doesn’t get to see. Real eyes-only stuff.”

      A day ago she would have scoffed at the notion that the FBI or one of the other agencies would go out of their way to hide the truth about a terrorist like Porter. But that was a day ago, and tonight she knew better. Because Ben was dead for being “nosy.”

      “You did good back there, in the alley,” Porter was saying.

      Quinn looked down at Xiao. The smell of ointment and medicine was thick in the backseat, but Xiao’s pulse was steady. Weak, but steady. She wondered how much of Xiao’s steadying heartbeat was the result of Porter’s pill and less because of her (lack of) medical ability.

      “She did better,” Quinn said. “She took out three of them by herself. I barely survived my one.”

      “That’s what she does,” Porter said. “Xiao’s a fighter.”

      “What is she, Chinese?”

      “Chinese-English.”

      “She has an accent, but it’s barely noticeable.”

      “It comes with the territory. In her old job, the more generic you can be, the better. It pays not to stick out.”

      “But she does.”

      Porter chuckled. “Yes, she does. You can only do so much to make yourself unremarkable looking when you’re as blessed genetically as she is.”

      Porter wasn’t wrong. Xiao’s face was perfectly proportioned, and Quinn remembered staring into those captivating jade eyes back on the bus.

      If I were a man, she thought again.

      “She’s the one who’s been keeping track of me,” Quinn said. “Not you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. Or she thought he did anyway, but it was difficult to see his body with the seat in the way. “The three of us have a lot in common. Like me, she’s been where you are now. I guess when it comes right down to it, she felt an obligation to help you out. So she decided to keep tabs on you after Gary Ross’s nightclub. It didn’t help that we had a lot of free time to kill.”

      “Free time to kill” until what? Quinn thought, remembering that Xiao had said something similar about being “bored” and that waiting was not one of her strengths.

      Why are you still in Houston, Porter? Why aren’t you across the country by now? Or in DC or New York, looking to blow up some high-value target? Why are you still here?

      But she didn’t ask those questions, because she knew he wouldn’t answer. She decided it was better to bide her time, gather as much information as she could without playing all her cards.

      What cards? When did you have cards to play?

      Porter slowed down and turned into another dark alley, and while still moving turned off the lights.

      Ten seconds after he shut down the car engine a helicopter swooped by above them, the whup-whup-whup of its rotor blades loud against the sleeping city.

      How the hell is he doing this? Quinn thought as she watched the unmarked black chopper glide obliviously past them.

      “You warned me,” she said, refocusing on Porter’s silhouetted form in front of her. “At the nightclub. You knew what would happen to me.”

      “Knew? No, but it wasn’t hard to predict. That’s what they do.”

      “They? Who is they?”

      “The ones behind Pete Ringo.”

      “You know about him?”

      “They tacked his name to your list of victims an hour after you left him at the abandoned building. That’s how Xiao knew where you’d go afterward—on a bus going in circles around the city.”

      “How did she know I’d do that?”

      “Like I said, we’ve been where you are now. You can profile someone from the comforts of your office as much as you want, but unless you’ve actually walked a mile in their shoes, you don’t really understand their frame of mind. Anyway, it did take her almost the entire day to finally locate you.”

      Quinn glanced down at Xiao, looking almost serene in her lap with just a ghost of a smile on her lips, as if she was eavesdropping on their conversation right now.

      Porter turned the car engine back on, but instead of returning to the main road, he maneuvered them into a side street.

      “Why did you warn me?” Quinn asked.

      “It was the civilized thing to do,” Porter said.

      She stared at the back of his head, not entirely sure how to take that last sentence. Porter, a wanted terrorist, telling her about being “civilized,” left her questioning her sanity.

      “Why are you here, Porter?” she asked. “Why are you still in Houston?”

      “I think you know I can’t tell you that.”

      “What can you tell me?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.”

      She gritted her teeth and fought back the annoyance. “What about the people behind all this?” she asked instead. “How were they able to pull HPD back at the alley and send their own people to finish us off? What kind of organization has the power to do something like that?”

      “Power?” Porter chuckled and glanced up at her in the rearview mirror. “This isn’t power, Quinn. This is a minor inconvenience to them. When they flex their real power, you’ll know.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      She didn’t know how long it took them to finally leave the neighborhood behind (Hours? It had to be hours, but Porter had stopped and hidden and taken so many side and back roads that she had lost track of time), but there was a sense of relief when Porter shifted into fifth gear and found a freeway on-ramp.

      Soon they were just one more vehicle heading north on Highway 249, and less than ten minutes later driving past the same Southern Methodist Hospital that she had escaped from not all that long ago.

      “Where are we going?” she finally asked.

      “To that doctor Xiao needs,” Porter said. “How is she, by the way?”

      “Better. It’s that pill you made me give her, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe it was your medical expertise.”

      “Impossible. I don’t have any medical expertise.”

      “Then it could be the pill.”

      “What was in it?”

      “Something the FDA would never approve. Of course, they’d have to know it existed first before they could say yay or nay.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      She had a feeling he was smiling amusingly to himself, but of course she couldn’t be sure from the backseat of the Dodge.

      When he didn’t answer, she said, “The men back there. In the alley. Were they FBI?”

      “Some of them. They pull personnel from various agencies as needed. They have people everywhere. Most of them will never be called upon, but a few, like Ringo—like the ones in that alley—comprise their quick-action teams.”

      “You’re not going to come right out and tell me who they are, are you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “When?”

      “I’ll let you know when I decide I can trust you.”

      “Xiao trusted me enough to help me twice now.”

      “Yeah, well, Xiao has been known to make a few bad judgment calls.”

      They drove on for another ten minutes in silence, with Porter taking them out of the Houston city limits and toward the smaller adjoining town of Tomball. Large but dark office buildings and strip malls flashed by outside her window, and the traffic around them thinned out noticeably as midnight came and went.

      “How many of you are there?” she asked after a while.

      “Do you really expect me to answer that?” Porter said.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to say it; bringing you in was not my choice. That means I’m not under any obligations to answer your questions. I didn’t know you existed until a week ago.” He paused before glancing up at her in the rearview mirror. “But I’ll admit, my curiosity’s been piqued.”

      Gee thanks, asshole, she thought, but said, “Why the change of heart?”

      “They sent four people after you and Xiao tonight. They don’t usually do that unless you’re either very dangerous or they want you alive.”

      “Maybe they thought Xiao was dangerous enough to send four—three of them went straight for her.”

      “She’s dangerous, but she’s not that dangerous. No, they called back the locals and sent four for a reason. You wouldn’t happen to know what that reason was, would you?”

      She stared back at him and this time it was her turn not to answer, even as she recalled what the driver had said back in the alley:

      “Give it a rest. They want you alive, but it doesn’t have to be in one piece.”

      She didn’t repeat what the man had said to Porter. Maybe it was a little childish, but she enjoyed knowing something he didn’t.

      “If you won’t tell me why you’re here, or anything about you, then at least tell me who they are,” she said instead. “They killed my friend and they’ve been making my life a living hell these last few days. Isn’t that the civilized thing to do?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Have you not been following the news about my life lately, Porter?”

      He might have snorted. “What’s happening to you is nothing compared to what Xiao’s been through. Or comes even close to my life these last five years.”

      “Maybe you’re right, but I’m in it now along with the two of you. And I can’t fight back against something I don’t even have a name for. Who are they?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Porter,” she said, softening her voice. “Please. They killed Ben. They killed my friend. I’m not going to let these bastards get away with it. But I can’t make them pay if I don’t know who they are.”

      He sighed, then: “The truth is they don’t call themselves by any one name. They never did, and they never will. What they do have is a singular purpose, and everything they’ve done up to now has been in service of reaching that goal.”

      “Some kind of secret organization?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like the Illuminati? The Freemasons? Skull and Bones?”

      “The fact that you even know those names exist means they’re nothing like them. The only people who know about them are either a part of it, or they’re dead.” He paused, before adding, “Or being hunted down.”

      “Like you.”

      “Like me,” he nodded.

      This time it was her turn to hesitate.

      Then, after a few seconds of silence, Quinn said reluctantly, “One of the men in the alley…”

      “What about him?” Porter said.

      There was something wrong with his face, she thought, but couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud.

      “His face,” Porter said from the front seat. “There was something wrong with his face.”

      “Yes…”

      “He didn’t have one.”

      He’s seen it! she thought, but said, as calmly as she could manage, “Yes…”

      “It’s just a parlor trick, created by a device that they carry on them. It has two functions—the sight throws off their victims, pretty much freaks them out, while keeping their identities hidden by producing a low-yield electromagnetic field that scrambles electronic signals so any camera that picks them up just results in static. Then there’s the whole tinfoil hat angle.”

      “Tinfoil hat angle?”

      “Tell someone what you saw—a man whose face appeared…blurry—and they look at you funny. Nothing shuts people up faster about what they saw than the possibility of being thought of as a nutcase.”

      So I’m not going crazy after all. Thank God.

      “The man I shot in the alley,” she said. “His face returned to normal after he died.”

      “The device only works while he’s alive. It wouldn’t be ideal if his face was still hidden, in case someone stumbled across the body. It’s all about secrecy, about keeping their organization in the shadows. It’s how they’ve operated for decades.”

      “They tried to kill me that first night at the hospital, after they drugged me and made me remember what you said and did at Gary Ross’s nightclub.”

      He nodded. “Once they got what they needed from you, you became a loose end. And they are very, very good about tying up loose ends. Or at least they used to be. The fact that you’ve managed to survive them for this long is remarkable.” He glanced up at her in the rearview mirror again. “And you have no idea why they sent those four after you and Xiao in the alley?”

      “Give it a rest. They want you alive, but it doesn’t have to be in one piece,” the driver had said.

      “No,” she lied, and looked down at Xiao’s sleeping form just in case Porter was as good at reading faces as she was.

      “I’m sure you would tell me if you did,” Porter said.

      “Sure,” she said, “as soon as you tell me why you’re still in Houston when every government agency in the country thinks you’re already halfway across the country by now.”

      He might have chortled, but didn’t say anything.

      “What do they want?” Quinn asked. “You said they have a singular agenda. What is it?”

      “The answer to that one’s going to take longer than a car ride to explain. Besides, I’ve found through trial and error that it’s better if I introduced the pieces to people one at a time.”

      “But you are going to tell me, eventually.”

      “We’ll see how you handle the smaller answers first.”

      “I’m not five years old, Porter. Just fucking tell me.”

      “You’re not ready for it. No one’s ever ready for it.”

      “What about Xiao?”

      “She wasn’t ready for it, either.”

      “But she knows now.”

      “Yeah, she knows. Why do you think she’s back in the States with me? I’m risking everything just coming back here. I didn’t have to, you know. I didn’t have to do any of the things I’m doing now.”

      “So why did you come back?” Quinn wanted to ask him.

      And why the hell are you still in Houston, Porter? What’s here that’s so damn important that you refuse to leave, even now with everyone looking for you?

      “If Xiao can handle the truth, so can I,” Quinn said.

      “She’s been through more than you have. Seen more.” Another long pause. Then: “You’re not ready. No one’s ever ready just to hear it outright. They have to see it for themselves, absorb it one at a time. It’s a process.”

      “But you’re going to show me…”

      “Like you said, you’re already in it deep. And it’s the civilized thing to do.”

      She wanted to argue with him and demand the answers now, but she didn’t because he wasn’t completely wrong. She had seen things—faceless men, Hofheinz, Gary Ross’s fate—that she still didn’t know how to properly put into words, to explain to people without sounding crazy.

      But I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.

      “The people behind this,” she said, “how did you find out about them in the first place? How did you end up running from them? If this organization has no name and is so secretive that no one even knows they exist, how do you know so much about them?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Porter,” Quinn pressed.

      “The reason I know about them,” Porter said, “is the same reason they can’t afford to have me running around out here. Because I used to be one of them.”
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      “Who is she?”

      “A friend.”

      “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “It’s the only thing that matters right now,” Porter said. “Especially for Xiao.”

      The “friend” in question was a fifty-something woman with gray hair standing next to Xiao checking her vitals while portable versions of hospital equipment beeped nearby. Xiao was unconscious on a double bed and had been since Porter carried her out of his car and into the house.

      They were somewhere in a Tomball subdivision on the outskirts of Houston, a place that looked relatively new as they drove through the neighborhood before finally turning into a cul-de-sac. Porter had called ahead, and the garage door was opening as soon as they pulled into the driveway. It was well past midnight, and the neighborhood was asleep around them.

      “Does she at least have a name?” Quinn asked.

      “Mary,” Porter said.

      “See? Was that so hard?”

      Porter smirked, but didn’t say anything.

      They kept their voices low, even though Quinn was pretty sure Mary could hear them just fine across the guest room. The older woman lived alone as far as Quinn could tell, though there were framed pictures of a handsome older man and a young girl in the living room. A perfectly happy family from the looks of it, but of course the fact that only Mary was there to greet them—and no one else had shown up yet—told a different story.

      “You should get cleaned up,” Porter said. “Mary, do you have any spare clothes for her?”

      Mary looked up from Xiao. “There should be something that might fit in the room next door. Check some of the moving boxes.”

      “Thank you,” Quinn said.

      Mary nodded before turning back to Xiao.

      “Are you staying?” Quinn asked Porter.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Porter said. He was looking at Xiao’s sleeping form as he said it.

      Just friends my ass, Quinn thought before she slipped out into the hallway and followed the lights to the second guest room next door and went inside.

      When Mary had said to check some of the boxes, Quinn had expected a couple of them and not the two or three dozen stacked from floor to ceiling against the far wall. The rest of the space was empty and the walls barren, though there were faded reminders here and there that someone once spent a lot of time in the room not all that long ago.

      The boxes weren’t all marked, but the ones that were had LAURA in permanent marker scribbled on them. Some were sealed with tape, others just folded closed. After about five minutes of searching, Quinn came across a promising box labeled LAURA’S CLOTHES.

      Laura, Quinn thought. The girl in the photos, probably, though the clothes belonged to an adult and the pictures Quinn saw were all of a young teenager. Had Laura grown up and the family stopped taking pictures, or did Laura turn into a camera-shy adult? Or were they two completely different people?

      Quinn extracted the box out of the pile and flipped the flaps open. She peered in at a bundle of T-shirts and jeans before pulling out the first few articles of clothing, all of them clearly owned by the same person—young and in her twenties, by the style. When Quinn peeked at the sizes, they were all within her range.

      There was a slight click as the door opened behind her. Quinn looked back to find Mary watching her from the open door frame, drying her hands with a towel. There was just enough light that Quinn could make out the blood Mary was wiping off.

      “Found them?” Mary asked.

      Quinn held up one of the plain black shirts. The rest were either too colorful or had something written on them. “Is this okay?”

      “Take what you need.”

      “Thank you. Is Laura your daughter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she going to mind that I’m picking through her things?”

      “No. She…passed.”

      Oh, you idiot. Why the hell would she pack up the girl’s stuff and put them in an empty room if she were still around?

      “I’m sorry,” was all Quinn could think of to say.

      Mary gave her a pursed smile. “I think one of those pants should fit you. She was about your size. Maybe a little bigger in the chest.”

      Quinn sighed. “Story of my life.”

      “I don’t know where she got it from, if it helps.”

      They exchanged a brief, genuine smile.

      “How’s Xiao?” Quinn asked.

      “She’ll be all right. She’s a tough cookie.”

      “I did the best I could.”

      “You did good.”

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

      “She’s still alive. That equals ‘good’ in my book.”

      Quinn gave her a grateful nod, even if she wasn’t completely convinced.

      “Bathroom’s down the hall,” Mary said before leaving.

      Quinn turned back to the pile of clothes and went hunting for a pair of jeans. She found one that did look like it would fit and took it, along with the black tee, out of the room.

      The bathroom was where Mary said it was, and Quinn spent some time underneath the shower and let the hot spray wash away the aches and pain from the last few days. It wasn’t going to be nearly enough, but it was a good start.

      Afterward, she spent a few extra minutes staring at the stranger in the fogged up sink mirror. It wasn’t just the hair color and the bruises, but she was noticeably more tired and haggard looking, and there were bags under her eyes. She looked nothing like the FBI photo they had been using on the news, but all it would take was someone to stare hard enough to make the connection.

      She didn’t know how long she stood there looking at herself, but she was almost completely dry when she tried on the clothes. Mary was right; Laura was bigger in the chest. She did the buttons on the jeans and found they were an almost perfect fit. There was an empty shopping bag hanging on the doorknob on the other side of the bathroom door that hadn’t been there earlier, and Quinn stuffed her old clothes into it.

      Xiao’s room was just down the hallway so Quinn stopped by it first, but Xiao hadn’t woken up from whatever sedatives Mary had given her. Her vitals were stronger than they had been back in the car, if the machines were any indication, which was a relief.

      She saved my life. She didn’t have to, but she did.

      The only person who had ever done something like that for her without expecting some kind of payment in return had been Ben. He hadn’t just rescued her, but had given her direction and a future.

      And she had repaid him by getting him killed.

      “It was his own damn fault. He was being nosy,” Ringo had said. “Asking too many questions, going into places he wasn’t supposed to. After a while, the higher-ups just decided he was more trouble than he was worth.”

      It was because of her. She was the one who had caused Ben to be “nosy.” It didn’t matter that she hadn’t asked him to because Ben was being Ben, and she didn’t have to ask him to go to bat for her.

      He was gone now.

      So where did that leave her?

      [image: ]
* * *

      She smelled food—lasagna, to be exact—and came out of the bedroom hallway to find Mary in the kitchen scooping big helpings of pasta onto two waiting dishes.

      “God, that smells good,” Quinn said, not even trying to hide the big smile on her face.

      “Leftovers,” Mary said. “Thought you might be hungry.”

      “Anything’s better than what I’ve been eating.” She looked around. “Where’s Porter?”

      “He left. It’s just you and me.”

      Quinn startled for a second. “Wait, Porter left?”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      Sonofabitch.

      “He told me he wasn’t going anywhere,” Quinn said.

      “He said he’d be back,” Mary said.

      “Where did he go?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      Of course not. Because that would be too unPorter-like.

      “Did he at least say when he’d be back?” Quinn asked.

      “Afraid not. But I got the sense it wouldn’t be for a while.”

      Mary gave her a sympathetic look that told Quinn this was commonplace with Porter.

      John-fucking-Porter, Quinn thought as she sat down and began eating, and didn’t stop until she had wiped her plate clean. She hadn’t realized just how hungry she was for something other than street food until she had her first forkful of lasagna.

      Mary smiled across the table at her as she picked at her own plate. “You must have been starving. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone eat that well in a while. At least, not in this house.”

      “I’ve been busy running from my friends at the FBI to eat properly,” she was going to say, but smiled sheepishly at Mary instead, and said, “I’ve never had much in the way of home cooked meals. Ben—” She stopped short, and after a brief second or two (or more), said, “This is really good.”

      “Your parents weren’t big cookers?” Mary asked.

      I wouldn’t know, Quinn thought, and said, “No. I don’t think they were.”

      Mary nodded, and Quinn was grateful she didn’t ask anything else. She got the sense that Mary already knew—or she could read between the lines. Maybe it even had a little something to do with her own loss.

      What happened to you, Laura?

      Quinn thought she was full and couldn’t eat another bite, but changed her mind when Mary got up and put another helping of lasagna on her plate without asking. Quinn didn’t even bother to mount a disingenuous protest; she dug right back in.

      “Might as well finish it before it goes to waste,” Mary said and went over to the fridge. She returned with a half-full bottle of Chianti and poured some for Quinn. “Almost forgot about this. It was still good last night. Let’s see if we can get lucky again.”

      Quinn smiled, even though the idea of getting “lucky” made her want to laugh. Her biggest “luck” so far was being saved by a known terrorist and his associate. She still didn’t know if that was going to end up counting as luck or just another set of problems to overcome.

      But at least the Chianti was drinkable.

      “I have to admit,” Mary was saying as she sat back down, “when Porter showed up in my garage with you in tow, I almost did a double take.”

      Quinn had her fork halfway to her lips when she stopped and stared across at Mary.

      “Yes, I know who you are,” Mary said. “You’ve been all over the news.”

      “It’s not true,” Quinn said reflexively.

      “I know,” Mary said, and gave her a reassuring smile. Before Quinn could ask her how she knew, the older woman said, “You’re with Porter.”

      “I’m not sure I know what that means.” And I’m a little afraid to find out…

      “If you’re with Porter, then you already know more about what’s going on out there than the rest of the population,” Mary said. “Are you one of them?”

      “One of who?”

      “The Sons of Porter.”

      The Sons of Porter?

      Now where did she know that name from?

      Right. Ben. She’d heard it from Ben, just before…

      “No,” Quinn said. “Are you?”

      Mary shook her head. “They’re a little too enthusiastic for my taste.”

      “But you know about them.”

      “I’ve met a few. They’re…an eclectic bunch.”

      “They think he’s innocent, that he was framed. Porter.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know anymore,” Quinn said. “If you had asked me that question a week ago, I could have answered you with one hundred percent certainty. These days…” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s the right answer,” Mary said.

      “Is it?”

      “The world isn’t black and white, Quinn. I wish it were; then everything would be so much simpler. Calling it shades of gray would be generous. There are things going on out there that need to be seen to believe.”

      That’s what Porter said, Quinn thought, but didn’t interrupt the doctor.

      “Porter recruited me two years ago,” Mary continued, “when I was at my lowest point. He opened my eyes to the truth.”

      “The truth,” Quinn said. “He still hasn’t told me anything.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Some, but not everything. He says I can’t handle all of it at once. That it’s a process. I think it’s bullshit. I think he just likes having something over me.”

      “It’s not.”

      “No?”

      “He’s right. The truth—the whole truth—is difficult to swallow. It’s easier to take it in small bites.”

      Talk of “swallowing” and “bites” made Quinn poke at the remains of her lasagna. “But you know about them. The organization behind all this.”

      “I do,” Mary nodded.

      “Who are they?”

      “If Porter hasn’t told you yet, he has very good reasons. It’s not my place to undermine him.”

      “You do realize who he is, don’t you?”

      “You mean a terrorist?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know what they say he is.”

      “I thought you weren’t an SOP. Isn’t that one of their tenets? That Porter is innocent? That he’s just someone’s patsy?”

      “Have you heard what the news is saying about you, Quinn?” Mary asked. “That you’re a killer. A rogue agent. Armed and dangerous. Tell me, is there anyone out there beyond Porter and Xiao and me who actually believe you’re innocent?”

      Not anymore. Not anymore…

      “I guess you have a point,” Quinn said.

      “Did you do any of the things they’re accusing you of?”

      Quinn didn’t answer right away, but thought about Brown and Sterling…

      “I can’t be sure,” she said finally.

      “It’s confusing,” Mary said. It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

      “It’s…chaotic.”

      “It can be. And you’re just at the beginning stages. It gets even more confusing and chaotic from here on.”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible.”

      “You will.”

      What happened to your daughter? Quinn wanted desperately to ask, but she bit her tongue and finished up her second plate of lasagna instead.

      “Eat up and drink up,” Mary said. “If you’re going to keep hanging around Porter, decent meals are going to be hard to come by.”

      Quinn nodded and was sipping the Chianti when the doorbell rang in the living room.

      “Porter?” Quinn asked.

      Mary shook her head. “He would have called ahead and he wouldn’t have bothered with the doorbell.”

      The older woman got up and left the kitchen. Quinn trailed behind her, but stopped at the open arch that connected the dining room with the living room. She made sure she was hidden from view as she watched Mary walk to the door and peer through the peephole.

      Uh oh, Quinn thought when she saw the expression on Mary’s face as the other woman glanced back at her.

      Quinn reached behind her back and drew the Glock, then shot a quick look left down the bedroom hallway at the door into the first guest bedroom, the one with Xiao lying unconscious inside right now.

      When she turned back to the living room, Mary had pulled aside the deadbolt on the front door and opened it but left the chain taut. It was just enough space to see the two figures on the other side, the closest one’s navy blue uniform and bright white straw cowboy hat partially lit by the LED above the door. A second figure stood farther back in Mary’s driveway, his silhouette lit by solar-powered path lights along the lawn.

      The Harris County Sheriff’s deputy smiled through the opening at Mary. “Hello, ma’am. Sorry to bother you.” He leaned forward slightly, trying to get a look inside the house without making it too obvious, and failing. “We saw your lights on from the street. Can’t sleep?”

      “I was having a late dinner,” Mary said. “Can I help you with something, Deputy?”

      “Actually you can. Do you own a white Dodge Charger?”

      Dammit, Quinn thought, and pressed tighter against the wall separating the dining room and the hallway, while flexing her grip against the pistol in her hand.

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” Mary was saying. “I have a white SUV that I use for work in the garage, though.”

      “Speaking of the garage,” the deputy said, “may we have your permission to take a look?”

      “Now why would you want to do that, Deputy?”

      “Someone spotted a white Dodge Charger driving through your street a few hours ago that disappeared around this cul-de-sac.” He pointed at one of Mary’s neighbors. “We’ve already asked those folks, and they were nice enough to let us take a peek in their garage. If we could do the same with yours—”

      “Do you have a warrant?” Mary asked, interrupting him.

      The deputy might have blushed. “Ma’am?”

      “You want to go into my garage,” Mary said. “I assume you have a warrant.”

      “Uh, no, ma’am.”

      “Then I’m afraid you can’t look.”

      Quinn leaned out slightly to get a better look at Mary, but all she got was an eyeful of the older woman’s back. She didn’t know what Mary was doing because Porter was already gone, so why not let the cops search the garage and leave? The only explanation would be that Porter might have left, but he hadn’t done so in the Dodge, which meant the vehicle was still next door.

      “Ma’am, we’re just asking as a courtesy,” the deputy was saying.

      “And I appreciate that,” Mary said.

      There was no give in her voice that Quinn could detect, and she almost felt sorry for the young man, who looked to be in his late twenties. Either he was very taken aback by Mary’s reply, or he was uncomfortable talking to her through the slit in the open door.

      By now the second deputy had moved closer and was even less tactful than the first when it came to sneaking a peek into the house. That prompted Quinn to pull farther back into the dining room, with the smell of lasagna still behind her, and had to be content with only listening to the conversation.

      “We just want to take a quick look in the garage, ma’am,” a new voice said. The second deputy. He sounded older than the first one.

      “Your partner already said that,” Mary said. “And I’ll tell you the same thing I told him: You’ll need an official piece of paper that says you can search my property, and on that piece of paper there better be something very specific you’re looking for.”

      There was about ten seconds of silence before the first deputy said, “Thanks for your time, ma’am.”

      The very solid click of the door closing and the clank of the deadbolt sliding back into place.

      Mary was still at the door peering through the peephole when Quinn came out to join her.

      “Don’t go near the windows,” Mary said.

      “Why?”

      “They’re still outside.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “See for yourself.”

      Mary stepped back and Quinn took her place at the peephole.

      There was a police cruiser parked at the curb at the end of Mary’s driveway, and while one of the deputies stood near the front bumper looking around at the houses (it was too dark for Quinn to tell which one he was, since they both wore almost identical uniforms and white hats), his partner was inside the car’s front seats. The vehicle’s ceiling light was on because the man had left the driver-side door open, and Quinn had no trouble making him out talking on the radio.

      “He’s calling your bluff,” Quinn said.

      “They’re not going to get a judge to sign a search warrant until morning,” Mary said. “That’s at least three or four hours from now. Which means you and Xiao need to be gone by then.”

      Quinn pulled away from the door and glanced at Mary. “What’s in the garage?”

      “The Dodge that Porter brought you and Xiao in.”

      “Shit.”

      “He borrowed my SUV.”

      “Where the hell did he go, anyway?”

      “I didn’t lie about that; he didn’t tell me. He doesn’t really tell me very much. He shows up here or calls me to meet him somewhere when he needs my help. Beyond that, I don’t know what he does or where he stays when he doesn’t need me.”

      “You’re telling me this isn’t the first time Porter’s been in the country in five years? Or even in Houston?”

      Mary gave her an almost pitying smile. “I thought you would have learned by now, Quinn: Don’t believe everything they tell you. Especially when it comes to Porter.”

      Quinn sighed. “I’m starting to come around to that.”

      “Good. That attitude will help you come to grips faster with what you’re up against.”

      Quinn looked toward the bedroom hallway. “Is it safe to move her?”

      “No, but I don’t think you have any choice.” Mary took out a key ring with a single key on it from her pocket and tossed it to Quinn. “For the Charger in the garage.”

      “I don’t think those two deputies are going to just let me drive out of here.”

      “Not if you ask permission. So don’t ask.”

      “Mary, I’m not going to kill two cops just doing their jobs.”

      “I’m not saying you should. But the two of you need to get out of here before they come back with that official piece of paper.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have a very good lawyer. And I don’t have anything they can take from me or threaten me with anyway. Not anymore.”

      What happened to your daughter? Quinn wanted to ask, but she could see the very real pain in Mary’s eyes.

      Mary smiled, but it came out overly forced. She turned back to the peephole and peered through it. “Maybe I can distract them. Get them in here while you—” She stopped short.

      “Mary?” Quinn said. “What’s wrong?”

      The older woman took a step back and Quinn replaced her at the door again, and looked out.

      The squad car was moving, rounding the cul-de-sac driveway before heading down the darkened streets a few seconds later.

      “They’re leaving,” Quinn said as she watched the vehicle’s red taillights fading gradually into the darkness.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Mary said. “Why would they just leave?”

      It makes perfect sense, Quinn thought, remembering what had happened last night as she and Xiao fled the police barricade.

      She pulled away from the door and looked back at Mary. “Did Porter leave anything else besides the Charger behind?”

      “Like what?”

      “Guns. Ammo. Something I can use.”

      “Something you can use for what?”

      “The people behind all this,” Quinn said. “They’re the ones who just ordered the deputies to leave. Soon they’ll send their own people here, and I don’t think you’re going to be able to turn them away.”
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      “Porter,” Quinn said, pacing the living room.

      Mary had gone back to the peephole and looked out. “What about him?”

      “I need to contact him.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “He didn’t give you a number?”

      “If he didn’t tell me where he went or when he’d be back, why would he give me a way to contact him?”

      Quinn sighed. “Plausible deniability.”

      Mary pulled back from the door and nodded. “In case I’m captured, I can’t lead them to him.”

      “And you’re good with that?”

      “It wasn’t like I came into this with my eyes closed, Quinn. I knew what I was getting into, the kind of people Porter’s going up against. You know about some of that now, too.”

      Quinn nodded. She had so many questions for Mary—What happened to her daughter? How did she get involved with Porter in the first place? And a dozen other nagging questions—but she didn’t give voice to any of them. Mary was like her and Xiao—victims of something bigger, and they were just doing whatever they could to survive it.

      She took out the phone she had pocketed since the bus—the only thing other than Ben’s Glock that she had managed to save from the alley—and found the last-received calls from Porter. Unfortunately, redialing didn’t do anything. She didn’t even know if the damn thing had any memory to store numbers.

      “That phone is older than me,” Mary said over her shoulder.

      Quinn put the phone away and spent a few seconds trying to decide just how screwed she was on a scale of one to ten.

      Maybe a nine…

      She turned back to Mary. “Maybe I’m wrong, maybe those deputies just left on their own—”

      The sound of a car engine, very faint but still audible against the quiet neighborhood, stopped her from finishing.

      Yeah, right.

      Mary hurried to the door and looked through the peephole again. “It’s a long black sedan, but I can’t be sure. Doesn’t look like any unmarked police car I’ve ever seen.”

      “No, but it sounds like every federal vehicle I’ve ever seen.”

      The doctor turned around, and there was very real concern on her face for the first time since Quinn had met her. “Then I guess you should hurry.”

      Quinn nodded and headed into the back hallway, then slipped into the first guest bedroom.

      “I must be in diyu, because that is some seriously ugly wallpaper,” a voice said as soon as she stepped inside.

      Quinn couldn’t help but smile at Xiao, sitting on the bed and pulling wires out of her arms. “You shouldn’t be up.”

      “I shouldn’t have done a lot of things, like run around a dark alley with some chick I barely knew, but here we are.” Xiao sighed and smiled at her. Or attempted to. “Besides, how am I supposed to get any sleep with you two chatterboxes going on out there? What’s the problem, anyway?”

      “Two Harris County Sheriff’s deputies showed up a few minutes ago. Then they left and were replaced by an unmarked black sedan.”

      “Yup, sounds like trouble.” Xiao looked around the room. “Where’s Porter?”

      “He’s gone, and I can’t get in touch with him by phone.”

      “Give it,” Xiao said, holding out her hand.

      Quinn took the phone out and tossed it to her. “You know his number?”

      “Well, yeah.” Xiao stood up with some effort. She looked in pain, but her legs seemed solid enough under her. Though how that was possible after what Quinn had seen in the alley, then later as she dragged a barely-alive Xiao through the apartment lobby, boggled her mind.

      “How are you standing?” Quinn asked.

      “Porter’s little pill,” Xiao said as she dialed the phone. “Two doses of it, judging by the cotton taste in my mouth.”

      “What were in those things?”

      “Did you ask him?”

      “He wouldn’t say.”

      “Sounds like Porter.” She pressed the speaker, and while the phone dialed, said, “Where are we?”

      “Mary’s.”

      “Ah.”

      “You know her?”

      Xiao nodded. “She’s helped us before in the past.”

      “She doesn’t know how to contact Porter.”

      “No one knows how to contact Porter. That’s part of his charm.”

      “You call that charm?”

      Xiao grinned, when they heard Porter’s voice through the phone: “Glad to see you’re still alive.”

      “Didn’t think you cared,” Xiao said.

      “Meh. But replacing you would have been a real pain in the ass.”

      Xiao grunted, but there was something that looked dangerously like a pleased smile on her lips. “Since you’re not here, I assume you’re on-site?”

      “You assumed correctly,” Porter said.

      “By yourself?”

      “Aaron’s with me.”

      “Jesus, Porter. You took the kid along?”

      “You were preoccupied. I didn’t have any choice.”

      “You still shouldn’t have taken him.”

      “We’ll argue about this later. What’s your situation?” Porter asked. “I assume it’s not good if you’re calling me hours after almost dying.”

      Xiao handed Quinn the phone. “It’s for you.”

      Quinn took it, said, “We’re still at Mary’s, but we’re not alone.”

      “That was fast,” Porter said.

      “You don’t sound surprised.”

      “They sent out an AMBER alert on the Charger as soon as they lost us outside their blockade. I thought I was careful getting to Mary’s, but apparently I wasn’t careful enough.”

      “Thanks for nothing, Porter,” Xiao said. She had picked up her jacket from a nearby chair and slipped it on, spending most of that time trying to get her heavily bandaged left shoulder inside while fighting back a grimace. There was enough darkness in the room that it was difficult to tell there was dry blood on the black leather fabric.

      “Can you get out of there?” Porter asked through the phone.

      “That depends,” Quinn said. “How big of a scene are they willing to make?”

      “It depends on how desperate they are to capture me. Or you.”

      “What makes you think they’re after me?”

      “Right,” Porter said.

      Annoyed yet, Porter? she wanted to ask him. This is what it feels like when someone won’t give a straight answer to any of your questions—

      But whatever smugness Quinn was feeling at the moment vanished when there was a loud crash! from the living room.

      “Mary!” Quinn said.

      “Wait,” Xiao said, but Quinn was already halfway across the room and reaching for the door.

      The Glock was in her hand as she slipped out into the hallway and–

      Mary!

      She was lying on her side, on the floor holding her stomach as blood spurted through her fingers. A mask of pain covered her face, and Quinn thought, Jesus. Everyone who helps me dies. First Ben, and now Mary. Who’s next? Who are they going to kill next because of me?

      But that thought disappeared in the blink of an eye when a familiar voice (No!) said from the living room, “We really need to stop bumping into each other like this.”

      She looked up at him, standing on the other side of the open door, his face brightly lit and unmistakable, and her mind raced: No. No, no, no, NO.

      It was impossible. She had shot him. Twice in the chest and two more times in the back for good measure, because she was so pissed off and couldn’t control herself.

      She remembered the shocked look on his face when he lunged at her and took the first round to the chest from barely a few feet away:

      “Fuck, you shot me,” he had said, almost as if he couldn’t believe that she had gone through with it.

      Pete Ringo.

      He was still alive.

      How the hell was he still alive?

      Had he been wearing a bulletproof vest when she took him in the street? No, that couldn’t have been it. She would have felt the extra weight as she dragged him out of the car and tied him up. There had been no bulletproof vest. Even if he somehow survived—and it wasn’t completely impossible—the idea that he was already up and around was…insane.

      Or was she dreaming? Was all this a nightmare?

      It didn’t look or feel like a dream, though, and Ringo looked crystal clear in front of her, holding a pistol with a long, smooth silver suppressor attached to the end of the barrel. It looked very much like the same weapon he had used at Ben’s apartment when he murdered Ben.

      He smiled across the living room at her as he casually stepped through the doorframe, the door hanging by two of its three hinges after he had kicked it open. “Miss me—?”

      She shot him before he could finish, but she had fired too fast and didn’t give herself the half second or so it would have taken to aim and hit him in the right shoulder. He spun and dove back out of the open doorway, moving like some kind of inhuman (and impossibly fast!) animal.

      Her shot was still echoing off the living room walls when a second figure appeared and took Ringo’s place. The newcomer had the same kind of weapon as Ringo’s, and he was firing even as he lunged through the open door.

      The round zipped over her head and hit the wall in the hallway behind her. The man was still firing, squeezing off shot after shot while racing through the living room as Quinn threw herself to the floor. In the time it took her to reach the carpet, Quinn marveled at just how quiet his weapon was. Suppressors weren’t designed to be that silent. Even the best suppressors required appropriate ammo to lessen the decibel, and even those didn’t completely silence a gunshot.

      But there was no sound coming from the pistol whatsoever as the man fired again and again, and Quinn might not even know his gun was actually shooting if empty bullet casings weren’t ejecting out of the weapon and rounds weren’t zip-zip-zipping over her head even as she dolphin dived to the floor.

      She landed on her face and chest, grunted with the impact, and miraculously managed to hold onto her gun anyway. But she had no opportunity to fire back at the incoming man, and it was all she could do to lift her head as he ran toward her—jumping over Mary’s still form as he did so—while lowering his gun hand to take aim—

      A crashing bang! from behind her and the running man was upended, a stream of blood flicking from a hole in his forehead as he flipped in the air. He crashed down to the carpeted floor on his back a second later, the gun falling from his hand and landing close enough to her that Quinn thought she could have made a grab for it if she had an extra second or two.

      But she didn’t, because the man’s body hadn’t settled on the carpet yet when Ringo poked his head back into the open front door. His eyes searched the living room and found her quickly, but before either one of them could do anything, there was another bang! from above and slightly behind her. A section of the door frame next to Ringo’s intruding head splintered, forcing the man to jerk it back out.

      “Get up!” Xiao shouted from somewhere behind her.

      Quinn pushed up from the floor, her eyes snapping from the damaged and wide-open door to Mary’s unmoving form in front of her.

      First Ben, now Mary. Who’s next?

      “Quinn!” Xiao shouted.

      She retreated toward the bedroom hallway, keeping the front door in view the entire time. A flicker of movement from the corner of her eye as Xiao waited for her in the arch that connected the dining room with the hallway and living room.

      Quinn backpedaled through the opening just in time to see Xiao vanishing through another door on the other side of the room and into the connecting garage. Quinn peeked back into the living room and at the front door, waiting for Ringo to stick his head into view so she could shoot it off.

      You’re dead. Why aren’t you dead, you bastard?

      She had shot him four times.

      Four times.

      So why the hell wasn’t he dead?

      “Fuck, you shot me,” he had said back at the abandoned building, with that combination of confusion and shock.

      I shot you, so why aren’t you dead? Why aren’t you dead, you prick?

      He was out there, somewhere, even if she couldn’t see anything but the darkened neighborhood beyond the open door. The gunshots were loud enough that someone should have called the police by now. But what good was that going to do her? Wouldn’t the people Ringo worked for just recall the local law enforcement again anyway, the way they had the deputies earlier?

      “Power?” Porter had said. “This isn’t power, Quinn. This is a minor inconvenience to them. When they flex their real power, you’ll know.”

      Maybe I don’t want to find out what they can really do…

      She didn’t know how long she waited to get another glimpse of Ringo. It might have been just a few seconds, or a few minutes. Her mind was racing, trying to understand things that refused to make sense.

      And there, the pistol that had fallen from the dead man’s hand, in the living room next to Mary’s still body. It was a semiautomatic (she knew that from the way it fired) and looked like a Sig Sauer, except it wasn’t. It was a brand she’d never seen, and the suppressor… That thing had made the weapon absolutely quiet—literally silent—which wasn’t supposed to be possible. And yet she hadn’t heard a thing as the man shot at her, just as she hadn’t heard a peep when Ringo used a similar weapon to kill Mary, and before that, Ben—

      “Hey,” Xiao said as she reappeared behind her.

      Quinn glanced back. “How’s it look?”

      “Garage door’s still closed, and the Charger’s inside. Where’s the key?”

      Quinn took it out and handed it to her, but not before giving her a concerned look. “Can you drive with one arm?”

      “I guess we’re going to find out.”

      “Maybe I should drive…”

      “Quinn!” a voice shouted from the living room. Ringo. “Why did you have to go and wake up the whole neighborhood? Now how are we going to keep this quiet and just between old friends? And, uh, whoever that Asian vixen is helping you out.”

      Xiao smirked. “And just when I thought I had made it.”

      “Don’t take it personally,” Quinn said. “I wish he didn’t know my name.”

      “But don’t worry,” Ringo was shouting, “we’ll still keep this little party invitation-only. I don’t wanna brag, but I have a little pull with the local fuzz.”

      “No shit,” Xiao said. “You know this joker?”

      “He’s supposed to be dead,” Quinn said through gritted teeth.

      “Yeah, that happens a lot with them. You’ll get used to it.”

      How the hell do you get used to people coming back from the dead? Quinn thought, but she said, “How are we going to do this?”

      Xiao told her.

      “You’re going to get me killed,” Quinn groaned.

      Xiao patted her on the shoulder and grinned. “Nonsense. It’ll be a blast.”

      “How are you so damn chippy after getting a metal rod shoved through your shoulder?”

      “Porter’s magic little pills. The secret? Magic.”

      “Right. Magic.”

      “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. I can’t even feel my toes right now.” She smiled widely. “It’s fantastic.”

      “You’re going to get me killed,” Quinn said again.

      “That’s my girl.” Xiao peeked out the archway for a second or two. “There’ll be at least two more out there. Do your best to keep this one busy in the meantime,” she said, before turning and hurrying back to the garage door.

      Right. Keep him busy.

      Quinn peered out into the living room at Mary’s body. She thought about the woman’s missing husband and daughter. What had happened to them? And was that the kind of fate that awaited her and Xiao?

      “Make your choice,” Porter had said, “because if you come with us, you won’t be able to come back, and the path forward is treacherous and it’s lonely, and there will be no parades waiting for you on the other side.”

      She wondered if he had given that same speech to Mary, to Xiao, and to whomever else was a part of their crew.

      There’s no parade at the end of this, Ben. As if I cared about parades.

      I would have settled for you, and I’m sure Mary would have settled for her husband and her daughter…

      “Hellooooo,” Ringo called out, his grating voice cutting through her thoughts. “You still there? Or am I talking to myself here? Quinn? Porter?”

      “Porter says to go to hell, Ringo!” Quinn shouted back.

      Ringo laughed. It was just a bit too loud to be genuine. “So he’s not here after all. That’s too bad. I was looking forward to meeting him. You don’t get to meet a lot of superstars in a cow town like Houston.”

      “You’re going to have to learn to live with disappointments.”

      “So true. Oh well, tonight’s not a complete loss. The higher-ups still want to take a closer look at you.”

      “I’m honored.”

      “You shouldn’t be,” Ringo said. “Hofheinz has been talking you up, got the right people really curious about who you really are.”

      Get in line, she thought.

      The confirmation that Hofheinz had survived his encounter with her didn’t surprise Quinn in the slightest. Maybe it was because of Ringo’s presence. The man was supposed to be dead, but here he was taunting her from across Mary’s living room.

      Why the hell aren’t you dead, you bastard?

      “Give him my regards,” Quinn shouted back.

      “I’ll do that,” Ringo shouted, when the unmistakable sound of the garage door opening on the other side of the kitchen wall rumbled throughout the building.

      Quinn didn’t move, because that wasn’t the signal.

      “Leaving already?” Ringo shouted.

      No, Quinn thought, when something detonated outside the house and ripped across the neighborhood. It had originated from the front lawn, so close that Quinn’s teeth actually chattered for a second even though she had been expecting it.

      Now we’re leaving!

      She burst out into the living room and raced toward the open door. Her breath hammered against her chest and she jumped over the dead man, and then later Mary’s prone body even as a second explosion tore through the night.

      She waited for Ringo to pop up in front of her the entire time. A head. That was all she needed. Just his head and she could pull the trigger and finish him off…again?

      Why aren’t you dead? You should be dead, you bastard!

      But he never gave her the second (or would this be the third?) chance, and soon Quinn was racing through the door and into the cold night.

      She almost tripped on concrete slabs that were once a part of the walkway but had been ripped loose from their placement by the explosion, and managed to hop over most of them at the very last second. There were two large craters in the yard, and a man was standing up from the grass where he had fallen not long ago. A second body lay nearby, its clothes ripped to shreds and what remained of its flesh charred by the blasts.

      Ringo? Was the dead man Ringo? God, she hoped so.

      The first one either sensed or heard her and turned around, revealing the stump that used to be his right arm and the bloody pulp that covered one entire side of his face.

      But it wasn’t Ringo.

      The sight should have startled and made her pause, except Quinn’s mind was still filled with Ringo’s smarmy face. The man should have been dead but wasn’t, and suddenly this grotesque sight in front of her didn’t seem quite as unbelievable anymore.

      The world’s gone mad, and I’m right in the middle of it!

      Quinn shot the man in the chest and felt nothing as he slumped back to the ground, sliding partially into one of the craters that had been left behind by the double explosions that had likely wakened everyone in the neighborhood who wasn’t already wide awake from the gunfire earlier.

      She kept moving, sweeping the front yard in search of Ringo. Could the dead second man have been him? He would have been near the front of the house when Xiao sent her “signal,” so it was possible—

      No!

      He was standing in front of the garage on the other side of the house, firing his weapon into it. The sound of a car backing up, its tires squealing, would have been drowned out by the gunfire if Ringo’s pistol made any noise at all.

      There you are, you sonofabitch! Quinn thought and lifted her gun, but before she could take aim, the white Dodge Charger reversed its way out of the garage and smashed into Ringo and sent him flying backward through the air like some kind of human cannonball.

      Goddammit!

      The body sailed from the garage all the way across the yard before landing on the hood of a Crown Victoria parked at the curb. Ringo bounced off the vehicle and onto the street on the other side, the sound of impacts lost in the squealing tires of the Dodge as it slammed on its brakes in the driveway in front of her.

      Xiao, clutching the steering wheel with one hand, shouted out the open front passenger side window at her, “Get in!”

      But Quinn didn’t, because she couldn’t pull her stare from the Crown Vic—and Ringo back there on the other side. What were the chances he was still alive after getting rammed by the Dodger? A day ago she would have said very low, but the man had survived four bullets at almost point-blank range. Once you walked away from something like that (Why the hell aren’t you dead? You’re supposed to be dead!), what was getting tossed through the air by a car?

      “Forget about him!” Xiao shouted.

      “No!” Quinn said, and raced around the Charger.

      Xiao said something in Chinese that sounded suspiciously like a curse, but Quinn wasn’t paying attention because a darkened figure had sprung up on the other side of the Crown Vic’s hood and—

      You bastard!

      Ringo was turning around when she snapped off a shot—and missed!

      She blamed it on the surge of adrenaline, on her boiling-over hatred of the man throwing off her aim.

      Whatever the reason, Ringo didn’t give her a chance at redemption and was already turning and running. He was moving impossibly fast for someone who was limping badly on both legs and who had just survived almost being run over by a car, not to mention the fact she had shot him earlier in the shoulder. And yet none of those things seemed to be slowing him down as he sped up the street, his dark clothes making him difficult to pick out whenever he wasn’t running across bright halos from the street lights.

      He had already put thirty meters—forty!—between them when she fired again and again as fast as she could pull the trigger. She might have landed at least one bullet because he seemed to stagger, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. She would have kept firing if the Glock’s magazine didn’t become empty (No! Not now! Not now! Dammit Ben, why couldn’t you have given me a gun with more bullets?) and she had to stop and reload.

      She kept her eyes on Ringo, saw him slowing down and turning around until he was only backpedaling down the street. She couldn’t see his face from this distance, but she swore the bastard was grinning at her.

      The Charger reversed its way into the street and stopped next to her, and Xiao leaned across the front seats. “You done?”

      She was going to tell Xiao to chase Ringo so they could finish him off when the man vanished. One second he was there and the next he had stepped into a dark pocket of shadows and she couldn’t locate him anymore.

      No. No, no, no, NO.

      “Come on,” Xiao said. “We got bigger fishes to fry.”

      Quinn bit back her anger and climbed into the Dodge. She hadn’t completely sat down when Xiao pressed the accelerator and the vehicle took off. They passed the spot where she had last seen Ringo, and Quinn expected him to pop out for one final good-bye and was ready to unload the fresh magazine into him, but there were no signs of him.

      Why aren’t you dead? You should be dead.

      Fresh air flooded the front seats through the bullet holes that stitched the front windshield, and when Quinn glanced over her shoulder, she saw more of them in the back glass. The car’s upholstery was shredded, though Xiao looked unharmed despite driving with just one hand and apparently having braved a torrent of gunfire.

      “You good?” Xiao asked.

      “No,” Quinn said, and gritted her teeth.

      “Good enough.”

      “Where’d you get the grenades?”

      “Under your seat.”

      Quinn leaned over and reached down. There was a small black box clearly designed to fit into the available space along with a handle that she pulled on. The lid popped open as soon as the case cleared the seat, and Quinn counted three rows of three grenades each, with two missing.

      “Porter’s like one of your Boy Scouts,” Xiao said. “He’s always prepared.”

      Quinn glanced at the rearview mirror, hoping to see Ringo peek his head out of the darkness. But there was nothing back there except Mary’s house, and Mary in her living room…

      Everyone who helps me dies. Who’s next?

      The neighborhood around them was impossibly quiet, even though most of the houses had turned on their lights. Their owners were wisely keeping inside their homes, but Quinn could see a few brave souls peeking out from behind window curtains.

      “Was he the one?” Xiao asked.

      “Who?”

      “The one you were chasing like Wile E. Coyote back there. Was he the one who killed your friend?”

      Quinn nodded, but didn’t trust herself to speak any further. The boiling rage had started to extinguish itself little by little, but she was still staring at the side mirror waiting to get another glimpse of Ringo.

      Somewhere back there in the shadows, mocking her…

      “The good news is, you’ll be seeing him again very soon,” Xiao said.

      Good, Quinn thought. Good…

      Xiao was about to take another turn when there was a flash in the distance, coming from, as far as Quinn could tell, the other side of the city. It was some kind of detonation—something big had gone off—and it seemed to spit upward into the sky in the shape of a brilliant white mushroom cloud, brightening the dark universe as it climbed and expanded.

      “Porter?” Quinn asked.

      “Porter,” Xiao nodded.

      Quinn leaned forward and watched the brilliant flash continue to brighten the dark sky, and thought, What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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      TERRORISM HITS HOME. HUNDREDS FEARED DEAD scrolled along the bottom of the TV screen while a reporter with perfect hair looked somberly into the camera. A caption under the feed read: LIVE FROM DOWNTOWN.

      Footage of a crater north of downtown shot from a circling helicopter played in the upper right corner. The camera was too high up to make out details, but it was easy to imagine the chaos at ground level. She’d seen footage of terrorist bombings before, but those were always exercises in objective study.

      This…was too personal.

      This…was now.

      Quinn stared at the screen, not sure what it was exactly she was feeling.

      Porter had done that. He had left her at Mary’s after dropping off Xiao to go do that.

      Why? Because that was what he does.

      “Don’t believe everything they tell you. Especially when it comes to Porter,” Mary had said last night.

      But she was wrong, because there were things about Porter that was now proven correct. Xiao had confirmed this was what he had returned to the States to do.

      You did this, Porter. You did this.

      HUNDREDS FEARED DEAD screamed at her from the ticker at the bottom of the screen.

      So why wasn’t she more…angry? Filled with righteous indignation? What did it say about her that she was almost…numb (?) by what she was seeing? Things would have been different twenty-four hours ago, never mind a week ago before the operation at Gary Ross’s nightclub changed everything.

      This morning she wasn’t sure.

      About this, about anything—about everything.

      She glanced back at Xiao on the other side of the room. The other woman had taken off her jacket and was checking on her bandaged left shoulder using a small piece of broken glass propped up against a desk. There was some blood on the gauze, but not enough that Xiao looked worried. Or maybe that was a product of Porter’s “magic” pills.

      Her face was a little paler than when Quinn first saw her, but for someone who’d had a metal rod shoved through, then pulled out of her not more than ten hours ago, Xiao looked remarkably healthy. The pot of coffee they had boiled using a propane kettle probably helped a little bit, but Quinn had no doubt most of the “cure” was from what Porter, then Mary later, had given her last night.

      They were on the first floor of a warehouse about fifty miles from Mary’s. One of the many safe houses Porter had stashed across the city, according to Xiao. But then how safe could it really be? Mary’s was supposed to have been a safe location, too.

      The Charger was parked on the other side of the building and filled up some of the empty spaces, but the warehouse was wide enough they could have parked a dozen more vehicles and still had room left for her and Xiao, along with the TV and the old wooden desk it sat on. Oil stains covered the concrete floor, and the walls were solid sheets of metal. There was a second floor with some offices, but there were no overt indicators what the place had been used for before they showed up.

      “Who owns this place?” Quinn asked.

      Xiao had picked up her jacket and was shrugging it gingerly back on. “Porter has a lot of friends. They supply him with things he needs. This is one of those things. If you tried to trace it, you’d end up with a shell account in the Caymans.”

      “Mary was one of them. His friends.”

      “I’ve only met her a couple of times over the years, but she was a good woman. As brave as they come, knowing what she knew.”

      “She asked me about the Sons of Porter. If I was one of them.”

      “What did you say?”

      “The truth. ”

      Xiao nodded. “The truth is always a good policy. Until it isn’t.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      The other woman smiled. “You will.”

      “Tell me about them. The Sons.”

      “What do you wanna know?”

      “Do they actually exist?”

      “Only if you look into very specific dark corners of the web. They’re smart; at least, the ones that want to stay alive. Talking about Porter, about the things he’s done—or the things they say he’s done—automatically puts you on a list. People have disappeared for less.”

      She remembered what Porter had told her back at Gary Ross’s nightclub:

      “They’re going to come after you. They’re going to want to find out everything I said and did in this room. And when they’re done with you, they’re going to kill you. I’m sorry, but you’ll be on your own. Good luck.”

      And he had been right. They had come after her. First at the hospital, then Ringo had taken her to Hofheinz to find out everything she might have kept from them. She had become a loose end, just as Gary had been. Except somewhere after meeting Hofheinz, things had changed.

      “Give it a rest,” the driver had said in the alley. “They want you alive, but it doesn’t have to be in one piece.”

      Like with Porter last night, she kept that last part from Xiao.

      “How many of them are there?” Quinn asked. “These SOPs.”

      “Depends on who you ask,” Xiao said. “There’s as few as a couple and as many as a few hundred. I’ve been trying to get Porter to bring them into the fold, but he doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “He didn’t want to bring me in, either.”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Simple answer: Porter has trust issues.”

      “What’s the complicated answer?”

      “He has every reason to have trust issues.”

      Quinn waited for Xiao to expand on that, and when she didn’t, Quinn said, “So you know where to find them. These SOPs.”

      “Message boards, chat rooms, dark nets, et cetera. Contrary to what you might have heard, the paranoid ones don’t all hide in bunkers without Internet access. A lot of them have devoted so much time to this stuff they’re smarter about how the web works than your average YouTube-obsessed teen. I’ve been in contact with a few on and off over the years. Nice bunch of blokes, if you can get them to drop their paranoia. But then it’s not really paranoia if they’re actually out to get you, is it?”

      “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

      Xiao chuckled. “Of course not.”

      “So why hasn’t Porter brought them in? It seems like he could use as many allies as he could get.”

      “We have plenty of allies. They just aren’t the most active types and prefer to donate money and secret slush funds and, of course, empty buildings that officially no one owns. Besides, Porter doesn’t trust them. The SOPs, I mean. He’s got a point, for the most part; a lot of them haven’t been vetted yet, and as we all know, all it takes is one bad apple to spoil the whole bunch.”

      “Vetted? Like how you let me run around out there on my own before finally making contact?”

      “I had to be sure.”

      “Of what?”

      “That you had what it takes to face the truth.”

      “Are you? Sure?”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Quinn grunted. But she had to admit, Xiao’s honesty was preferable to Porter’s constant dodging or his ability to answer questions without actually answering them.

      “I thought they worshipped him,” Quinn said. “The SOPs.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. More like they see him as a symbol—someone who represents the truth.”

      “So what is the truth?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “When?”

      “Soon.”

      Quinn sighed, thought, She’s just like Porter after all, and turned back to the TV.

      The media helicopter had continued to circle the destruction but was unable to get any lower with law-enforcement choppers already below them. Even from afar, it was easy to see that the explosion had done tremendous damage and knocked down two other structures that flanked it. The blast itself, though, was concentrated on one very specific building.

      A new caption had appeared onscreen: LOCAL TECH KOBALCOM TARGETED. EMPLOYEES IN MOURNING.

      “Don’t believe everything they tell you,” Xiao said as she walked over to stand next to her. “The first thing you learn to accept is that the news lies. Not because they’re doing it on purpose—or not most of the time, anyway—but because they don’t know any better. They need fodder to fill airtime and anything juicy will work. Preferably juicy.”

      “If it bleeds, it leads?”

      “Exactly. It’s worse for the cable networks. You can only put the same repeat programming or talking points on air so often before people click over to one of those train-wreck reality shows. The truth has nothing to do with it.”

      Quinn nodded at the TV, at the ant-like first responders moving around the destruction below. “They’re not lying about that.”

      “No, but even the truth has layers.”

      “Why Kobalcom? They’re an Internet service provider. My apartment building uses it. Half the people in the city rely on it for broadband. What’s an ISP have to do with the people behind all this?”

      “The answer’s complicated. Porter will uncomplicate it for you when he gets back.”

      Complicated? Quinn thought. What was complicated about knocking down three buildings and killing hundreds in the process?

      “The package he was picking up from Gary Ross that night,” Quinn said instead.

      “Some nerd in an Asian lab called it KX-9. It’s C4 on steroids.” Xiao nodded at the TV. “You’re looking at where Porter put the rest of it to use.”

      “Why did you use Ross to bring it into the States for you? You guys seemed to be able to sneak in and out just fine without the U.S. government even knowing about it. This isn’t the first time you’ve been in the country.”

      “Far from it. If the U.S. can’t stop Miguel who works at that food truck outside your apartment from coming in, what chance do they have with us? But it’s easier to sneak a person in than a suitcase full of experimental explosives.”

      The channel had added a second LIVE footage, this one from street level showing civilians looking on from behind police sawhorses. Quinn recognized the shock and horror on their faces, and for the first time felt pangs of guilt at the sight of people—men and women, some in business suits—crying and holding one another.

      God, what’s wrong with me? That’s what it takes to feel something about what Porter did?

      “Hundreds dead,” Quinn said quietly. “Porter did that.”

      “It’s easy to make up numbers, especially at the beginning of a tragedy. It’ll take days, sometimes weeks, for the real facts to show up, and by then most people will have forgotten to care.”

      “You’ve done this before. You and Porter.”

      “We’ve been active for five years,” Xiao said. “What did you think we were doing out there, crossword puzzles?”

      So they’re not all lies after all, Quinn thought, when Xiao turned around and fished out a cheap plastic phone.

      The other woman listened to someone on the other end for a moment before putting it away and looking back at Quinn. “They’re here.”

      “Who?”

      “Porter and Aaron.”

      “Who is he, anyway?”

      “What is he is more like it. Spoiler: He’s a real pain in my ass.”

      Xiao walked over to the large door across the empty spaces. She pressed a button along the side, and the thick sheet of metal slid upward on squeaky wheels. A white minivan was waiting outside and began reversing into the warehouse even before the door was all the way up, rear lights beeping as it pulled to a stop next to the bullet-riddled Dodge.

      Quinn had expected to see Mary’s missing SUV, but this didn’t look like anything an aging former doctor would be driving. It was plain and beat-up and the license plate was ready to fall off.

      The van’s back doors popped open and a young African-American kid jumped down, Converse high-top sneakers popping against the hard floor. He had a shaved head and was wearing a faded Captain America T-shirt.

      “Still in one piece, I see,” the young man said to Xiao. “Guess you’re just too mean to die.”

      Xiao smirked. “So I’ve been told. You okay?”

      “Single and ready to mingle.” Aaron saw Quinn and headed over. “You must be Quinn. Nice to finally meet ya.”

      Quinn shook his hand. “You must be Aaron.”

      “My legend precedes me. Nice.” Then, “You still got the phone?”

      Quinn dug out the cheap plastic device she’d been carrying with her since the alley and handed it over to him. “Yours?”

      “I guess you could say that. A little something I cooked up a while back and we’ve been using ever since. Untraceable and unbuggable. The only thing it can’t do is get YouTube, which totally sucks.”

      “Porter was using one back at the nightclub that night, wasn’t he? That’s why the FBI couldn’t trace it.”

      “Uh huh.” He pocketed it. “I’ll give it back after I make sure it’s working okay.”

      “Are you some kind of hacker?”

      “Nah. I just like tinkering with electronics. Phones are easy breezy. If I told you how easy it was to eavesdrop on someone’s phone without them even knowing, you’d throw your fancy thousand dollar cell away and go back to using two cans and a string.”

      Aaron looked past her at the TV.

      “You were there last night,” she said.

      He nodded. “Supposed to be Xiao’s job, but she was busy. Porter did most of the legwork; I just lent a hand or two.”

      A car door slammed, and Quinn glanced over at the van just as Porter appeared. One half of his face was caked in dried blood, and he was wiping at it with a wet rag and a bottle of water.

      “As you can see, it wasn’t exactly smooth sailing,” Aaron was saying.

      “What happened?” Quinn asked.

      “There was a little more resistance than we expected. But we got the job done.” Then, at her, “When’s your birthday?”

      Quinn looked back at him. “My birthday?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s not for another two weeks,” she said, thinking about Ben and his birthday present stuffed into her front waistband.

      Porter exchanged a brief glance with her before disappearing to the other side of the minivan and pulled open the side hatch, then reached in and dragged a bundle outside. It was a man, his arms and legs bound with duct tape that stuck out like large plastic toy handcuffs because they had been wound so many times around his wrists and ankles. Porter pulled his victim from the vehicle and unceremoniously dropped him to the floor with a loud thwump!

      “Ouch,” Aaron said. “That’s gotta hurt.”

      Dried blood caked large parts of the man’s face and the white pieces of his wardrobe. He lay on the floor and didn’t seem to be offering up very much resistance.

      “Who is it?” Quinn asked.

      “Early birthday present,” Aaron said. “Go take a look.”

      She walked over with the teenager.

      “We had to go out of our way to grab him,” Aaron said, “but luckily we knew his last known location and he thought he’d gotten away. Dumb bastard. You should have seen the look on his face when we rolled up on him.”

      Porter was crouched over his captive and was saying something to the man. Not that the man could respond with another strip of duct tape over his mouth. When the captive finally turned his head in her direction, it didn’t take Quinn very long to see through the blood and bruises at the face underneath.

      Pete Ringo strained against his bounds, and suddenly Quinn knew why the duct tape was so thick: Because the last time she had tied him up, Ringo had snapped his restraints as if they were dental floss. Porter apparently already knew just how strong Ringo was and wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Sonofabitch,” Quinn said, and drew her Glock.

      “Don’t shoot!” Porter shouted.

      Quinn already had the gun aimed at Ringo’s head, and her finger was pressing on the trigger. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t. He killed Ben and Mary!”

      “I know, but we need him. You need him.”

      She stared at Porter, then at Ringo, then back at Porter. “The only thing I need from him is him dead.”

      “Oh, trust me, he’s going to wish he were dead when we’re done with him. But this is part of the process I told you about. This is step one. After that, he’s all yours.”

      Quinn clenched her teeth. It would be so easy. All she had to do was pull the trigger and it would be over. There was no reason not to do it. He had killed Ben, then Mary. He’d shot them down like dogs.

      Do it. Just do it!

      But she didn’t.

      She didn’t know why, but she didn’t.

      Quinn lowered the gun, but she never took her eyes off Ringo’s bloodied face. “Show me, and then I’m going to kill the bastard.”

      Again…
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* * *

      Porter dragged Ringo by his bound legs across the warehouse floor, leaving behind a trail of blood and sweat stains. Ringo struggled the entire time, making even more of a mess. Quinn didn’t feel sorry for him, not even for a heartbeat.

      She watched the two of them disappear into a back room, Ben and Mary’s killer grunting something against his duct tape the entire time. Quinn didn’t know what was on the other side of the door, but Porter had told her to wait before coming in, so she did that, even if doing so took every ounce of willpower.

      The sound of the van’s doors opening and slamming shut pulled her out of her thoughts. She was glad for it, because everything inside her head began and ended with Ringo’s bloody face only getting bloodier as she sought to answer the question, How do you kill a man who won’t stay dead?

      “The TV’s saying hundreds dead,” Xiao was saying behind her.

      “Bullshit,” Aaron said.

      “Watch your mouth.”

      “Okay, mom, sorry.” Aaron rolled his eyes. “Still bullshit, though. There were three security guards total on the graveyard shift watching the building, and the other two were empty.”

      “You sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      She looked back at them. Aaron was inside the van, sitting at the very center of a bench setup littered with electronics. Wires and devices hung from pegs along the walls and the phone she had given him—or one that looked identical—was dissembled underneath a magnifying glass that the teenager was looking through as he poked at the gutted parts with small, precise tools while a soldering iron burned nearby.

      Xiao stood outside the van next to the open back doors, looking at a small TV on a table next to Aaron. “He didn’t take you inside with him, did he?”

      “Of course not,” Aaron said. “I stayed in the van the entire time, waiting for the signal.”

      “Good.”

      “And even if he did, it’s not like I’m helpless.”

      “You’re close.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “The truth hurts.”

      “So does your breath.”

      Xiao smiled. “I’ve been meaning to change toothpaste.”

      “You okay?” Aaron asked.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Gee, I dunno, maybe because someone shoved a metal pole through you?”

      The mention of her wound must have reminded Xiao, because she reached up and gingerly touched her left shoulder. “I took a couple of the good stuff.”

      “They’re not going to last forever,” Aaron said.

      “Then I’ll ask him for another one.”

      “It’s not a cure, Xiao.”

      “Why Aaron, it almost sounds like you’re worried about me. Say it ain’t so.”

      “Pfft,” the kid said, and picked up the soldering tool and went back to work under the magnifying glass.

      Quinn hadn’t interrupted the two of them as they went back and forth, and she didn’t now. Despite the insults, it was pretty obvious to her that Aaron and Xiao had a brother and sister relationship. Love/hate, almost. That made her wonder how they met, because they couldn’t be more different in every way.

      She was still thinking about that, grateful for the distraction, when a voice said behind her, “You ready?”

      She looked back at Porter, standing just outside the back room door.

      “I’ve been ready since yesterday,” Quinn said.
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* * *

      Ringo was handcuffed to a pair of grimy pipes that stuck out of the far wall, pieces of a bigger machine that once ran power throughout the warehouse. The objects were large and heavy-looking enough to keep him in place; Porter would have likely made sure before he called her in.

      Where there used to be duct tape over Ringo’s mouth, there was now just a bloody red blotch that looked almost like a grotesque version of a clown’s red lips. Ringo stared back at her as she entered with Porter, and he didn’t say a word or try to break free of his restraints. Instead, he sat on the dingy floor, legs splayed out in front of him, and there was a slack quality to his body that told her he had all about given up the idea of escape.

      Or at least, that’s what he wanted her to believe.

      Don’t trust him. Don’t trust anything he says or does.

      Porter had also removed Ringo’s shirt, and it, along with a bloodied black blazer, lay in a pile next to him. Ringo’s bare chest was slick with sweat but had been spared all the blood that dripped from his face and forehead earlier.

      Quinn looked through all that and saw the same thing she had seen last night:

      You should be dead. Why the hell aren’t you dead?

      Porter had closed the door and now walked over to stand beside her. He casually took off his own bloodied jacket but kept on his blood-smeared white dress shirt.

      “Still trying to get the Old Men’s attention, huh?” Ringo said. He was speaking to Porter and ignoring her completely.

      “Old Men?” Quinn thought. She’d heard that before. Where?

      Right. When Ringo had first taken her to Hofheinz:

      “I’m sure we’ll find him,” Hofheinz had said, talking about Porter. “Though I have to admit, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the Old Men this nervous.”

      “You talked to them?” Ringo had asked.

      “No, but that’s the feeling through the grapevine.”

      The Old Men. Who were the Old Men?

      “Could have just sent them a Hallmark card like a regular ex-employee,” Ringo was saying now, still focused only on Porter. “Save yourself the trouble of skulking around.”

      Porter didn’t answer; instead, he rolled up his long sleeves before wiping at some leftover blood on his face with a rag from his back pocket.

      “But I have to admit, blowing up an entire building works, too,” Ringo continued. “Really brings home that whole terrorism angle, huh? The question is, now that you’ve got their attention, what are you gonna do with it?”

      Quinn waited for Porter to reply, to let her in on their little secret. Wasn’t that the point of bringing her in here? The first step to revealing the truth?

      “Do you see it?” Porter asked. It took her a moment to realize he was talking to her.

      “I don’t see anything but a piece of shit,” Quinn said.

      Ringo snorted. “Oh, nice.”

      “Xiao said you shot him last night,” Porter said.

      “In the shoulder,” Quinn nodded.

      “Do you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “A wound. A bullet hole.”

      A bullet hole…

      She hadn’t bothered to look for it because it had never occurred to her, but she did that now.

      “Come closer,” Ringo said, grinning mischievously at her.

      She did exactly that and didn’t stop until she was three feet in front of him. If he thought she was afraid of him, he was very much mistaken. Quinn saw the somewhat surprised look on his face and felt a rush of mild triumph.

      She crouched and stared back at him, daring him to do something, anything.

      But he didn’t, and glanced over her shoulder at Porter instead. “What’s with you and the pretty ones? Let’s hope what happened to Serena doesn’t repeat itself. Of course, the Chinese girl’s already halfway there, isn’t she?”

      Porter didn’t say anything, and Quinn didn’t bother to look back to see his reaction to Ringo’s comments. Though it didn’t stop her from thinking, Who’s Serena?

      But it was one more question that could wait. Right now, she focused on Ringo.

      First on his face, where despite a lot of caked blood, she couldn’t locate an actual cut or gash along his temple or forehead. So where was all the blood coming from?

      Eventually she got down to his chest—or more precisely, on his exposed right shoulder.

      What the hell is that?

      There was no bullet hole, but there was something there. Puckered flesh, a sign that an old wound had almost healed up. Except there shouldn’t have been an old wound, because she had shot the man last night.

      “It’s already healing,” Quinn said quietly, almost hesitantly. “I shot him in the shoulder last night, and the wound’s already healing.”

      “Is that it?” Porter asked.

      Is what it? she thought, when she suddenly understood the question, and Quinn stared at Ringo again.

      I shot you. Not just last night, but the day before. I put two rounds into your chest and two more into your back, so why the hell aren’t you dead?

      It didn’t matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t find them. Except for the healing wound in his shoulder, the rest of his flesh looked improbably polished and clean, as if he had just stepped out of a wax assembly line. She grabbed him and pulled him forward and stared at his back, but it was just as devoid of scars.

      It didn’t make any sense. Even if Ringo had somehow (miraculously) managed to survive the four bullets she’d put into him at the abandoned building, where were the scars?

      Quinn let him go and stood up. She locked eyes with him and refused to let go. “What the hell are you?”

      “One week ago, I thought I was the man of your dreams,” Ringo said. “Too late to go back to that?”

      “You killed Ben, you piece of shit.”

      “Oh, that again.” He sighed. “He was an old man. I just helped him along to the great beyond.”

      “He was my friend.”

      “He was probably just trying to get into your pants. You should thank me—”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish, because she lunged back at him and punched him in the face, and when his head snapped back and clanged! off the hard metal pipe and ricocheted forward, she hit him again.

      She didn’t know how she managed to stop herself after the second time, but Quinn didn’t give in to her urges. She had also fully expected Porter to grab her from behind as soon as she threw the first punch, but when she looked back, she found that he hadn’t moved from the same spot. If anything, he looked slightly amused.

      Quinn took another couple of steps back, too afraid of what she might do to this man, this piece of shit, if she let herself remain too close to him.

      Ringo didn’t seem all that fazed by her assault even though he had left a blood splatter and clumps of hair on the pipes behind him. He moved his tongue around his mouth for a moment before spitting out a glob of thick blood onto the floor.

      Then, looking at her, “Was it something I said?”

      She turned to Porter. “Why isn’t he dead? Tell me, Porter, why the hell isn’t he dead, and don’t give me any goddamn bullshit about not being ready to hear the answer.”

      Porter took something out of his pocket and tossed it to her.

      She caught it: A folded knife with a three-inch blade.

      “Cut him,” Porter said.

      She stared at the knife in her hand, then at Porter. “What?”

      “Cut him. Anywhere. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Why?”

      “Just a small incision. Enough to make him bleed. Don’t go too deep.”

      “Tell me why first.”

      “This is the first step to the truth.”

      “Cutting him is the first step?”

      Porter nodded. “Nothing I could say will be as effective—as believable—as what you do and see for yourself. It has to be done.”

      “Did Xiao do something like this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aaron?”

      “Even Aaron.”

      “I’d prefer it if you didn’t,” Ringo said behind her.

      Quinn turned back to him and narrowed her eyes. “You shouldn’t have said that.”

      “What?” Ringo said, confused.

      “You shouldn’t have said that, because I wasn’t going to do it before, but now…”

      “Oh,” Ringo said. “Should have kept my mouth shut.”

      “Yes, you should have.” She gripped the knife tighter. “I wouldn’t move, if I were you.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t want me to slip, do you?”

      “Oh, hell.”

      He sat perfectly still, almost defiantly, as she grabbed him by the wet hair and held him in place while she cut a line from the edge of his right eye all the way down to the corner of his mouth. She put just enough pressure to break skin, but not enough to go deep, just as Porter had instructed. He gritted his teeth and groaned as the blade did its work, and though he was clearly doing everything possible not to react, his legs couldn’t help but spasm involuntarily when she got halfway and continued until she was done.

      Quinn stepped back and held the bloody knife at her side. “Now what?”

      “Watch,” Porter said behind her.

      “Watch what?”

      “The cut you just made. Watch it carefully.”

      “Why?”

      “Watch it carefully,” Porter repeated.

      She did, when the impossible happened:

      The almost four-inch long incision she had put in Ringo’s cheek began to disappear a millimeter at a time, the lightly penetrated flesh seemingly reaching across the open space and touching, merging, until there was just a long faded scar where, mere seconds ago, he had been bleeding profusely. There was still very fresh blood on his face from the cut, but there was now no obvious point of origin that she could see.

      Quinn whirled around to face Porter, a million questions racing through her mind, but the first one she managed to get out was, “What the hell is he?”
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      “Boo!” Ringo shouted as he feigned lunging at her—not that he got very far—before leaning back and letting out a big laugh. “Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

      Quinn didn’t know how much of his reaction was an exaggeration for her benefit, his attempt to convince her (whether true or not) that he wasn’t afraid. And maybe he had every right to feel as if he had the upper hand. If Quinn had a mirror, she would have been able to confirm the shock on her face; not that she tried to hide it.

      How do you pretend like nothing had happened after what she had just seen? More than that, she was looking at a man who should be dead. She had shot him five times, four of those times at almost point-blank range.

      And yet here he was, grinning at her like a maniac.

      “They don’t have a name, and they don’t carry business cards on them,” Porter said behind her. “It was different when they were first formed, but that was a long time ago. But not having an official name didn’t stop guys like Ringo from giving them one anyway. They’re called the Rhim.”

      She looked back at him. “Rim?”

      “Rhim. R-h-i-m.”

      “Is that Latin?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Uh oh,” Ringo said. “Be careful what you say next, Porter. You might end up on a TV show being dissected by guys in lab coats on the FOX network.”

      Quinn ignored Ringo and said to Porter, “You told me you were one of them.”

      “I was,” Porter nodded.

      “Danger, danger!” Ringo laughed.

      “But not anymore,” Porter finished.

      “So what happens if I cut you? Are you going to heal, too?”

      “As long as the wound is superficial enough, the process kicks in without the need of any external help. Some injuries, though, take longer. Like gunshots, for instance.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “The guys in white coats have names for it as long as your arm, and a manual explaining it in excruciating detail, but when you boil it down, it’s rapid cell regeneration.”

      “In humans? Something like that doesn’t exist.”

      “And yet here we are. But even that has its limitations. The damage can’t be too extensive, for one.”

      “Like getting shot four times?”

      “Yes. For that, you need a little extra help.”

      “What about Xiao?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s one of you, too?”

      “No. She’s not.”

      “But she healed. After the alley. She was driving a friggin’ car and having a shootout with Ringo and his boys at Mary’s just hours after getting a metal rod shoved so hard through her shoulder that it went into the brick wall behind her.”

      Porter shook his head. “Xiao isn’t one of us.”

      “So how the hell did she heal so fast?”

      “She didn’t. She’s dealing with the pain. She’s just very good at hiding it. The pill I and then Mary gave her helped, and she’s still taking them.”

      “So she’s not one of you?”

      “No.”

      Quinn turned back around to glare at Ringo. “He should be dead. A cut on the cheek is one thing, but four bullets…”

      “As long as the brain remains intact, we can survive a lot of things,” Porter said. “Some scars just take longer to heal than others.”

      “You said we. The Rhim.”

      “They did things to us, made us more than men, but you can’t play with the brain the way you would a human body. Inflict enough damage to the head and we would go down just like any other man. Destroy the brain and it’s permanent.”

      “Don’t give her any ideas,” Ringo smirked.

      Destroy the brain, Quinn thought before she realized just how much closer her right hand had reflexively inched toward her Glock without her knowing. She forced it away now—just enough not to be tempted.

      “You’re talking about genetic engineering,” Quinn said. “Is that what you’re telling me? You and Ringo were born in labs?”

      “No,” Porter said. “We were conceived and given birth to just like you and Xiao and Aaron. But we were perfected in labs.”

      “That kind of science doesn’t exist.”

      “And people who can heal from cuts in seconds don’t exist either, but you just saw that for yourself with your own eyes.”

      Unless I’m going crazy.

      God help me, Ben, am I going crazy?

      “There are a lot of things that exist that you couldn’t possibly imagine,” Porter continued. “That’s what makes the Rhim so dangerous. That’s what makes them so lethal to their enemies.”

      “Enemies?”

      “You. Me. Anyone who doesn’t agree with their agenda. People think America is run by Democrats and Republicans. They couldn’t be more wrong.”

      “What is their agenda?”

      “That’s step two. Right now, we’re at the end of step one, and he’s of no use to us anymore moving forward. So go ahead. One round to the head and he won’t come back a second time. Even the Rhim doesn’t have science that can bring back the dead.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” Ringo said. “Let’s stay calm and not do anything rash.”

      Quinn stared at Ringo, trying to decide if he really was afraid or if this was more theatrics. But she could see it in his face, in his eyes—he wasn’t pretending. That, more than anything, made her believe everything Porter had just said.

      A headshot and you’ll be avenged, Ben. That’s all it takes.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Guys like Ringo are expendable,” Porter said. “They do all the dirty work in the desperate hope of finding glory at the end of all the blood and guts. I was like him once upon a time, but I had my eyes opened. When he vanishes, someone will just take his place. Just like someone took mine when I left.”

      Quinn drew her gun and thought, This is for you, Ben.

      “Quinn,” Ringo said as he fidgeted on the floor and tugged unsuccessfully at his bound hands. “You don’t want to do this.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Porter’s wrong,” Ringo continued. “I can still be useful. I have valuable information. I know things.”

      “Is that true?” Quinn asked, but kept her eyes on Ringo the entire time.

      “No,” Porter said. “He’s just a foot soldier. He does what he’s told. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “You’re wrong,” Ringo said. “You think you know everything? You’re dead wrong, Johnny boy. Things have changed. Protocols were altered after your defection. Five years in the wind, knowing what you knew, why would we not change things up?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. You’ll always just be a grunt, like I was.”

      Ringo looked away from Porter and zeroed in on her. “You really think you can trust him? Porter’s a traitor. Once a traitor, always a traitor. He’ll stab you in the back the first chance he gets. He’s a user. He uses people and throws them away. You really think he’s doing this for you? For the greater good? Porter wouldn’t know sacrifice if it bit him in the ass. He’s not loyal to anyone but himself. Who knows what his real goal is? Are you really going to put your life in the hands of someone who murders women and children?”

      Quinn flexed her fingers around the grip of the Glock that Ben had bought her and continued to stare silently at Ringo.

      “Say something,” Ringo said, narrowing his eyes at her. “Don’t just stand there, Quinn, say something—”

      She raised the gun.

      “Wait!” Ringo shouted.

      She hesitated for just a moment, her finger rubbing anxiously at the trigger.

      Shoot him. Shoot him in the head and end it now!

      “Porter,” Ringo said.

      “What?” Porter said behind her.

      “I wasn’t lying, you know. About how we changed the protocols after you betrayed us.” He shifted his eyes back to her and that smugness returned, but it wasn’t nearly as confident as before. “How did you think they found me so fast at that abandoned building where you left me to die? Another hour, and even science might not have been able to save me. Thank God for trackers.”

      “Trackers?” Porter said.

      Ringo grinned. “Subdermal trackers.”

      Quinn looked back at Porter. “What’s he talking about?”

      “Shoot him,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      “Shoot him!”

      Quinn spun around and took aim, thought, This won’t bring you back, Ben, but it’ll have to do, and her finger was tugging on the trigger when a massive BOOM! rocked the building and threw her to the floor. The walls around her shook violently and the floor underneath her threatened to open up and swallow her whole even as the ceiling cracked and rained debris down in thick white powder and heavy steel chunks.

      Her last sight of Ringo was the man grinning back at her through sheets of falling plaster and Sheetrock just before he disappeared in a landslide of rusty metal and massive steel beams plummeting down from the second floor.

      Die, you bastard, die, she thought even as a cloud of white powder erupted around her, trying to suffocate her.

      A hand grabbed her from behind and Quinn struggled against it, trying to spin around to get a shot with the Glock still gripped in her hand, but the voice, belonging to the hand’s owner, stopped her from pulling the trigger just in time: “They found us! We have to get out of here!”

      Porter, his voice barely above a whisper. It took her a moment to realize her ears were ringing, that her senses were completely frayed by the massive explosion that seemed to be collapsing the warehouse one piece at a time.

      “Xiao!” she shouted.

      “Aaron!” Porter shouted back. “She’ll be wherever Aaron is!”

      Porter had just barely finished shouting when the clatter of automatic weapons fire pierced the haze, coming from outside the room. The fact that she could hear shooting was a good sign, because you didn’t shoot at dead people. At least not with the kind of ferocious back and forth she was listening to now even with her dulled senses.

      Then Porter was gone (Jesus, where’d he go?) while she struggled to breathe through the cascading debris. She turned back to where she had last seen Ringo, but there was just rubble where he had been sitting against the pipes. Not only had large portions of the ceiling plummeted straight down, but pieces of the wall had tumbled loose, forming an almost jagged pyramid over his last known spot.

      Survive that, you bastard.

      Quinn turned and headed for the door—or what was left of it; the slab of wood was hanging by just the lowest hinge and large parts of the frame had been blasted free. She stumbled more than she walked while trying not to choke against the dust burrowing its way into her ears and eyes and nose. It was hard to breathe, but she found that focusing on the exit and the air on the other side kept her moving, and moving—

      Oh, thank God! as she burst out of the back room.

      Except maybe she should have waited a little longer to thank God, because the warehouse didn’t look any better than the room she had just escaped from. There was a gaping hole above her where the ceiling and the second floor used to be, and twisted steel beams and charred walls of metal blocked her path to the front. There were no signs of Xiao or Aaron or either one of the vehicles.

      Quinn was trying to understand how the smaller back room had been spared the brunt of the impact when dark green figures appeared out of the lingering white and gray clouds in front of her.

      Red lasers sliced through the swirl of chaos and smoke as Quinn threw herself to the floor just as one (then two) beams raked across the spot where she had been standing mere heartbeats ago.

      She nearly slammed face-first into the remains of the TV she had been watching earlier, along with pieces (some sharper than others) of the old desk it had been sitting on top of. Splinters and God knew what else stabbed against her palms and she flinched, but managed to push through the pain to roll over onto her back, then kept going until she had slid underneath a pile of heavy sheet metal and AC ducts.

      It wasn’t much of a cover—there were big openings that anyone could spot her through if they took the time to actually glance down—but it was all she had against what she knew was coming.

      Porter. Where the hell is Porter?

      She hadn’t spotted him when she came out of the back room, which shouldn’t have been possible, because she swore he only had a few seconds head start on her. It had just been a few seconds, hadn’t it?

      But damn him, Porter was nowhere to be found, and the burst of automatic weapons she had heard earlier had gone silent. Which was a very bad sign, especially with Xiao and Aaron out in the big room when the blast hit.

      Jesus, was that a missile? Did they send an actual missile into this place?

      Whatever it was had brought most of the building down, save for the walls. It was the very definition of a pinpoint strike, and it was a miracle she was even still alive, that the back room had somehow been spared. Had the people who sent the missile known where she and Porter were? Had they “missed” the back room on purpose?

      Just barely…

      Quinn lay still and held her breath as the figures stepped onto the pile she was lying underneath. Their olive drab uniforms stuck out like specters of death against the carnage and the large swaths of blinding morning sunlight that poured into the place from the holes in what used to be a large section of the ceiling.

      She blinked at a sudden flurry of soot as a black combat boot stepped on one of the beams five inches from her face and the heavy metal teetered slightly, dangerously, before settling. The smell of burnt steel assaulted her nostrils, and there was wetness gathering at the creases of her eyes.

      She stared up at the HRT operator above her. His face was covered by a gas mask that stuck out underneath the ballistic helmet. He moved cautiously but with purpose, his weight made heavier by the gear and bulletproof vest. The M4 with the pistol grip slid left and right and forward as if it were a part of him, and maybe it had become just that after all the training the Hostage Rescue Team guys did. She had once thought about joining them, but decided she didn’t need the extra bruises and time commitment. Besides, Ben had already offered her a gig in his unit.

      Ben. Where are you, Ben? Where are you when I need you the most?

      He was dead. That was where Ben was. He was dead because of her, and the most she could hope for was that his killer was, too. Maybe one of the steel girders had smashed Ringo’s head in when they came down. The man had somehow survived four bullets at point-blank range, but what were the chances he could walk away from a collapsing building?

      She had to make sure one way or another, but it would have to wait as one, two—four HRT commandos stepped over the pile of debris above her and onto the floor on the other side.

      The warehouse would have been ghostly quiet if not for the continued pek-pek-pek of pieces of the ceiling and second floor still falling around her like soothing raindrops. There were no sirens, nothing that indicated a police action outside. And most of all, there were no signs that Porter, Xiao, and Aaron were still out here with her.

      Maybe she was all alone, again.

      I’d trade them all for you, Ben, she thought as she watched the squad of black-clad HRT move past her and toward the backroom.

      There was precision in the way they moved, in the fluidity with which they reacted to one another’s proximity without having to say a word. They were facing the jagged remainder of the door frame into the back room, where Ringo (Be dead. Be dead, you asshole.) was still inside when she couldn’t stand it any longer and had to open her mouth and suck in a lungful of air, along with the pulverized concrete and dirt that was everywhere—

      Oh, dammit.

      One of the uniformed men—the one at the very back of the four-man unit—turned at the sound of her first breath in what seemed like an eternity, the barrel of his rifle and the breathing apparatus of his gas mask preceding the rest of his body by the slimmest of milliseconds.

      She rolled out into the open, and even before she was entirely clear of the rubble, Quinn stuck out her right hand and shot the commando in one of his kneecaps. It wasn’t where she had been aiming, but the combination of moving and a bad angle made the shot go lower than she had wanted. If not for the fact they were only ten feet apart, she might have missed the man completely.

      The operator’s right leg buckled and he went down on one knee, and might have also grunted behind his gas mask, but the sound was muffled and the echo of the gunshot dominated everything, including her still-frazzled hearing.

      Quinn scrambled to her knees even as the other three spun around. She shot a second one, this time actually hitting her intended target—the man’s right thigh. It wasn’t a killing shot, but she wasn’t trying to kill him. These men were just doing their jobs, and there was a good chance—slim, but it was a chance—that she might have known one or two of them if she could see their faces.

      She was moving as fast as she could, but she knew instinctively it wasn’t fast enough. The element of surprise was gone, and even as the first agent remained on his knee, grabbing at his bloodied kneecap, and the second one stumbled while trying to stay on his feet, the other two were already taking aim at her with their weapons.

      In the split second before one of them pulled the trigger on his rifle, her thoughts were filled with Ben, all those times they spent together right up to the moment when Ringo and the other faceless man came to his apartment and murdered him. But most of all she remembered Ben from her graduation ceremony, sitting in the middle of the crowd, beaming as she made her walk across the stage.

      I tried, Ben. I swear, I tried.

      But it wasn’t good enough. It just wasn’t good enough.

      She started to squeeze her eyes shut as the first carbine took aim, and she swore she could see the whites of the man’s eyes behind the gas mask’s lenses as he zeroed in on her. But she hadn’t completely gotten her eyes closed when there was a sudden flicker of movement above the commando, and something dropped down from the ceiling.

      The M4 leapt as it opened fire, and bullets raked the air over her head, snapping off pieces of concrete and ping-ping-pinging! off steel beams behind and above her even as she lunged to the floor.

      Porter!

      He had jumped down from the second floor (What the hell was he doing up there?) using the opening created by the blast and landed on the commando, knocking the man’s aim off at the very last second. Porter was straightening up to his full six-two frame even as the shooter he had pummeled to the floor lay unmoving next to him, pieces of the man’s shattered gas mask lenses scattered around them.

      Before the fourth commando could do anything, Porter grabbed him by the back of his bulletproof jacket and lifted him into the air.

      That’s impossible. No one’s that strong, Quinn thought, because the HRT had to be at least two hundred pounds without even counting his full load-out. Nevertheless, Porter had picked him up like he was a child before flinging the agent at and through the remains of the back room door.

      The two HRT that Quinn had shot were desperately reacting to the sight of their two comrades being assaulted when Porter wrestled the M4 from one of them and punched the man in the chest hard enough to send him sliding across the room, scattering debris on the floor as he did so, before thumping against a wall and flopping forward on his chest.

      The one with the obliterated kneecap was trying to stagger up from the floor and Quinn thought she could actually hear his labored breathing, a combination of desperation and pain, even behind his gas mask. The commando had smartly abandoned his fallen carbine and gone for his sidearm instead, and was lifting it to aim when Porter snapped his hand at the wrist by grabbing the barrel of the Sig Sauer and twisting. The HRT was still screaming when Porter broke the gas mask (Crack! as the lens shattered) with the heel of one hand and dropped him.

      Porter had moved so fast—blindingly fast—that the commandos never had a chance, and Quinn thought, Better them than me.

      She staggered up to her feet as Porter hurried over to her.

      “You hurt?” he asked.

      She shook her head and wiped her bloody palms on her soot-covered pants legs. “What now?”

      “We get the hell out of here.”

      “How? There are probably more of them outside waiting to come in.”

      “There’s a way out. Follow me.”

      She gave three of the four-man HRT team in the room with them a quick look. They were hurt, injured, bleeding, and maybe a couple of them might never walk again (Christ, how is Porter so strong and fast?), but they would leave this place alive. It wasn’t much comfort, but assault and attempted murder on federal agents was better than the alternative, though not by very much.

      Like it matters anymore, considering your growing rap sheet.

      Quinn turned and hurried after Porter. “Where’s Xiao and Aaron?”

      “They’re gone,” Porter said.

      “Gone where?”

      “They’re gone,” he repeated. “Worry about us.”

      Quinn looked around at the remains of the warehouse as she stumbled after him. The smoke had mostly dissipated through the openings above them, and she could see more of her surroundings. Twisted metal slabs and foundation beams surrounded them, and as they moved closer to the front of the building, she could just make out the remains of the white van—it somehow still looked to be in one piece—but there were no signs of either Xiao or Aaron or the Dodge.

      “Porter,” she said, when something hit her in the chest and Quinn fell, one side of her cheek slamming into the floor.

      The blow should have introduced a whole new world of pain, and maybe it had, except she didn’t notice because she was too busy convulsing as electricity coursed through her body. She spasmed on the floor like a fish out of water, all control over her arms and legs disappearing in a flash.

      She had landed on her side and was able to make out Porter as he turned back in her direction. His movements looked erratic, as if he was having difficulty steadying his legs. That might have had something to do with the two small metal prongs connected to wires that were sticking out of his chest. She watched him grab and pull them loose with a grunt.

      Porter looked hurt, but he remained on his feet until two more wires appeared at his back, and he arched his body and let out a loud, annoyed growl. He was reaching behind him for those two new prongs when two more attached themselves to his chest in almost the same spot as the previous two. Porter dropped to his knees, hands clenching into fists at his sides, and he gritted his teeth as if he were trying to fight through some invisible monster holding him down.

      And then they appeared—ghostly figures swarming Porter from every side. Five—six—she lost count after ten.

      Their weapons were trained on him, and only him.

      “Target’s down!” someone, somewhere shouted. “We have Porter! I repeat: We have Porter!”
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      She was hoping she’d never see his face again, either because he was dead (the preferable option) or their paths didn’t cross for a second time, but neither of those things turned out to be the case when she opened her eyes and his insect-like face was propped in front of her. The possibility that he had been looking at her, able to do whatever he wanted while she was unconscious, made Quinn shiver involuntarily.

      He smiled as she stirred. “Welcome back. This is starting to become a habit.”

      Hofheinz.

      “Where am I?” she asked. Or croaked. Or whispered.

      “My lab,” Hofheinz said. “My real lab, the one I told you about before. Didn’t I say we’d end up here eventually?”

      The first thing she noticed was how white everything was. So white, in fact, that the walls seemed to be glowing. She didn’t discount the very real possibility that her vision was still warped after being hit by the TASER gun. The mind tended to experience strange things once a few tens of thousands of volts had been shot through it.

      She felt fine, though, which was the troubling part, because she swore the walls were glowing. Or maybe they just seemed that way because they were so white and her eyes were still attempting to adjust to the monotonous color. So why did the floor and ceiling have the same brightness about them? And where were the lights coming from?

      “I’m glad you made it here in one piece,” Hofheinz was saying. “When they told me about what happened at the warehouse, I wasn’t so sure. But here you are, safe and sound. Call me crazy, but I’m starting to think this might be destiny.”

      You’re right, you are out of your goddamn mind, Quinn thought even as she balled her right hand into a fist and tried to punch him in that thin face of his—

      Except she couldn’t move her hand, or get her fingers to form a fist, never mind strike with it.

      What the hell?

      She also had difficulty moving her head, and when she peered down, expecting to find restraints, there was nothing of the sort. Her right hand rested on the arm of the chair without anything holding it in place, and yet she couldn’t lift or get it to move even a little bit in any direction. Her left arm was in a similar state of paralysis.

      Why can’t I move?

      There was something very odd about the chair she was sitting on. Not just that it looked nothing like the last one Hofheinz had put her in back in his (filthy torture room) other “lab,” but it also felt very different. It appeared to be smooth metallic silver and shouldn’t have been the least bit comfortable, but for some reason it was. Impossibly so, in fact. Her body felt light, like she was resting on a cloud; it was less that she was sitting on the chair and more that every inch of it was conforming itself to her body.

      But none of that explained why she couldn’t move any part of her.

      How is this possible?

      She strained her eyes to get a better look at the chair. If there was nothing holding her in place, then why couldn’t she move? Had he drugged her again? Given her another one of his paralyzing agents?

      No, she didn’t think so. The feeling was different. Instead of her muscles not reacting, it was more like an army of invisible hands was holding her down. She could fight against the powerful force, but it did no good. She couldn’t move.

      Hofheinz was bent slightly over at the waist in front of her, close enough that she might have entertained the idea of smashing her forehead into his face if she had that option. The spray of blood (again) would have been incredibly satisfying. He had a thin tablet in one hand and glanced at it periodically, but he was holding it too high up for her to steal any glimpses at the screen.

      “Porter,” she said.

      “What about him?”

      “Where is he? Is he still alive?”

      “I don’t know. What happens to him is beyond my pay grade. But if it makes you feel better, I hear the higher-ups wanted him alive, too.”

      “The Rhim,” she said.

      Hofheinz lifted a curious eyebrow. “What about it?”

      “You’re one of them.”

      “You know about the Rhim?” Hofheinz straightened up and smiled. “What else did Porter tell you?”

      Not nearly enough, she thought, but said, “Enough to know that I’m going to kill you the first chance I get.”

      Hofheinz smirked. “Is that right?”

      “You’re goddamn right.”

      “Something to look forward to, then,” he said, and turned around slightly to consult his tablet.

      She took the opportunity to get a better look at her new prison now that her eyes had adjusted to the brightness around her. Straining her eyeballs was still painful, especially when the rewards were so limited. White walls, white floor, white ceiling. What wasn’t white in this place? And where was the door? Somewhere across the room, which at the moment might as well be a football field away.

      She refocused on Hofheinz instead. It was easier and took less effort. Her capture had put him in a chatty mood, and he could give her answers that the (too white) room couldn’t.

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asked.

      “You remember what I said last time?” Hofheinz asked, eyes still fixed on the tablet’s screen. Apparently whatever he was seeing was more interesting than looking back at her. “When we first met?”

      “You mean when you were going to stick metal rods into my forehead and then lobotomize me the way you did Gary?”

      He chuckled. “Yes. You’ll be happy to know that they’ve given you to me. We’re going to get to know each other very well before all of this is over.”

      She pictured Gary Ross, sitting in a chair that looked so old it might fall apart at any second, with that odd expression of joy plastered on his face.

      “What happened to him?” she asked. “Gary.”

      “He’s been disposed of,” Hofheinz said as he walked across the room and stopped in front of a thin LCD monitor jutting out of the far wall from a metal arm mount. How had she missed that before? Maybe it had something to do with the computer’s all-white frame helping it to blend in with the walls.

      Jesus, there’s a lot of white in this place.

      The setup had a keyboard in a tray at the bottom, but Hofheinz touched the screen instead. Quinn was sitting at the wrong angle to see what he was doing, but she immediately heard, then felt a slight vibration as the chair seemed to hum as if coming alive under and around her.

      She braced herself for some kind of electroshock, but instead the hum reached a crescendo after only a few seconds before fading, along with the vibrations.

      “It tickles, I know,” Hofheinz said from across the room. “I’ve been in your position before. In that chair. Everyone who is recruited has to go through the same process. Even your new friend Porter.”

      Porter. Where are you? What are they doing to you?

      But she couldn’t help him right now. She couldn’t even help herself.

      Hofheinz didn’t say anything else and seemed to temporarily forget she was even in the room with him. Whatever was on the computer screen had his full attention, like the tablet earlier.

      Quinn closed her eyes and counted silently to ten, and when she opened them again, attempted to get a better grasp on her surroundings.

      The room had lost much of its vibrant colors, and while the walls, floor, and ceiling were still white and (too) bright, it was easier to make out the two round light bulbs above her. There were no markings or writings anywhere, nothing to tell her what the purpose of the room was. The place was so clean and spotless that the phrase “You can eat off the floor” flashed across her mind.

      After about two minutes of silence, Quinn finally said, “You didn’t answer me before.”

      “Hmm?” Hofheinz said, not taking his eyes off the monitor.

      What the hell is on that screen?

      “Are you one of them?” she asked instead. “The Rhim?”

      “That’s not something you should concern yourself with.” He flicked at the monitor. “They’re distractions.”

      “Are you, or aren’t you?”

      He didn’t answer her.

      “Well?”

      Nothing.

      Sonofabitch, she thought, and tried to recall the moment she first opened her eyes to the sight of him leaning over her. He was wearing a white lab coat with the collars turned down and the top button undone, which had allowed her to see—

      The sides of his neck and the lack of a wound. She hadn’t seen even a small scar, nothing to confirm she had recently jabbed a scalpel into a very specific spot and watched (if just for a second or two) as blood gushed out. But there was nothing there now, just like there was nothing on Ringo’s chest or back.

      “You are,” she said. “You’re one of them. That’s why you don’t have a scar on your neck.”

      This time he waved a dismissive hand, but still didn’t bother to look away from the monitor.

      What the hell is on that screen?

      “You’re obsessing over unimportant things, Quinn,” Hofheinz said. “I’d think you would be more interested in finding out where you came from.”

      “I know where I came from.”

      “I’m not talking about a place. I’m talking about who.”

      “Tell me, Quinn, what do you know about your parents?” he had asked her the last time.

      “You were adopted,” Hofheinz said before she could reply.

      This time it was Quinn’s turn to keep quiet.

      “I pored over your background after our last encounter,” Hofheinz continued. “You never knew your parents. A paper box showed up at a church’s front doorsteps when you were just an infant, along with a piece of paper that had your name written on it. ‘Quinn.’ No last name.”

      She remained silent even though she could feel the anger growing…

      “And that’s pretty much all anyone knows about your past,” Hofheinz said, undeterred by her silence. “There was a fire at the orphanage where you were raised. It destroyed all of your records, along with everyone else’s. But even before that, you were involved in an accident at the age of ten that left you unable to remember most of your childhood up to that point. A concussion that caused memory loss, according to the doctors, and you essentially had to start all over again from age ten onward. Those medical files, also very conveniently, disappeared when the hospital’s computers became infected with malware.”

      He looked over at her and smiled, except there was nothing pleasant about it.

      “Why,” Hofheinz said, “if I weren’t the honest type, I’d almost think someone was intentionally trying to obfuscate your past.”

      What the hell are you talking about, you crazy sonofabitch? she thought, but not all that far in the back of her mind were Ben’s last words to her:

      “I told myself I did it to protect you, but maybe…I don’t know. Maybe I did it to protect myself a little bit, too.”

      What didn’t you tell me, Ben? What did you keep from me all these years?

      But she didn’t give voice to those thoughts because it would only confirm—or at least, lend credence—to Hofheinz’s theory. The man was clearly fishing for a response from her and she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction, even if it was killing her to keep quiet.

      Hofheinz got tired of waiting for a response and turned back to the monitor. “When you were twelve, you ran away from the orphanage. I guess you were tired of waiting for a family to take a chance on you. I don’t blame you. No one likes being constantly rejected. I know I don’t.” He paused briefly, seemed to squint at something on the computer, before continuing: “And then you met Ben Foster. He crossed your path during an FBI investigation into a criminal ring using street urchins to commit crimes. Homeless, family-less, and history-less kids like you. For some reason, maybe because he had lost his own daughter years earlier—the reason for his failed marriage, perhaps?—he latched onto you, and vice versa.”

      Hofheinz leaned back from the monitor and turned his full attention to her.

      “And now here you are, Quinn Turner. An FBI special agent. Well, a former FBI special agent, anyway. That must have been quite a thrilling day when you graduated from Quantico. He was there, I assumed. Of course he would be. It must have been like watching his own daughter graduate. He did, after all, pay your way through school, all the way up to college, and called in every favor he had to get you into the academy.”

      “So you know how to read. Congratulations,” Quinn said as calmly as she could muster. She wanted to spit other words out at him, but she didn’t. He was waiting for it—he wanted it—and she refused to give it to him. It was an insignificant victory, but it might be the only one she got for a long while.

      He chuckled before something on the computer screen made him turn back to it. “Oh.”

      Oh? What the hell does oh mean?

      “What is it?” she asked, unable to stop herself.

      He glanced over at her, then back to the monitor.

      “Goddammit, what’s on the screen?” she asked.

      “You,” Hofheinz said.

      “What do you mean, me?”

      One corner of his mouth tugged upward into a grin. “I was right about you, Quinn. Someone has been a very, very bad girl.”

      He snatched up the tablet and turned around and pulled open the door, giving her a glimpse of the hallway on the other side. She saw white (of course) walls and very little else before Hofheinz closed the door behind him.

      “Hofheinz!” she shouted. “Hofheinz!”

      Nothing. The door remained shut.

      And she was suddenly all alone inside the rom.

      Quinn would have slumped back against the chair in frustration if she could. Instead, she stared across the room at the monitor sticking out of the wall. It was easier than straining her eyes to get a look at…not very much else around her. Hofheinz had left the computer on, but despite the screen being turned away from her (I bet he did that on purpose, the bastard), she thought she could (just barely) make out white and green letterings and what could have been...pictures? Whatever it was, it had sent Hofheinz running out of here excited.

      “I was right about you, Quinn,” he had said. “Someone has been a very, very bad girl.”

      Someone? she thought. Who is someone?

      Was he talking about her? No, that didn’t make any sense.

      Then who, if not her? Who else was involved in this?

      Xiao? No. He hadn’t bothered to even bring up her name, if he knew who she was at all. Hofheinz struck her as someone with a very limited field of interest, and right now that was her. The thought made her shiver again.

      So if it wasn’t Xiao and he hadn’t been referring to her, then who was the other possible “bad girl?”

      She sighed, the frustration taking its toll on her mentally. At least there was no pain in any part of her body, not even any lingering aches from all the bumps and bruises she’d taken the last few days. She didn’t know if that was because of the chair or—

      What else could it be? It had to be the chair. This thing was…she couldn’t even describe it.

      Quinn closed her eyes and the relief was almost instantaneous. Maybe it was the culminating fatigue of everything she had been through, or maybe it was just being able to finally sit down, but sleep came easily and she had no strength to fight it.
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* * *

      “Quinn.”

      Someone was whispering her name. She’d heard it before, back at the hospital when the faceless men first came for her. It was the same voice, she was sure of it, and like that first time there was a sense of familiarity to it, as if it had always been with her.

      “Wake up, Quinn.”

      It was persistent, and she found it difficult to ignore so she could go back to sleep. She tried to chase it away, but it wouldn’t obey. Instead it seemed to get stronger, more urgent.

      “It’s time to wake up. Remember what I taught you.”

      Taught her? No one had taught her anything. She’d had to learn it all by herself, experiencing all the pain and misery as she tried to make her way in the world. Every now and then when the gods smiled down on her, there was some happiness to remind her it wasn’t all bad, but those times were far and few.

      “It’s time to go.”

      Go? Go where? She wasn’t going anywhere. She didn’t want to go anyway. There was something so soothing, so comfortable about the chair—the way it embraced her, conformed itself to her body as if it were created solely for the purpose of pleasing her.

      “But you have to wake up first.”

      She couldn’t shoo away the voice, but she could ignore it. Maybe. She pushed it into the back of her mind and let herself be lulled back to sleep, float back to the welcoming embrace of unfathomably soft clouds—

      “Wake up, Quinn!”

      Her eyes snapped open—wide—and she gasped for breath.

      She searched for the voice (Okay, I’m awake; now what?) but it wasn’t there anymore. She knew it was gone almost right away, even if she didn’t have a clue how she knew.

      The room. She was still in the white room.

      Goddammit.

      The monitor was where she last saw it, hanging off the wall mount in front of her. And just behind it was the outline of the door—her way out of here. If only she could reach it. If only she could get up from this damn chair.

      She remembered the slight jolt of electricity—not enough to hurt, just startle—when Hofheinz was scanning her earlier. And that was exactly what it had been, she was sure of it now. Like some kind of hospital equipment except…ridiculously more comfortable. The chair was clearly capable of more than just being sat on; it was some kind of multifunctioning device. What else could it do? And did she really want to find out?

      Her mouth was dry for some reason, and Quinn worked saliva around to chase away the cotton taste. There was a slight humming in her right ear—no, not just her right, but in both ears. She hadn’t detected it earlier when she was awake the first time, but now, without Hofheinz’s annoying voice to occupy her attention, she could just detect it running in the background. Some kind of power source, maybe.

      No one had come into the room since Hofheinz left, since she gave in to the chair. The monitor was still (mostly) turned away from her, but she had a better feel for the size of the place—fifteen by twenty, longer than it was wide. Bigger than an average bedroom, with plenty of space to move around.

      She focused on the door. There, behind the monitor. But in order to get to it, she had to get out of the chair first.

      She sighed.

      Back to square one, she thought, when there was a click! just before the door opened in front of her.

      Her body tightened as a figure (Not Hofheinz!) stood in the open doorway and looked in, as if to make sure the room was empty. The extra second or two allowed Quinn to get a better glimpse of the hallway outside—brightly lit with clean white walls, and no signs of any kind of activity. It didn’t look like any FBI or government building she had ever been in. In fact, it didn’t look like any building she had ever been in at all.

      Quinn knew she was looking at a woman—the hips and shoulders gave it away—even if she couldn’t see the face, because there was no face. The woman was using the same device that Porter had told her about, and that knowledge took away not only the mystery, but the fear that she had felt back at the hospital and in the alley.

      As soon as the woman stepped inside the room, she immediately turned to the computer that Hofheinz had been preoccupied with earlier.

      “Who are you?” Quinn asked.

      The faceless woman didn’t answer her and instead began tapping on the touchscreen.

      “Hey,” Quinn said. Then, when the woman still didn’t respond and continued silently working on the monitor, “Hey!”

      This time the woman stopped tapping momentarily to glance over.

      “Where am I?” Quinn asked anyway. “Where’s Hofheinz? Where’s Porter?”

      Quinn didn’t actually expect answers and the woman didn’t disappoint, turning back to the computer and continued…doing whatever she had come in here to do.

      “Is he dead?” Quinn asked. “Porter. Is he dead?”

      The woman kept working.

      “Hey,” Quinn said. “I’m talking to you. What—”

      The woman stopped what she was doing and looked over. “I’ve sabotaged access to the security cameras, but it won’t be long before someone shows up who can fix it. I’m sorry, but this is the best I can do. The rest is up to you.”

      “Wait, what? Who are you?”

      “Hofheinz will be back soon. You need to be gone before he does, or you’ll never leave this place.”

      “Who—” Quinn started to ask, but the woman had already turned toward the door. “Hey, don’t go!”

      The door clicked shut after the woman just as Quinn leaned forward and shouted after her, “Come back here!”

      It took her some time—Two seconds? Five?—before she realized what she had done.

      She had leaned forward in the chair!

      It took another ten full seconds before she could fully process the consequences of that.

      She had moved!

      Then her legs were touching the floor and pressing down even as she rose from the chair and took one step forward, and found herself standing straight up.

      “Oh,” Quinn whispered.
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      It was a trick. A game that Hofheinz was playing with her. Maybe she was still sitting in the chair, sleeping, and all of this was in her mind. After all, what did she know about the chair? It was a machine, and it could do things—impossible things—that normal chairs couldn’t.

      “There are a lot of things that exist that you couldn’t possibly imagine,” Porter had said. “That’s what makes the Rhim so dangerous. That’s what makes them so lethal to their enemies.”

      And Hofheinz was probably sadistic enough to enjoy this kind of mental torture just for a laugh. In another life she imagined the man working under Josef Mengele—or maybe he might have been Herr Mengele himself.

      Except she had been standing for the last minute, and no one had come into the room to force her back into the chair.

      The door remained closed, and there was just her slightly labored breathing (why was her pulse racing?) and the ever-present quiet hum in the background. (A generator? If not a generator, then what?) Her senses were heightened to the point where she could count every raised heartbeat as if they were gunshots.

      This is real. I’m not still in the chair. This is real.

      She looked back at the object just to make sure. Her first impressions of it had been correct—it was solid metal that reflected back the ceiling lights and shouldn’t have been the slightest bit comfortable, and yet it had been. Very, very much so. The smooth silver armrests were warm to the touch and not the electric cold that their appearance hinted at. And it was solid. Very, very solid.

      So why had it felt so good when she was sitting on it?

      Think about that later. Remember what the woman said?

      “Hofheinz will be back soon. You need to be gone before he does, or you’ll never leave this place.”

      Whoever she had been, the woman had done this. She’d freed Quinn from the chair. The hows and whys didn’t matter—at least, not right now.

      She was free!

      Quinn hurried to the only other piece of equipment in the place besides the chair. It stuck out from the wall on a slim metal bracket. The monitor itself was nothing special, but it wasn’t what it was made of that interested her—it was what was on it that sent her almost running across the room. What was on that screen that had made Hofheinz leave like a kid running down the stairs on Christmas day?

      She didn’t know what she expected, but it wasn’t a simple computer rendering of the chair and a flashing prompt that read RELEASE in green letters.

      “This is the best I can do. The rest is up to you,” the woman had said.

      The rest? The rest of what?

      Escape. She was talking about escape.

      Quinn wished the woman had said more—wished she had known the right questions to ask in the little time they had together before the faceless woman left. Of course, whether the woman would have answered was another matter. Quinn got the sense that she was scared, that she was doing something she wasn’t supposed to.

      “I’ve sabotaged access to the security cameras, but it won’t be long before someone shows up who can fix it. I’m sorry, but this is the best I can do. The rest is up to you.”

      She stared at the monitor, trying to figure it out. Had the woman replaced whatever it was Hofheinz had seen that sent him running out of here with a new screen? She had been doing something to the computer for at least thirty seconds before she finally addressed Quinn. It would make sense that whatever Hofheinz had been looking at and what the woman had searched for would be two different things—the result of the scan by the chair and the controls to release her.

      Quinn gave the screen a tentative push with one finger, and when nothing happened, she pressed harder. When there was still no reaction she tried flicking sideways, then up and down the way she had seen Hofheinz, then the woman, do earlier. Except the screen never changed and continued to show the chair and the blinking RELEASE in green letters.

      “Shit.”

      She tapped the monitor with her entire hand, more out of frustration than anything. When that didn’t seem to have an effect and the screen remained unchanged, she hit it again—this time with a balled fist.

      Nothing. Not a goddamn thing.

      RELEASE stared back at her.

      She hit it a third time, even harder than the last two, and the screen shook and the metal bracket trembled slightly, but the same screen continued to mock her.

      “Right. Like you expected that to actually work.”

      Quinn sighed and would have laughed if she weren’t so frustrated. Did she really think hitting it would do anything?

      Maybe a swift kick might work, she thought even as she stared at her own reflection on the screen.

      She hadn’t noticed it before when she was in the chair, but she was still wearing the same clothes from Mary’s house—the shirt and pants that belonged to the absent Laura. Soot and smoke (and some blood) clung to the various parts of the fabric, which was wrinkled and stained in other places from the events of the warehouse. The only thing missing were her shoes—she was barefoot. How had she not noticed that before?

      Quinn glanced around her, but there was nothing in the room that even hinted at being a possible weapon. The all-in-one computer/monitor and its keyboard were the only things that even came close, but she had a feeling she wasn’t going to make it out of here with only a keyboard at her side. The black metal bracket that fastened the computer to the wall had some potential, but she was probably giving herself too much credit to think she could pry that thing loose with just her bare hands.

      “Hofheinz will be back soon,” the faceless woman had said. “You need to be gone before he does, or you’ll never leave this place.”

      Quinn abandoned the monitor and walked the short distance to the door. It had a simple lever handle that was colored white (Of course) so it blended in with its surroundings. She didn’t see anything that looked like a lock of any type. She had expected something more elaborate or at least a little more security-conscious.

      Was it really going to be this easy to just leave?

      It’s a trick. It has to be a trick.

      There was only one way to find out…

      Quinn took hold of the lever—it was slightly cold to the touch—and pushed it down, and the door clicked open without resistance.
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* * *

      It’s a trick…

      She had glimpsed it twice already, but there was a surreal quality to the hallway up close. The walls, floor, and ceiling outside were a duller shade of white, and when she leaned out and looked left, then right, the corridor appeared endless in both directions, but she passed that off as a byproduct of the color and the smooth construction of the place.

      She stepped outside, her body tensing and hands making fists at her sides.

      It has to be a trick.

      A (big) part of her was afraid that her instincts were correct, that all of this was some kind of elaborate game. Every inch of her was a living spring as she came to a stop and waited for something to happen.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      She waited ten seconds. Then twenty.

      Thirty…

      She allowed herself to relax for the first time. Not completely, but just enough that she didn’t feel like something inside her was going to implode if someone so much as touched any part of her.

      The lights weren’t as bright out here—or at least not nearly as blinding as when she first glimpsed the hallway from inside the room—and she was able to easily pick out the outlines of other doors around her, on both sides of the corridor. She glanced back at the door she had just come through, at the number 530 stenciled on it. Besides the number, there were no writings to indicate what the room was being used for.

      Her last image of Gary flashed across her mind’s eye and Quinn tightened up again. The hallway might have (seemed) been empty, but she was still behind enemy lines. Not just her, but Porter too. That is, if he wasn’t already dead. What were the chances the same people Ringo worked for, who had been chasing Porter all these years, would keep him alive after finally succeeding?

      Forget about Porter. You can’t help him now. You can barely help yourself—

      She froze.

      She hadn’t seen it at first, because like the doors and hallway it was painted white, but there was a dome-shaped security camera on the wall in front and five feet to the right of her. It had the type of fish-eyed lens that allowed it to see a great deal without having to move, and right now she could see her distorted reflection on its round glass lens.

      She might have panicked if she didn’t remember what the woman had said:

      “I’ve sabotaged access to the security cameras, but it won’t be long before someone shows up who can fix it.”

      She unclenched her fists and allowed herself to relax again. Given how long she had been standing out here trying to get her bearings, if the camera were still active someone would have been alerted by now, and the fact that no one was rushing her yet…

      Yeah, that’s it. Keep trying to convince yourself all of this makes perfect sense.

      The door across from her was marked 531, but it took a little more effort to notice the 532 on the door to her right and the 528 to her left because of the way the numbers were slightly sunken against the smooth surface.

      Quinn took another few seconds to really look down both hallways. The color scheme made it difficult to see the ends, which in turn left her having to guess how long the corridor was. Thirty yards to both sides? Fifty? It could have been a hundred, for all she knew.

      She was only certain of one thing: The answers weren’t going to come to her.

      Quinn turned left and took the first hesitant step down the passageway. It would have been just as easy to go right, but the declining numbers on the doors provided some guidance. Eventually she would reach the beginning. Hopefully.

      She noted the numbers on each door as she passed them.

      528…

      527…

      How many doors were there? How many similar hallways like this one, with their own rooms, awaited her at the end of this trip? And was every room like the one she had just escaped from?

      526…

      525…

      There was only one way to find out.

      She stopped and turned to face 524.

      There was nothing special about it, nothing to distinguish this door from the four she had already passed. The only difference was the presence of another domed camera above it, reflecting back her (nervous?) image.

      Quinn thought about Gary, those twin rods sticking out of his forehead, as she took a deep breath and opened the door.

      A white room, identical in almost every way to the one she had just escaped from, including a silver chair near the back wall—

      And a man in his early forties sitting on it.

      He wore a three-piece suit and tie, and he looked at peace. She recognized his blinking eyes as signs of someone in deep REM sleep, and wondered if she looked that peaceful when she was under.

      Quinn stepped inside and let the door softly click closed behind her.

      She took a moment to familiarize herself with the room. It was a carbon copy of her own in almost every way, including the monitor that hung from a metal bar on the wall next to the door. Quinn turned to face the screen, hoping to see something that would clue her in to what Hofheinz had seen on the monitor in her own room, but there was just the same simple computer rendering of a chair. Unlike her screen, this one had an outline of a person sitting on it and instead of a flashing RELEASE prompt in green letters, there was instead a HOLD in solid red letters.

      Hold and release. Even a child could figure that out.

      She pressed HOLD, and the letters immediately switched to RELEASE in flashing green letters. She waited for something to happen—a sound to confirm that the chair was freeing its prisoner, or something just as dramatic—but besides the switch from HOLD to RELEASE, the simple rendering of a human figure on the screen disappeared.

      Quinn looked over at the man.

      His body had slackened against the chair, a sign that he really had been “released” from the chair’s hold. She walked over—slowly, on purpose—and really focused on the man’s face, because there was something about him…

      Did she know him? Maybe. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t match his face to a name. The presence of the suit was a clue, but she wasn’t sure what it meant. Like her, he was probably brought here in whatever he was wearing at the time.

      Who are you? What are you doing here?

      Quinn felt a little guilty as she went through the man’s pockets. The clothing was definitely expensive and tailored for his tall frame, though he looked very odd without shoes. But unlike her, at least whoever had brought him here had allowed him to keep his black socks on. Streaks of gray along his temples gave him a distinguished look, and she was again struck by how familiar he looked.

      I know you from somewhere, don’t I?

      But it didn’t matter how hard she stared at his face, at the square jaw, because a name escaped her. His pockets were also no help. They were both empty and he didn’t have a wallet on him. The inside folds of his suit jacket were bare, and she had just about given up when she noticed his cuff links. Expensive silver cufflinks with some kind of horse rearing on its two hind legs with wings spreading out from its side. A Pegasus.

      Now that’s something you don’t see every day, Quinn thought, and she was reaching for the cufflinks—something that expensive might have initials on them—when the man’s eyes snapped open and light blue pupils widened dramatically in front of her.

      “Wait,” Quinn got out just before the man lunged out of the chair and crashed into her chest with his shoulder, his arms simultaneously circling around her waist and tightening like snakes, and suddenly it was very hard to breathe.

      Quinn braced herself for the inevitable impact, but was still caught by surprise at the amount of pain that came from being slammed into the floor.

      Wait, you idiot, I’m trying to save you! her mind screamed, but of course she wasn’t able to turn the thought into actual words because the man had landed right on top of her and was straddling her waist, moving like a wild animal that had just been uncaged.

      That animal was now trying to choke the life out of her with his bare hands while his face was contorted into a mask of fear and anger. Most of all, she noticed his eyes—they were big and wide and burning with desperation as he shouted, “What did you do to me? Who are you? Where am I?”

      She couldn’t answer with his fingers around her throat and the most she could do was turn her head slightly as spittle flew at her face, but some saliva got into her mouth and hit her in the eyes anyway. She might have gagged if she wasn’t on the verge of being snuffed out of existence.

      “Where did you bring me?” he shouted. “Who are you? What did you do to me?”

      She didn’t bother punching him because she was flat on her back and struggling to breathe, and she didn’t have any leverage to generate nearly enough power to make him release his grip on her. Instead, Quinn stretched out both arms to her sides, balling her hands into fists, and hammered him in both ears at the same time.

      He let out a surprised scream and reflexively lessened the pressure around her neck. Quinn took full advantage of the moment’s respite and hit him again in the ears, and this time he released her completely so he could fend off the third attack that he knew was coming.

      Except she knew he was expecting it, and even as he pulled back and lifted both hands to shield himself, she lifted her upper half off the floor and fired a quick punch over his right kidney. He grunted, sounding more annoyed than hurt, and when he moved to defend his right side, she did the same to his left kidney.

      He growled with frustration and threw himself off her and rolled left.

      Quinn rolled right and away from him before scrambling to her knees.

      “Stop!” Quinn said, holding out one hand toward the man as she struggled up on wobbly legs. “I’m not your enemy, goddammit!”

      The man glared back at her even as he stumbled up on his own shaky legs. He almost fell but reached back and found the wall at the last moment and righted himself. “You brought me here…”

      “No, that wasn’t me. I was—”

      He was pushing off the wall and charging before she could finish.

      Oh, hell.

      Quinn waited, knowing she could never outrun him. He was taller—he had at least a good five inches on her—and a longer stride and there was no place in this room or outside in the hallway that she could escape from him. And she saw that the desperate look in his eyes was still there. If he wasn’t crazed, then he was pretty damn close.

      God, was that what I looked like while I was sitting in the chair?

      So she didn’t bother running and held her ground and watched him come.

      He lowered his head slightly when he got halfway, and his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

      Closer! Come closer!

      And then he was there and Quinn ducked and threw herself forward and to the right. The swoosh! of a gust of air as he whiffed and crashed into the wall as she rolled under his swinging arms.

      Quinn didn’t look back because she knew that wasn’t going to stop him. Not even close. So she scrambled back to her feet and took off.

      Faster faster faster!

      He had already righted himself and was already on her heels in no time, and she thought she could hear him grinding his teeth as he got closer and closer.

      She ran for the door, but at the very last moment Quinn darted right and reached for the monitor and grabbed it around the edges. He kept coming and she thought she could actually feel something wet hit the back of her neck as she spun around and swung the computer, using the bracket to swing it from back to front—

      Bam!

      The crash sounded more like a gunshot than a human face smashing into a computer screen, but it was just as effective. The impact knocked the monitor backward on its smooth metal arm, pieces of the display flitting across the room while the man’s legs gave out under him and he slammed into the floor on his back.

      Quinn backpedaled, anxious to put as much space as she could between her and the man in case her little gambit didn’t work.

      He lay on the floor where he had fallen, his arms splayed at his sides and legs spread far apart. But he didn’t get back up. His nose was broken, but there was just a trickle of blood on his face. The monitor had taken the brunt of the damage—the screen was shattered almost exactly in the middle and had gone black.

      Quinn took a moment to massage the area of her neck where the man had almost choked the life out of her before cautiously walking back to him. He didn’t move as she stood over him, then crouched and checked his pulse and was surprised to find it racing. Too fast for someone who was unconscious.

      But he was alive. More than alive, in fact.

      She stood up to leave when she remembered the cufflinks and crouched back down and pulled one of the silver objects free. The Pegasus was highly detailed, but there was nothing on it to indicate its owner. She turned it over and had better luck:

      The initials JS engraved in the middle.

      Quinn returned the cufflink to the man’s shirt, then spent a few seconds staring at his face.

      She knew him from somewhere, but JS didn’t ring any bells. Of course she was assuming it was his name. It wasn’t a given, by any means.

      JS…

      She shook her head. Nothing was coming to her, and it wasn’t going to matter how long she looked at his face. It was a handsome face, she had to admit, despite the broken nose and blood. And you didn’t buy a suit like that off the rack.

      “Who are you, JS, and why do you look so familiar?” Quinn asked, but of course there was no response.
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      “Hofheinz will be back soon. You need to be gone before he does, or you’ll never leave this place.”

      Maybe I should have stayed right where I was and waited for him, Quinn thought as she turned the corner at the intersection and saw another long whitewashed hallway waiting for her. Looking to her right offered an identical view.

      The new stretch of corridor looked the same as the one she had just left, but with one notable difference: There weren’t any rooms along the walls in either direction; instead there was just one long, uninterrupted hallway. Or at least it looked that way. The truth was that the monotonous whiteness made it difficult to get a handle on distance, so there could have been something between where she stood and where the corridor ended, and she might not have known until she was standing in front of it.

      Maybe the lack of doors was a good thing. After her encounter with the man in the suit (Sorry about the monitor to the face, JS), Quinn had taken precautions when she approached the other rooms. She’d looked into them, but didn’t enter.

      Each one, without fail, had someone sitting in a silver chair, and she remembered what Xiao had said back in the alley:

      “If they capture you, if they put you in the chair, you’ll never see the light of day again. At least, not as the person you used to be.”

      Was that “the chair” she had been talking about? If JS was any indication, then yes. So why did it affect JS differently than it had her? Or had it?

      Must have because I don’t feel…crazy.

      Unless, of course, crazy people didn’t know they were crazy, in which case—

      Ugh. Stop it. You’re going to drive yourself—

      Don’t say it!

      Besides the mysterious Mr. JS, there had been a tall man who could have been an athlete, a young kid who Quinn thought was Aaron for a moment, but the race and age were wrong; an Asian in his fifties with gray hair, a woman in her twenties who could have passed for a supermodel and in fact might have been a supermodel, because like JS, the woman looked familiar.

      Quinn hadn’t lingered at any one room. A combination of fear of repeating the JS incident and the faceless woman’s warning nagged at the back of her mind.

      I should have stayed put and waited for Hofheinz, spare myself all this pointless walking around, Quinn thought as she looked down one side of the long hallway. If nothing else, staying in her room would have saved her the lingering pain still coming from her bruised neck, courtesy of JS.

      She could have easily gone right, but left seemed the more sensible option. The truth was she had no idea where she was or even what the place looked like. With those unknowns hanging over her head, it was better to keep going left. Even if she ended up at the same place—outside Room 530—it would give her a better understanding of the building’s layout, something she wouldn’t get if she changed directions randomly. And right now even a little information was better than the goose egg she’d been working with since opening her eyes.

      Quinn picked up her pace as she went, ignoring one, two, and three more lifeless cameras that seemed to track her movements even though she knew better. The only sounds around her were the dull tap-tap-tap of her bare feet against the oddly warm floor and the hum of the building’s power source in the background.

      She didn’t know how long she had been walking, but it seemed to take forever to reach the intersection at the other end. Had it been five minutes? Ten? But that couldn’t possibly be right because it would mean the building was much bigger—and longer and wider—than she had originally suspected. But time was elusive, as was her sense of distance. She blamed it on the constant whiteness. God, there was a lot of white in this place. What she wouldn’t give for some variety in color.

      Finally, the turn loomed in front of her, leading to another corridor that extended left and right. She looked for something—anything—that could pass for a YOU ARE HERE marker, but there was nothing—

      A door.

      It appeared out of the wall to her left without warning, the outline coming into view as she neared. She couldn’t tell just how far she had traveled down the hallway, but it seemed like a good distance. Probably.

      Quinn stood in front of the door and gave the 5A engraving a good, long look.

      5A. What does 5A stand for?

      Fifth floor? Room A?

      She glanced back in the direction she’d come, then over at the nearby intersection. What were the chances she’d find another JS situation inside 5A? Then again, what were the chances she might have to walk through another long corridor before she stumbled across something else? What were her options? Did she even have options—

      Voices, coming from the turn in front of her!

      Quinn grabbed the door lever and pushed it down and stepped into 5A.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sudden drop in temperature might have been the first thing she noticed if the size of the room didn’t catch her off guard. But it made sense: This was the first (only?) door she had stumbled across since discovering this part of the building, so the space on the other side could afford to be more generous than the rooms she’d encountered so far.

      It was a warehouse in shape and size, with tall raised ceilings that were a good two stories high. If the 5 in 5A meant she was on a fifth floor, then there would be a sixth above her. Maybe more.

      A lot of assumptions. And we all know what happens when you assume.

      Quinn imagined the place might have looked even more spacious if not for the rows of tall boxes of black matted steel containers that began about twenty yards from the door. They stretched from one side of the room to the other—not that she could tell where the room began and ended—about five feet apart with ten feet between each row. They were identical—approximately four feet across and six feet high. Like dominos standing at attention, except it was going to take more than just a finger to topple these. Bright-colored lights with a generous dose of blue blinked rapidly behind thick glass doors that had four-digit numbers with an accompanying letter stenciled on them in fluorescent white color so that they stood out against the black casings and soft mood lighting.

      Quinn had been inside the FBI’s cybercrimes lab before and had studied computers in Quantico so she knew she was looking at heavy-duty frames, essentially metal racks, that contained data servers inside them, even if the sheer number took her breath away. How many racks was she looking at right now? A few hundred? A few thousand?

      She moved toward the nearest one and gave it a long look. She recognized what she was looking at, if just superficially—individual computer hard drives slotted inside separate shelves. The one in front of her looked similar to the one on its left and right and behind it, with only minor differences. Strings of cables of various sizes and color ran out the backs and disappeared through strategically placed grommets along their casings.

      She knew of places where the government maintained large buildings full of computers that collected data to be shared with the American intelligence community. Depending on who you asked, there were questions about what they were (really) collecting and who were using them and for what purpose. But it wasn’t just governments, it was private companies. Google, Microsoft, and any high-tech business worth their salt had their own data facilities that functioned day and night and were staffed by hundreds of employees. What people knew as “the cloud” were all ran out of places like this.

      So what are they collecting? Better yet, how do I get out of here, wherever “here” is—

      Click! from behind her.

      She had been so preoccupied that she had forgotten all about the voices that had driven her into 5A in the first place.

      Shit!

      Quinn darted into the nearest aisle between casings and didn’t stop until she was two rows deep. The metal frame was cold against her body—made even colder because of the regulated temperature that set the room apart from the rest of the building she’d explored so far—but at least her suddenly accelerated breathing was lost against the hum of machines around her. She slid along the length of the container until she was on the other side—

      Just as the woman walked past her and kept going.

      Quinn slid completely around the box until she was once again back at the front, with the woman now behind her.

      That was close. Too close.

      She leaned around the corner to look after the woman. She was small—petite would be the right word—and dressed in slacks and a blazer, carrying a tablet in one hand. The woman turned right and disappeared behind another block of steel racks.

      Quinn glanced back at the door. There was no one to stop her from leaving 5A, but then what? She didn’t know where she was going, and sooner or later she would run out of places to hide. That is, until Hofheinz realized she was gone and sent people to come looking for her.

      And then what?

      The problem was the not knowing. She didn’t know this place, didn’t know where the exits were, or what she was up against.

      She needed answers, and right now there was someone in the room with her that could provide them. If not all the answers, then some. And right now, some would be better than the bupkis she had to work with.

      This is such a bad idea, she thought as she moved sideways, passing blocks of black containers with blinking lights until she found the woman about four rows up ahead. Forty feet, give or take, though right now it might as well be a hundred.

      Shorty had opened one of the glass doors and connected her tablet to one of the devices using a small cable. The lights on the server blinked rapidly, data either being dumped or uploaded.

      Such a bad idea, Quinn thought again as she slid between two of the black boxes—then two more—toward the woman.

      Quinn was at least comforted by the fact that she made very little noise as she moved, thanks to being barefoot. The only sounds were her racing heartbeat, but even that was easily overwhelmed by the machines whirring around her. Or at least she hoped it was, because it sounded pretty damn loud to her own ears.

      It’s just your imagination. Keep going.

      The woman had moved on to another container, and Quinn used the opportunity to get closer. When the woman stopped, Quinn did too.

      She bided her time, listening to the soft tap-tap-tap of the woman’s fingers against the tablet and the suddenly louder noises of the racked computers every time she opened one of the glass doors to access the devices inside.

      Shorty finished another task and pushed the door closed, then bent down and made some notes on her tablet. Quinn steeled herself and got ready to make the final move. They were close enough now that Quinn thought she could smell some kind of perfume on the woman—

      “Are you going to say hi, or are you just going to skulk back there all day?” the woman said.

      Every inch of Quinn’s body tightened into an unnatural coil against the metal surface of the container it was pressed up against.

      Oh, hell.

      Shorty slipped the tablet under her left arm and turned calmly around until she was smiling in Quinn’s direction. “You must be Hofheinz’s little pet project. It took you long enough.” She looked down at her watch. “Just in case you decided to let me finish my rounds before making your move, I thought I’d save us both some time.”

      Quinn didn’t answer. There was enough space between her and Shorty that Quinn thought she could make the door if she took off now.

      And then what?

      “Well?” the woman said. “If you’re going to run, you should start running. Not that you’d make it anyway, but hey, I wouldn’t blame you for giving it the ol’ college try. I can be pretty intimidating. All five-two of me.”

      Quinn sighed and stepped out from behind her (failed) cover.

      She had been right when she gave the woman the “Shorty” nickname—Quinn was taller by a good five inches, and heavier too, so why wasn’t she feeling more confident?

      Maybe, she thought, it had something to do with the smile on the other woman’s face as they looked across at one another.

      “What’s the matter?” Shorty asked. “Cat got your tongue?”

      “You know Hofheinz,” Quinn said.

      “Who doesn’t? I bet he’s still up there trying to impress the higher-ups with what he found about you. He’s like a little boy on the night before Christmas, but with a Power Point presentation. I think he might have even peed himself a little with excitement.” She looked Quinn up and down. “Frankly, I don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to judge a book by its cover?”

      “So prove me wrong.”

      Shorty tossed the tablet to the floor and reached behind her back and brought out a metal rod.

      Now where had she been hiding that?

      It was identical to the one Quinn had seen in the alley when she and Xiao were attacked by the faceless men. It had been clutched in one of the dead man’s hands, a smaller version of the kind that had impaled Xiao. So what did Shorty expect to do with such a small—

      There was a sharp snikt! sound, and the ends of the rod extracted outward until it was almost five feet long. It had gone from a baton to what could have passed for a shorter version of a bo staff in the blink of an eye, and Quinn hadn’t been fast enough to see the transformation, but the final result was very clear. It looked almost like the staff that had nearly killed Xiao, but without a sharp point on either end.

      “Not that I need this,” Shorty said, “but I owe you for what you did to Brandon. So before I drag you back to Hofheinz, I’m going to make this hurt. A lot.”

      Quinn took a hesitant step backward. What were the chances she could outrun the woman to the door?

      The better question was, even if she could, then what? Play a game of hide-and-seek in the hallway? There was no sanctuary out there. In here, at least, she had a chance. After all, it was just her against one person. If Shorty could have alerted the building, she hadn’t yet. On purpose, from what Quinn could tell.

      And really, what could a five-two brunette do with a steel metal pole that probably weighed more than she did?

      Xiao might have some ideas…

      “I don’t know a Brandon,” Quinn said even as she took another step, then another one down the aisle.

      “Of course you don’t,” Shorty said, mirroring Quinn step for step and not allowing her to put any additional space between them.

      She suckered me in. She knew I was back here and she suckered me in one foot at a time. What an idiot!

      “But you killed him just the same,” the woman finished.

      “I don’t—” Quinn started to say, when the woman lunged, the weapon in her hand whistling through the air, and Quinn thought, Jesus, she’s swinging that thing like it’s a piece of twig!

      Shorty was fast—much faster than Quinn had expected her to be—and she devoured the seven feet of space between them in less than a heartbeat, swinging the weapon in her hand like it was a part of her as she did so. Quinn just barely managed to jump back as the staff carved a deadly path through the air and missed her face by inches.

      Quinn hadn’t landed back on her feet when the woman swung again (God, how is she so fast!), and there was a cracking sound as something broke—

      No, not just “something,” but Quinn’s left hand as she raised it to protect her head against the attack. The metal weapon hit her almost exactly in the middle of her forearm, and she knew without having to think about it that her radius bone had just snapped in two. The pain should have been excruciating, but she was too busy stumbling back, because the woman was coming again.

      Quinn ducked, and the rod swooshed! over her head and slammed into one of the boxes. Chipped metal flicked across the air and Quinn thought, Holy shit, what’s that thing made of?

      But of course she was too busy fighting to maintain her footing to ask such a stupid question out loud. She darted sideways, trying to find some respite from the relentless attacks, all the while trying not to faint from the growing pain.

      Her entire left arm was on fire, not just the part that was broken. Quinn had always been a healthy child and couldn’t remember having broken anything, but as bad as the pain was, she was surprised it wasn’t worse. Or maybe it was, but her mind had mentally erected a wall to keep her from feeling the full force of it, knowing very well that the second she stopped to acknowledge the godawful pain, the woman would be all over her and a useless arm would be the least of her worries. Shorty was on the warpath, and what was that saying about hell and a furious bitch swinging a metal stick?

      Thanks for nothing, Brandon, whoever the hell you are!

      Shorty had halted her attack (Thank you, God!) for some reason, but continued to follow Quinn down the rows of spinning and blinking machinery at her own unhurried pace. The staff twirled in her hands, making an almost hypnotic swoosh-swoosh sound as it spun round and round. It was almost as if the woman knew there was nowhere for Quinn to go, that sooner or later she would run out of space so there was no point in exerting herself until then. That, and she was clearly enjoying every single second of the moment.

      “How’s the arm?” the woman asked.

      It’s fucking killing me, how do you think it is? Quinn thought, but said, “Just peachy,” even as she continued to back up.

      The never-ending fields of black metal containers blurred by to both sides of her, and she had lost count of how many she had stumbled past. (Two? Three? A dozen?) The pain grew more unbearable with every step she took and soon she was struggling to keep her focus, never mind continuing to backpedal out of harm’s way.

      After a while, she realized she wasn’t going back toward the door anymore, but had changed directions without realizing it. That meant she had no idea what was behind her. Not that she stopped moving, because whatever was back there had to be a lot better than what was in front of her: A five-two woman wielding a metal staff as if it weighed nothing.

      “You remember him now?” Shorty was asking her.

      “Who? Benjamin?” Quinn said. She flinched as she pressed her left arm against her side to keep it from moving around too much. “Was that his name?”

      The woman made a face. “Brandon.”

      “Right. Brandon. Sorry, but I’ve killed too many of you Rhim types. After a while, you all start to look the same.”

      Shorty scoffed. “Bullshit.”

      “That’s not what Brandon said.”

      A flash of anger creased the woman’s face and Quinn thought, I guess I touched a nerve. Maybe I can use that.

      “So who was Brandon?” Quinn asked as she maneuvered around one, then two buzzing data racks.

      “He was my friend,” the woman said.

      “Maybe he was more than that.”

      “Maybe he was. But you’re not going to find out.”

      “What’s Hofheinz going to say when you cave my head in with that thing?”

      “I had no choice,” Shorty said. “You surprised me. I reacted. Oops.”

      Quinn lunged right to put a box between them, but Shorty was on the other side as soon as she emerged from behind it.

      Dammit, she’s fast!

      Quinn threw a quick glance behind her, but couldn’t locate the door. She really had taken a turn somewhere while backpedaling.

      More good news. Why am I not surprised?

      “I don’t know what you did to the cameras,” Shorty was saying, “or how, but that’s going to play into the narrative. No cameras means no witnesses, and I can take my time with you.”

      She refocused on the woman while backtracking down another row of boxes, tuning out the (suddenly?) very loud whirring of computers around her. Her senses were overloading, not helped by the continuous pain and the cold floor sending jolts of shock up her legs. Or was that shock coming from her broken arm?

      Does it matter?

      “So this is personal?” Quinn asked.

      “You just figured that out?” Shorty said. Then, as one corner of her mouth tugged upward into a smirk, “Where exactly are you going? There’s nowhere to go. There’s no help for you in here, or out there. You’re mine, Quinn. And you’re going to pay for what you did to Brandon. You’re going to pay dearly.”

      “Brandon,” Quinn said. “Brandon, Brandon. I remember him now.”

      That was a lie. She didn’t remember any Brandon. She only knew one of the men in the alley as the driver, but the other three might as well really be faceless men, because that was what they were. Faceless and nameless. The same was true for the three at Mary’s, including the one who had been on fire. The irony, of course, was that she had only killed two of those men, while Xiao had notched the rest.

      “Finally,” Shorty was saying. “So you do remember him.”

      No, Quinn thought, but she smiled and said, “Of course I remember him. He was the one that screamed like a little bitch when I shot him,” just before she darted left to put another shelf between them.

      And like last time, the woman mirrored her actions without missing a beat—which was exactly what Quinn was hoping for, because instead of stopping when she was on the other side, Quinn instead threw herself forward, pushing off the slick floor with her bare feet with every ounce of strength she still had left.

      It was part desperation and part experience. Desperation, because what the hell else did she have to lose? Experience, because she had seen it work—on her. Not once, but twice. First Porter had pulled it in Gary Ross’s office that night, then Ringo had done the same thing to her in his apartment. Both men had chosen offense instead of defense, and the decision had forced half a second (maybe less, maybe more) of indecision on her part. It had been enough both times for them to get the upper hand.

      And as Quinn saw the surprised look on Shorty’s face, she wondered if that was how she had looked as Porter and Ringo made their move. The same half-second of hesitation (maybe less, maybe more) flashed across Shorty’s face, and she was still in the process of raising her staff in a defensive move when they collided.

      Instead of pushing the two of them to the floor, Quinn instead wrapped her right arm around the woman’s slim waist, lifting her slightly off the floor and carrying her back back back into one of the waiting racks. The glass door shattered against the woman’s weight and Shorty let out a shocked “Oomph!” The container jostled with the impact, but quickly settled.

      A flash of pain and anger flicked across the woman’s face just before Quinn slammed her right forearm into her exposed neck. She pulled her arm back and hit Shorty in the exact same spot again.

      The second one did the trick, and Shorty gagged and dropped the staff and reached for her throat. Quinn staggered back and let the woman fall out of the cratered glass door and to the floor on her knees.

      Goddamn. That worked. I can’t believe that worked!

      Then:

      Snap out of it and grab her weapon!

      Quinn looked around for it, but couldn’t locate the fallen staff—

      There it is!

      She snatched it up from the floor, the cold metal sending a sudden rush of electricity through her, and she thought again, What is this thing made of?

      The staff should have been heavy but it was impossibly light in her hand, as if she were holding a plastic baton instead of something made of metal. And yet as she hefted it there was amazing balance, and despite the slippery-looking smooth surface, she had no trouble getting a firm grip even with just one hand.

      Shorty was still on the floor on her knees, her face turning a shade of blue as she struggled to breathe. To Quinn’s surprise, Shorty managed to croak out, “You’ll never leave this place. Never.”

      “Where am I?” Quinn asked.

      The smaller woman laughed. Or tried to. It came out mostly as a choked, gagging sound. “You’ll never leave this place…”

      “You said that already.”

      “You’ll never…” She blinked at Quinn and struggled to speak. “You’ll never…”

      Shorty finally gave up, closed her eyes, and gradually slid down on the floor and lay on her side. Her face had almost completely turned navy blue, and Quinn thought about checking the woman’s vitals, but that would mean getting too close, not to mention putting the staff away because she only had one hand to work with.

      If the other woman was faking it, she deserved an Oscar.

      Quinn stood perfectly still and listened, but aside from the continuous humming of machinery in the background, there was no indication Shorty had alerted anyone else, that people were swarming the warehouse at this very moment.

      I guess she really did want me for herself.

      Thanks, Brandon, whoever you are.

      Quinn held her broken arm against her side and gripped the metal pole in her other hand before taking a moment to look around her.

      Dammit. She really had lost track of where she was going during her retreat and no longer had any clue which part of the room she was in. There was a wall to her right, its white color easy to make out against the continuous lines of black matte server containers.

      It took her about thirty seconds to reach the wall, all of that time spent trying not to black out from the pain. God, her arm hurt. It hurt a lot. Continuously walking kept it at bay somewhat, but sooner or later she’d have to stop. Either that, or the adrenaline would run its course. Whichever came first…

      Don’t think about it. Not yet.

      Keep going!

      She turned left and kept going when she reached the wall. This time she hadn’t been walking for very long before she finally came across a door. Or, at least, she didn’t think it had been very long.

      Ten seconds? Twenty? A minute?

      Who cares.

      She blinked the pain away and focused on the door.

      It wasn’t the same one she’d come through earlier, because that one didn’t have the markings she was staring at now: 5RS.

      5RS? What the hell is 5RS?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Maybe it was the pain affecting her decision-making ability, but she didn’t think about it for very long at all (Another ten seconds? Another twenty? Who cares? You’re about to die out here) before grabbing the lever and pushing the door open and stepping through.

      “Hunh,” she said when she saw what was on the other side.
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      Now that’s something you don’t see every day.

      It was beyond anything she had expected to find, but for some reason it didn’t strike her as being overly shocking, either. Then again, that reaction could have been the result of the haze of pain she was struggling through at the moment, not to mention the constant threat of falling down from it.

      There were three of them—two men and one woman—and they were nude and suspended inside what looked like water tanks made of clear thick glass that stretched ten feet into the air toward the arched ceiling. The liquid holding them seemed to shift color every few seconds, from pale white to slightly gray to a blue-greenish tint.

      The room itself was a much bigger version of the one she had woken up in—five times as big, if she had to guess—with the same immaculately clean white walls and floor. There was a door on the other side, which made sense. That was probably the front entrance, while she had entered through a back or side door.

      She forgot temporarily about the throbbing pain in her left arm and walked closer to get a better look. There was a computer panel in front of each vat, along with winding catwalks that stretched up along the sides and up to the dome-shaped tops. If not for the see-through glass that revealed their contents, they could have passed for grain silos.

      Except, of course, there wasn’t grain inside them, just people.

      And one of them was John Porter.

      She smiled at the sight of him in the center tank. His eyes were closed, and when she neared the computer panel, it turned on by itself. A graphical user interface flickered on the screen, showing a basic image of the tank, a “person” inside it, and the words PORTER, J. at the top. Below that, in blinking green letters, were the words RESEQUENCING IN PROGRESS.

      Porter looked either asleep or unconscious (or somewhere else entirely, for all she knew), and his eyes remained closed even when she rapped her knuckles on the glass as loud as she could, producing little more than dull thuds.

      “Well, hello there, sailor. You come here often?” she asked anyway, feeling giddy at the sight of a helpless Porter.

      She wanted him to be conscious, if for no other reason than to give her something over him later. It was a small thing, but after being led around by him and everyone else for the last week or so, she would take any leverage she could get.

      Quinn moved over to get a better view of the woman in the tank to Porter’s left. She looked to be in her early forties and was in amazing shape, with hair that flowed behind and to one side of her. In her nude form, the woman reminded Quinn a little bit of Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, except as a blonde instead of a redhead. There was something classically beautiful about her, and that sense of familiarity that Quinn had felt with JS reared its head again. And like with JS, she couldn’t put a name to the face.

      Who are you people?

      She backtracked to the woman’s computer panel, which lit up the way Porter’s had earlier as she approached it. The same GUI appeared onscreen, but with a new name at the top: GLENN, F.

      Quinn glanced back at the woman, but as with JS, the name (or, in this case, a last name and one letter in a first name) didn’t ring any bells.

      And yet there was something so hauntingly familiar about the woman…

      Who are you? What are you doing here? What are you doing inside that?

      More questions, with even less answers.

      Quinn moved on to the third figure, to Porter’s right. Unlike Porter and F. Glenn, the man was obviously injured and his face disfigured to such a degree that it took Quinn standing in front of the container and staring at its occupant for a good thirty seconds before she realized who it was.

      “Sonofabitch.”

      It was Ringo. Pete fucking Ringo.

      She didn’t know why, but a part of her never believed even an entire building dropping on top of him would kill the man. After all, he had survived two gunshots to the chest and two more to the back. What was a pile of debris compared to that?

      But Ringo hadn’t escaped the warehouse unscathed. Far from it. His head was partially shaved, and she could make out scars along his skull where something had cracked it open. His nose looked artificial, overly opaque, and while one of his eyes was open, the other appeared to be sealed tight. When she leaned closer, Quinn swore the open eye looked almost artificial—or very new, like it was in the process of growing itself back.

      Quinn didn’t have to peek at Ringo’s panel to know who it was. She would recognize him anywhere. The man who killed Ben, and who wouldn’t stay dead. Why the hell won’t the man stay dead?

      “You’re talking about genetic engineering,” she had said to Porter back at the warehouse. “Is that what you’re telling me? You and Ringo were born in labs?”

      “No. We were conceived and given birth to just like you and Xiao and Aaron. But we were perfected in labs,” Porter had answered.

      The stabbing pain from her left arm pulled her back to the present, but Quinn couldn’t look away from Ringo. Like Porter and F. Glenn, the man was naked and helpless on the other side of the thick glass. If bullets wouldn’t kill him and dropping a ceiling on him hadn’t done the trick, could he survive if she shoved the staff through his skull?

      “They did things to us, made us more than men, but you can’t play with the brain the way you would a human body. Inflict enough damage to the head and we would go down just like any other man. Destroy the brain and it’s permanent.”

      The brain. That’s all it would take. A bullet (or a metal rod) to the brain and she wouldn’t have to deal with Ringo ever again. Ben’s death would be avenged, and maybe, just maybe, she might finally feel some satisfaction.

      Quinn looked over at Porter, adrift in his own tank next to Ringo’s. He was either asleep or unconscious or…something else. She had no idea because she didn’t know what these things they were submerged in were. Another machine that shouldn’t exist, but did? Like the chair?

      “There are a lot of things that exist that you couldn’t possibly imagine,” Porter had said. “That’s what makes the Rhim so dangerous. That’s what makes them so lethal to their enemies.”

      Things like the ability to genetically engineer a human being into a lethal weapon, or a chair that somehow held you in place without the need of restraints…

      …Or a tube filled with some kind of goop that brought you back from the abyss?

      She walked over to Porter’s computer panel. Revenge could wait; right now she had to get out of here. Nothing mattered if she couldn’t get out of here.

      “I bet he’s still up there trying to impress the higher-ups with what he found about you. He’s like a little boy on the night before Christmas, but with a Power Point presentation,” Shorty had said.

      That led Quinn to believe Hofheinz was momentarily distracted, which would explain why no one was looking for her yet: because no one knew she had gotten loose from her room. And she wouldn’t have even managed that if not for the faceless woman who had freed her, then sabotaged the cameras.

      But her grace period wasn’t going to last forever. Sooner or later, Hofheinz was going to finish his “Power Point report” and come looking for her. And when that happened, it wouldn’t just be one petite woman with a metal staff after her.

      Quinn refocused on the panel and wiped at sweat that had broken out along her forehead. Like the computer in her room, there was nothing overly complicated about this one. The trick was finding the right buttons to push.

      Even a monkey could do it.

      There. Just underneath the large block of letters declaring RESEQUENCING IN PROGRESS. A single word: PAUSE.

      She pressed it and RESEQUENCING IN PROGRESS blinked once, twice—five times in all before it was replaced with: RESEQUENCING PAUSED.

      Now what?

      But she hadn’t completely finished the thought when PAUSE was replaced with EJECTION.

      Quinn stared at the word for a moment. The thought of “ejecting” Porter out of his imprisonment and into the air made her hesitate.

      “Better you than me, Porter,” she said before pressing the button.

      The large blocks of RESEQUENCING PAUSED was replaced with: CYCLING…

      Sounds about right, Quinn thought as she took a step back.

      CYCLING soon became PROCESSING in blinking green letters.

      She looked up at Porter, but whatever “processing” was and “cycling” before that, they didn’t seem to have done anything to wake him up. Was he even still alive? Maybe she was looking at a dead man in some kind of cryogenic containment. She’d read a story about it once in a science magazine—

      Porter blinked.

      “Or not,” Quinn said out loud.

      He stared at her through the glass for a brief wide-eyed second before his eyes snapped left then right, and eventually returned to her. His arms and legs began to move; slowly at first, but gradually treading water—or whatever the thing that surrounded him was because it looked much too thick to just be water. It was liquid, she could tell that much, though why Porter didn’t appear to be holding his breath, or need to, was less clear.

      The text on the computer panel had changed again, this time from PROCESSING to EXPULSION, along with a countdown clock that started at 10 and was now down to 9…8…7…

      Expulsion? That doesn’t sound good at all.

      If Porter was fearful of where he had found himself after waking, it didn’t show on his face. If anything, he looked surprisingly calm, as if he had expected this, and continued to tread the thick ooze that surrounded him. She had seen recruits at the academy almost drown when they miscalculated their abilities, and you could always tell when they were in trouble. She didn’t see any of that in Porter now.

      “Well?” Quinn asked.

      Porter stared questioningly back at her.

      She took a step forward and this time mouthed the words, “What now?”

      Porter began swimming upward. As he approached it, the domed lid slid open and Porter’s head broke the surface, and the sound of him sucking in air echoed off the large room’s high ceilings.

      Quinn hurried to the stairs at the side of the tank and climbed up. A small surge of adrenaline helped her to (mostly) ignore the continued pain from her broken left arm, and she found that if she held it very still against her side she could go more than two seconds at a time without thinking about it. Even so, she was about to faint by the time she reached the top. Ten feet might as well have been a hundred.

      Porter had snagged onto the side opening and was gasping for breath when she grabbed one of his arms and helped pull him out. He was covered in thick, oozing liquid and she flinched involuntarily at the contact, like dipping her hands into a jar of warm butter, only more disgusting.

      It would have been easier if she had both arms, but she managed to help him out of the tank and onto the catwalk with a lot of grunting and grimacing. He landed with a loud thump! and rolled over onto his back before sitting up and vomiting enough of the blue-and-green goop from inside him to fill at least a couple of buckets. Without a solid floor to contain them, the liquid poured down the catwalk and splashed the side of the tank before dropping to the floor below.

      “That’s gross,” Quinn said. She sat down on the metal grate next to him to catch her own breath. She didn’t know what hurt more—her broken arm or her good one, from the exertion of dragging him out of the vat. Porter was deceptively heavy. “You don’t look, uh, so bad for someone who’s supposed to be dead.”

      Porter looked too preoccupied with trying to slow down his breathing to answer. Which was probably the smart approach, because every time he opened his mouth he just ended up wheezing, with more of the slimy fluid dripping from his lips.

      God, that’s disgusting.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      He shook his head before settling his eyes on her. Both pupils were dilated and glassy, and he was making a lot of effort to…what?…remember her?

      Then, finally, recognition. Or something that might have looked like it.

      “What…” He sucked in another deep breath before expelling it slowly, and with some effort said, “…are you doing here?”

      “Is that your way of saying thanks?” Quinn asked. “Because if it is, it sucks.”

      He shook his head, was about to say something else, but didn’t. Or couldn’t. Instead, he glanced at the other two water tanks that flanked them.

      Now it was her turn to really look at him.

      Physically, Porter looked fine—he wasn’t missing a limb and didn’t seem to have any extra holes in him from his skirmish with HRT at the warehouse. But mentally she could tell he wasn’t completely there, that every action or thought process was suffering through some kind of a delay.

      “Porter,” Quinn said. “You okay?”

      He turned back to her, and as if he hadn’t even heard the question, said, “Service center.”

      “What?”

      “Service center. We’re in a service center.” His words were slightly slurred even though he was making an effort to enunciate every word. He was about fifty-fifty on that front.

      “You’ve been here before.”

      He nodded, though a bit too hesitantly for her liking.

      “Then you know how to get out of here,” she said.

      “I don’t…remember.” He blinked at her before seeming to look past her. “Service center. We’re in a service center.”

      “You said that already.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yeah.” She waited for him to say something else, but he kept staring past her. “So service center. Like where you’d go to get an oil change, that kind of service center?”

      “Yes,” he said. Then shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “But you recognize where we are.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “They all look the same.”

      “What does?”

      “These places.”

      “Service centers.”

      He nodded. “Yes. We’re in a service center.”

      Oh, great. I just woke up Dustin Hoffman from Rain Man.

      Quinn sighed, said, “You sure about that?”

      “I… Maybe.” He squinted, thick drops of the fluid dripping from the hair matted to his forehead.

      “Swell,” she said, mostly to herself.

      Porter looked around at the room again, this time with even more effort. Then, about ten seconds later, “Service center.”

      “Yeah, yeah, service center,” Quinn said.

      “I said that already, didn’t I?”

      “Once or twice.” Quinn stood up, using her good arm to pull herself up by the railing. “Come on, we have to get out of here.”

      “How long was I inside?” Porter asked, looking back at the now-empty tank next to them.

      “I don’t know. I don’t even know how long I’ve been here. It could have been just a few hours after the warehouse, or a day, or a week.” She shook her head. “I don’t know, Porter. I just know we have to get out of here.”

      “We have to get out of here.” He nodded. “You’re right. Too dangerous to stay.”

      Glad we’re on the same page. I guess that’s something.

      Porter began standing up—or tried to. He lost his balance halfway and stumbled into the railing and nearly went over it. Sticky goop flicked from his limbs with every movement he made, a constant stream of the stuff dripping to the floor below. Quinn made a mental note to watch her step when they got back below.

      “Whoa,” Quinn said. “Steady there, big guy. If you go over, there’s no way I’ll be able to drag you out of here. You’re what, two-twenty bone dry?”

      “I’m okay,” he said. Then, with as much conviction as he could manage, “I’m okay.”

      Bullshit. Even you don’t believe that, she thought, but asked, “What are these tanks, anyway?”

      “Re-sequencing.”

      “I saw that on the computer monitor. But what do they re-sequence?”

      “People. Us.”

      “Us? You and me?”

      “Just me. People like me.”

      “What you were telling me back at the warehouse, about how your body heals itself if the damage isn’t too bad. But for severe cases, I’m guessing this is it? These tanks? They’ll work on Ringo, too?”

      “I don’t remember the conversation.” Then, with confusion in his eyes, “Ringo?”

      She glanced behind her, and he followed her gaze to Ringo’s floating nude form. “What’s the tank doing to him right now?”

      “Fixing him,” Porter said. “Accelerating his cell regeneration. That’s how he came back the first time after you shot him. As long as the brain is fine…”

      “Then he’s fine.”

      “No, but he can be fixed.”

      “Like you?”

      “Yes…”

      “So they were ‘fixing’ you inside that thing?”

      “No.”

      “But you said—”

      “The chair.”

      “What about it?”

      “It doesn’t work on us. But the tanks do. They have…multiple uses.”

      “What was it doing to you? What does re-sequencing mean?”

      “Changing me.”

      “How? Why?”

      “It works the same way as the chair, only more...intense.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “So don’t,” Quinn said. “Save it for when we’re out of here.”

      He made a move toward the stairs and almost fell again. Fortunately she was ready for it and grabbed him by the arm before he could topple forward. She helped him to right himself with some effort and wished she had two working arms, because everything was just so damn harder with only one good one.

      And Porter really was a lot heavier than he looked. It didn’t help that whatever the substance was that lathered him from head to toe was definitely adding to his weight. It also made it a lot more difficult to hold onto him.

      “You’re not going to make it down there by yourself without doing a header,” Quinn said. “So we’ll do this together. Deal?”

      He gave her a wry smile and nodded. “My legs…”

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “I’m having…difficulty transmitting signals to them.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s better than the alternative.”

      “Which would be?”

      “Complete re-sequencing.” He glanced back at the tank. “You interrupted it. If it had gone through the full cycle, I would be…a very different man right now.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      She slid closer to him until she could wrap her good arm around his waist, mindful that one wrong step by either one of them would likely send him, and her right along, down to the floor below. Ten feet had never looked farther.

      “Your arm,” he said.

      Finally noticed, huh? she thought with some amusement.

      “I know, it’s broken,” Quinn said.

      “What happened?”

      “I ran across another one of your former Rhim comrades. She was very pissed off with me.”

      “You took her out?”

      “I had no choice. She was trying to brain me with one of those staffs of theirs.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

      She leaned in closer and changed up her grip around his slippery waist. Quinn got a sense of déjà vu—first Xiao and now Porter. This was starting to become a bad habit with these people.

      Getting a better hold of him also meant getting more of the goop on her. She made a face. “Jesus, what is this thing? Baby oil and mud?”

      “Spew,” Porter said.

      “What the hell is spew?”

      “What we call it. The liquid. It’s…not water.”

      “Whatever it is, it’s disgusting.” Then, turning him toward the stairs, “You ready?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No. But try not to fall and take me with you.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      They had just managed the first two steps down the stairs when a booming voice that Quinn didn’t recognize bellowed out of the walls around them, through loudspeakers that she hadn’t noticed until now:

      “Attention: We have an escaped prisoner on Level 5. Attention: We have an escaped prisoner on Level 5.”

      “Dammit,” Quinn said through gritted teeth. “And things were going so well, too.”

      “They were?” Porter asked. She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or if he wasn’t sure if she was.

      She sighed. “No, not really.” Then, taking a breath, “Hold on.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Not what I wanted to hear, she thought, but said, “Easy does it.”

      “Attention: We have an escaped prisoner on Level 5,” the voice said again through the speakers. “Attention: We have an escaped prisoner on Level 5.”

      Quinn shut out the voice and concentrated on the next few steps. They were doozies, with Porter clinging to her, and she had to fight the urge to yell at him whenever his hand strayed too close to her left arm. Just coming into contact with something—anything—sent stabs of pain through her, and she wondered if not chopping the useless damn thing off wouldn’t have been better than all the suffering.

      She expected men in suits to burst into the room and surround them with every step they took down the stairs, but either God was on her side or someone else was looking after her (You up there, Ben?) because there were no signs of anyone converging on them.

      At least, not yet.

      As she maneuvered them carefully down onto the next step: “How big are these places, anyway?”

      “Big,” Porter said.

      “Yeah, but how big? How many people does it take to run them?”

      “As many as it takes.”

      “Are you trying to be an ass?”

      “What?”

      I guess not.

      By the time they reached the bottom, Quinn was out of breath from simultaneously holding onto Porter and trying to survive him. He might have been a shell of his former self, but the man was still bigger and stronger than her, and his grip, even in its currently weakened state, was nothing to laugh at.

      “We were conceived and given birth to just like you and Xiao and Aaron. But we were perfected in labs,” Porter had said.

      She wondered now just how much more “perfect” Porter had been made. She had sworn (but could never really bring herself to believe it) that he had moved faster than humanly possible back at Gary Ross’s nightclub that night. And there was Ringo, who had shown the same kind of speed at his apartment when he overwhelmed her. Just a few minutes ago, Shorty had proven to be equally quick; the only way Quinn had survived the woman was by outsmarting her.

      Thank God they didn’t get an upgrade up there, too.

      As soon as Quinn set foot on the floor, she let go of Porter and snatched up the staff she’d propped against the stairs before going up. She stood very still and listened, slowing down her breathing, but she couldn’t hear anything. The speakers that had announced her escape had gone quiet when they were halfway down the stairs and hadn’t made another peep since.

      Porter was leaning against his tank, waiting patiently (and still looking slightly confused, she thought) when she turned to him and nodded. He reached over and slipped his arm back around her waist, and they moved toward the door. She considered using the other door—the one on the other side of the room—but dismissed it. She didn’t know where that one led, but she had a pretty good idea about the one in front of her.

      “You gonna die on me?” she asked when she felt Porter’s hand slipping a bit around her waist.

      “No,” Porter said, and he retightened his hold. “Not part of the plan.”

      “What was the plan? Or do you still think I’m not ready to hear it?”

      “I…don’t remember.”

      “Swell.”

      Porter dripped spew with every step, but she could sense he was also getting stronger, moving with growing confidence.

      She couldn’t help herself and glanced back at Ringo one last time. It would be so easy to sit Porter down and go back there, climb up the stairs, open the dome, and shove the staff through Ringo’s skull and finish him off for good.

      So why didn’t she?

      She wasn’t entirely sure, but maybe it was because she wasn’t quite at the edge yet. She thought she had already passed it—plummeted down the abyss with eyes wide open—when she abducted Ringo, or when she shot that injured man outside of Mary’s house without batting an eye.

      But maybe, maybe she still had a little humanity left in her after all.

      I’ll see you again, Ringo. I’ll see you again real soon.

      She faced forward and could feel Porter’s eyes on her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” Porter said.

      “I have to open the door.”

      “Okay.” He untangled himself from her and leaned against the wall. His legs were struggling, but not nearly as much as they had earlier. “You want me to hold that?” he asked, holding out his hand toward the staff.

      She handed it to him, then turned and faced the door. “On the count of three.”

      He nodded, and when she got to three, Quinn jerked the door open and Porter tossed the rod back to her even before the door had fully swung open. She snatched the perfectly balanced weapon out of the air with her good hand and confronted—

      A forest of black boxes and suddenly loud (too loud) whirring data servers on the other side. But no Hofheinz or friends of Shorty waiting for them.

      And there was something else: Quinn hadn’t noticed it before, but despite the two rooms sharing a wall, she realized now that she hadn’t been able to hear a single noise coming from the much-larger warehouse while inside the re-sequencing room.

      Soundproof walls. Nice.

      She looked over at Porter, holding the door open with one hand. When Quinn shook her head, he pushed himself off the wall and half-walked, half-careened in her direction.

      She grabbed him. “I got you.”

      “Thanks,” Porter said as he wrapped one wet arm around her waist.

      “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”

      He grinned. “I won’t.”

      She led him through the open door and past the first row of black boxes.

      “How you holding up?” she asked.

      “Good,” he said. “You?”

      “My arm’s killing me.”

      “At least you can still spell your own name.”

      She smiled. Yeah, there’s that.

      They continued past another row of shelves when Porter said, “Quinn.”

      “That’s my name, don’t wear it out.”

      “They found us.”

      Oh, dammit.

      They stepped out from behind the rack of servers where they had been hiding. Men in suits that made them look like accountants instead of foot soldiers for a sinister shadowy organization that shouldn’t exist, but did. They were in no hurry, and maybe they didn’t have to be because there was nowhere for her to turn—not the tank room behind her and especially not with her one good arm busy keeping Porter from keeling over.

      They were armed with sleek black stun batons, and one of them pressed a button on the side of his stick, discharging blue electricity that arced across the top half. If he had meant for it to be intimidating, she had to admit it worked.

      “Were you looking for Porter, or is all of this just a happy accident?” a voice asked.

      Quinn sighed as he came out from wherever he had been hiding behind her. Even though she was hoping to never see him again, a part of her knew it was never going to happen. The man, like Ringo, had the tenacity of a cockroach when it came to making her life miserable.

      “Just hand him over to the boys,” Hofheinz said, his face even more insect-like under the room’s mood lighting. “You and I have other business, Quinn.”

      “I don’t suppose I have any say in this?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m afraid not.” Hofheinz nodded at one of the suited men. “I don’t want her harmed.”

      “What about him?” one of the men asked.

      “Porter’s tough. Do what you have to in order to subdue him. Try not to damage the brain and he’ll be fine and dandy; worst-case scenario, we can always put him back into the spew.”

      Quinn felt Porter’s grip around her waist loosening a bit. It wasn’t obvious, and she only noticed because they were essentially connected at the hip. That gave her hope because it meant that despite whatever fog he was currently under, Porter had enough alertness to know what was happening or what was going to happen. It wasn’t much, but it was better than a Porter that was always five steps behind her.

      Unless, of course, she was reading the whole situation wrong. For all she knew the loosening of his grip around her waist could have just been a twitch on Porter’s part. Or maybe he was just too weak to hold on fully and it wasn’t the signal that he understood the situation and was getting ready to let go of her so they could both fight.

      God, I hope I’m right, Quinn thought when the closest suited man took the first step forward and the three flanking him did the same.

      She took a reflexive step back, with Porter shuffling his feet next to her even as he lessened his grip even further. Hofheinz, meanwhile, had stepped back until he had separated himself from the action as much as possible.

      The man in front of Quinn hit the switch on his stun baton, sending another arc of electricity around the weapon, and Quinn swore she could feel the tingle even from ten feet away as the air became charged—

      Thoom!

      It was some kind of explosion and it reverberated across the entire building. She felt the vibrations through the soles of her bare feet all the way up to her teeth, but it wasn’t the blast itself that surprised her and everyone in the room—it was where it had come from:

      Above them.
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      The entire room shook for exactly five seconds, starting from the ceiling before traveling down along the walls and floor, then rattling the glass doors of the data boxes around them. Between the third and fourth seconds, Quinn saw a blur out of the corner of one eye a split second before Porter crashed into the closest suited man with absolute wild abandon.

      Jesus, Porter!

      The two figures became tangled as they slammed into the floor and kept going, the thick goo coating Porter flicking off and splashing everything around them while also providing a lubricant against the smooth tiles. Before Quinn could even fully process what had happened, the two shapes bounced into the base of a shelf and ricocheted off and kept going. One of the suited men spun and raced after them, and the sight was borderline comical. She might have laughed, if only her life wasn’t at stake.

      The remaining two Rhim operatives were just as stunned as she was as they turned to look after their comrades. Quinn took full advantage of the distraction and charged forward. One of the men had a bald head and he was spinning back around when Quinn swung the staff—the swoosh! was music to her ears—and struck him in the cheek.

      The weapon was improbably light and easy to wield with even just one hand, and she’d gotten a taste of its full power and knew being struck by one was like being tackled by an NFL linebacker with a full head of steam. The smooth end dug into Baldy’s cheek and tore loose a chunk of flesh, just before striking the bone underneath and sending streams of blood across the space between matte black shelves.

      The fourth suited man was already fully around (Damn, they’re fast!) and moving even before his partner went down. This one had a full head of hair, and she got up close and personal with his bright blue eyes as he slammed into her chest and sent her flying back into one of the racks. Air expelled from her lungs in a rush as she crashed into the glass—it spiderwebbed behind her but somehow refused to shatter.

      Her entire body shook from the impact, and Quinn would have screamed if she wasn’t too busy gasping for breath and trying desperately not to let go of the metal staff. An arc of electricity flashed in front of her face as Blue Eyes hit the switch on his stun baton and stabbed it forward like a knife.

      She swung with the rod, aiming for his head.

      He lifted his left arm at the last second, and there was a familiar echoing crack! as his arm broke, and Quinn thought, I know how that feels, buddy!

      Blocking her counterattack at the cost of his broken arm had momentarily paused Blue Eyes’s charge, but it didn’t last for very long. Before she could pull the staff back to swing again, electricity seared the air between them as the baton shot forward, this time going straight for her face.

      She acted on instinct, and without thinking, she reached up with her left hand and grabbed the wrist holding the baton and let out a scream that pierced everything, even the whirring machines around her. The pain was immense, but she pushed through it (Do it or you’re going to die!) and held on.

      Quinn wasn’t sure what Blue Eyes was more stunned by—that she had grabbed his arm or the intensity of her scream. Maybe a little of both, because the man hesitated for a brief second and it was just enough for Quinn to finish pulling back, then swing forward with the staff again. This time she went low, where he was defenseless, and shattered one of his kneecaps before pulling his legs from under him.

      He slammed into the floor on his back, but if she thought she was going to get a few seconds’ respite (Just a second. Can’t I even get just a goddamn second to breathe?), the man was already sitting back up.

      No, you don’t!

      Before he could push himself up from the floor, she smashed the end of the rod into the man’s head and his entire body snapped sideways and crashed back down. It was as hard as she could swing with just one good hand, but it seemed to be good enough because Blue Eyes didn’t try to get up a second time.

      She was out of breath, but that was secondary to the wave of pain surging from the entire left side of her body. She was trying to deal with that (and failing miserably) when she heard shuffling behind her.

      Quinn spun around and found Hofheinz retreating.

      “And where are you going?” Quinn asked.

      Hofheinz stopped moving, but he had put enough space between them that Quinn wasn’t sure she could catch him if he turned and ran. And with so much pain roaring inside her, she wasn’t entirely sure she could afford to give chase if he did.

      “Going?” Hofheinz said. “I’m not going anywhere, Quinn. Whether you like it or not, we still have a lot of work to do.”

      “You’re right. I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t think you have any choice.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      She took a step toward him and he took one back. He should have been afraid—his actions said he was afraid—so why was he grinning at her?

      “What the hell are you—” she started to ask when something hit her in the back and electricity raced through her, and Quinn screamed.

      Her entire body shook from head to toe and she stumbled down to one knee, and should have followed suit with the other one before falling flat on her face as thousands of electrical volts coursed through her.

      Except she didn’t, because her body refused to give up.

      How is this possible? she thought as she braced herself on one knee, even as every hair follicle on her body burned like someone was putting a flamethrower to them. And yet she didn’t go down.

      Quinn remembered the sight of Porter back at the warehouse being hit with not one, not two, but four separate TASERs before he would even let himself drop to his knees.

      But I’m not Porter.

      I’m…who the hell am I?

      Jesus, who the hell am I?

      There was an upside to being hit with electricity—the vicious pain from her left arm went almost completely numb, and that allowed her to gather what little strength she could find and swing the staff backward as hard as she could.

      She had no targets, just a general vicinity, but the counterattack did its job by forcing her attacker to jump back out of the arcing weapon’s path instead of hitting her a second time with his stun baton. That gave her the three or four seconds she needed to fight back to her feet and turn around. She was moving almost entirely on pure adrenaline now, the sudden numbness replacing pain where it mattered the most.

      Baldy. He was back on his feet even with that grotesque hole in his cheek that dripped blood with every flicker of his head. He gripped the stun baton in one hand, eyes narrowing back at her.

      She looked to make sure Blue Eyes hadn’t also gotten up, but he was still flat on his stomach on the floor. Either dead or unconscious. She couldn’t care less which.

      Quinn focused on Baldy and clenched her teeth. “You’re going to pay for that.”

      “It’s not personal,” Baldy said. He looked hesitant as he stepped around Blue Eyes’s body. She wasn’t sure if he was trying to outflank her or look for an opening.

      “It is to me,” Quinn said.

      “Why don’t you just go down like a good girl?”

      “Why don’t you make me?”

      Baldy smirked just before he lunged at her, the stun baton charging the air between them.

      He was fast, but she had expected that and made up for it by making her move a split-second before he did. She pivoted out of his path and swung the staff from top to bottom, right to left even before he offered her a target. She guessed right and shattered both his arms at the same time.

      The move shocked Baldy, but it surprised her even more, and Quinn thought, How the hell did I do that?

      Baldy dropped the baton and staggered, his forward momentum momentarily paused. He looked confused, dizzy. She didn’t give him any time to gather himself and struck him in the temple, dropping him to the floor in a heap.

      Then she quickly spun back to Hofheinz.

      The man had put more spaces between them, and his beady eyes shifted from Quinn to the two bodies on the floor and back again. She grimaced against the pain and took a step toward him, and he immediately took one backward.

      When she stopped, he stopped.

      “What’s the matter?” Quinn asked. “Skittish?”

      “Where did you come from?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Where did you come from? Do you even know?”

      None of your goddamn business, she was going to spit back at him when the floor trembled as another thoom! echoed from above them.

      Quinn nearly lost her balance, not because the explosion was that much stronger than the first one, but because her footing was already precarious from fatigue and pain. The aftershock rippled through the room and made the glass doors of the boxes clack loudly against their frames.

      In all the flurry of activity and trying not to let Baldy or Blue Eyes overwhelm her, Quinn had forgotten all about the first bomb (Was that what it was? Who was dropping bombs at the building from the air?) or how long it had been. But just as the first explosion had given her and Porter the distraction they needed, the second one did the same for Hofheinz, who turned and fled. Quinn was about to go after him (Oh no you don’t!) when someone screamed loud enough to temporarily drown out the machines around her.

      Porter!

      She gave Hofheinz’s fleeing form a last look (You can’t run forever, you prick!) before turning and taking off in the direction of Porter’s scream. She had to jump over Baldy and Blue Eyes and expected one—or both—of them to come back alive and grab at her legs while she was in midair, but both men remained crumpled on the floor as she sailed over them.

      She didn’t know where she got the sudden renewed bursts of energy to even move, much less run, but didn’t spend too much time thinking about it. This was one of those questions she could go without answers to, especially with Porter potentially dead or dying somewhere else in the room.

      Fortunately it didn’t take very long or was very hard to find him. All she had to do was follow the grunting and shouting and the echoing sounds of fists hitting flesh. And the continuous jagged line of spew (as Porter called it) on the floor didn’t hurt, either.

      Porter was lying on his back as one of the suited men held him down while a second hit him with his stun baton over and over again. Each blow left behind black marks on Porter’s chest, and Quinn swore she could smell burnt hair in the air.

      “This is for betraying us, Porter,” the man with the stun baton said as he hit Porter again. “You have anything to say in your defense?”

      “Fuck off!” Porter shouted.

      “At least buy me dinner first,” the man said, and was laughing when Quinn stepped up behind him and broke his head open with the staff, swinging it in a wide arc with one hand.

      A part of her was shocked at the brutality of the blow—she could actually feel the man’s head opening against the smooth end of the staff—but there was another part of her that didn’t care even as the Rhim operator toppled sideways, the baton falling from his suddenly lifeless fingers.

      The man holding Porter let him go and tried to get up, but Porter grabbed his legs and pulled them out from under him. The man slammed into the floor on his back and head, and before he could make any effort to get up, Porter rolled on top of him and began raining down one savage blow after another, and didn’t ease up even after the man had stopped moving under him.

      “I think you got him,” Quinn said.

      Porter stopped punching long enough to glance back at her. “You’re alive.”

      She couldn’t decide if that was awe or shock on his face and wasn’t sure which one made her feel better. But she couldn’t blame him. She was still trying to relive what had happened, how she had fought (and beat!) two Rhim operatives while nursing a broken arm.

      How in God’s name did I even do that?

      “So are you,” she said instead.

      He stumbled off the still body, but his legs were wobbly and Porter grabbed at a nearby black shelf to keep from going right back down. He wiped at a thick layer of blood around his broken nose and busted mouth and spat out a big gob of it. His bare chest, dotted with red burn marks, heaved like a runaway train.

      “You good?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he said between gasps.

      “You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m okay,” he said, and spat out another gob.

      “What about the rest of you?”

      He started to answer, but shook his head instead. Then, after taking a deep breath, “I’ll be fine, Cindy. Just give me a second to catch my breath.”

      “Quinn.”

      He glanced up at her. “What?”

      “Quinn.”

      “What did I say?”

      “Cindy.”

      “I meant Quinn.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “The spew…”

      “I know. It messed with your head.”

      He nodded and reached back to steady himself against the shelf again.

      Quinn looked down at the man with blood (and other things…) oozing out of his cracked head.

      She’d done that. She hadn’t even felt anything when she did it. But now, in the aftermath…

      What’s happening to me, Ben? What am I becoming?

      “You didn’t have any choice,” Porter said.

      She nodded, but thought, I had a choice with Ringo, and I chose to walk away. I thought that made me better than him, but now…

      I don’t know. I don’t know anymore, Ben.

      “You think his clothes will fit?” she asked instead.

      “Too short,” Porter said.

      She pointed at the other one. “What about him?”

      Porter crouched next to the man he’d bludgeoned with his fists. The guy looked unconscious—or dead.

      “About your size,” Quinn said.

      Porter shook his head. “He’s got small feet.”

      “If I can go without shoes, so can you.”

      Porter grunted, then went about stripping the man of his clothes.

      He was pulling on the slacks when another thoom! shook the floor and vibrated through the metal shelves and their glass doors around them. This one hadn’t come from above like the first two and sounded much closer—from behind them?

      She was still trying to decipher the distance when she heard the very faint crackles of gunfire.

      “You hear that?” she asked.

      Porter nodded as he zipped himself up. “They’re on our floor.”

      “‘They?’”

      “It’s Xiao,” Porter said, as if he knew it was a fact.

      “How do you know it’s Xiao?”

      “The service centers are valuable commodities, and as a result are one of the Rhim’s most well-hidden secrets. I didn’t even know where the Houston branch was.” He pulled a bloody shirt off the unconscious man and slipped it on. “And I guess I still don’t, not while I’m inside it.”

      “So how would Xiao know if even you didn’t?”

      “The data we took from Kobalcom. Aaron must have sifted through them, found the location that way.”

      “Kobalcom was a service center?”

      “It was a node. A small backup system.”

      “So that’s why you came back home after five years. To steal the data.”

      “Data is everything, Quinn,” Porter said. “Everything we buy, eat, say, write, or do is recorded somewhere. Our list of friends, enemies, everyone in between. It’s the gatekeeper to our needs and wants. Our deepest desires. Our greatest fears. Even the dark urges that we’re too scared to tell anyone. It’s all data.”

      Quinn looked around her at the machines that surrounded them, that filled up the entire warehouse. “Here? Stored in these computers?”

      “Maybe here, maybe somewhere else. The Houston branch is a multipurpose facility, a bigger version of Kobalcom. Data storage is just one of its functions.”

      Porter finished tucking in his bloody shirt, then wiped at some of the blood on his face with his sleeve. His cuts had already begun to heal themselves, and if not for the evidence still caking parts of his face, she wouldn’t have known he had been in a life-and-death struggle just minutes ago.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here before Xiao blows us all up trying to get down here,” Porter said, and began walking away.

      She hurried after him. “Wait, what? What do you mean ‘trying to get down here?’”

      “The service centers are located underground. Xiao has to shoot her way down from the surface to get to us.” He glanced back at her. “Did I forget to mention that part?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Sorry.”

      She shook her head. The only reason she wasn’t more annoyed with him was the fact that he hadn’t done it on purpose.

      “So we’re underground,” she said.

      “Yeah.”

      “If it is Xiao causing all that ruckus—”

      “It’s Xiao.”

      You hope, Quinn thought, but said, “If it is her, how is she doing this?”

      “The problem with using real office buildings to hide in plain sight is that you can’t have an army of Rhim operators guarding it. But getting in is the easy part; it’s getting down here, then getting out, that’s the trick.”

      Porter stopped suddenly in front of her, seemed to take a moment to get his bearings, before turning right down another row of data servers. For a guy who was barely able to stand up a few minutes ago, he was moving surprisingly fast and she had to pick up her pace to stay with him.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You sure?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      She sighed. She would have taken over if she had even an inkling of where to go. Every black box looked like the hundred other ones around it, and she had lost track of which direction the re-sequencing room was in.

      Porter looked over his shoulder back at her and stuck out his hand. “Let me see that.”

      “What?” Quinn said.

      “The staff.”

      She handed it to him.

      “Do you know what this is?” he asked.

      “It’s a staff.”

      “I mean, besides that.”

      “It’s a bo staff, Porter, not a rocket ship. This one just happens to be metal. Or some kind of metal, anyway.”

      “You’ve used one before?”

      “At the academy. But that was wood. Honestly, I couldn’t tell the difference by the way it moved. It’s…deceptively light for metal. It is metal, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “It’s the first thing they give us when we graduate. Any idiot can use a gun, but being able to wield this and do it effectively means something.” He stared at her, the way people do when they had questions they didn’t know how to express.

      “So what does all of this mean?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. You tell me.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I don’t have a clue.”

      “Not yet.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He stopped walking and turned around. Porter held the staff at the very center of its length and twisted both hands simultaneously—one forward and the other back—and the long rod retracted into itself until it was just six inches long again.

      So that’s how Shorty did it.

      Porter tossed it back to her. “It extracts to its full length the same way. You didn’t know?”

      “How would I know?”

      He shrugged before turning around and continuing through another row of black boxes.

      “Say what’s on your mind, Porter,” Quinn said, not bothering to hide the irritation in her voice as she followed closely on his heels.

      “We all have our secrets,” Porter said. “Some of us just don’t know it.”
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      “How big is this place?” Quinn asked.

      “I don’t know, it’s not like I’ve stepped foot into every service center,” Porter said. “But Houston is one of the smaller branches, so I would guess anywhere from five to ten floors and maybe a rotation of forty to fifty personnel, with half of that on scene at any one time. Most of them would be down here while a smaller crew kept the façade going topside. Any more would call attention to their activities.”

      “And the floors beyond the lobby are real offices?”

      “The spaces are leased just like any other office building. The people working up there just have no idea what’s going on under them. If they really paid attention—which they wouldn’t, why would they?—they might notice a little more activity in the lobby or more delivery trucks coming and going than most office buildings.”

      “No one pays attention to those things, especially when they’re just trying to get their work done and leave.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So they’re human shields; they just don’t know it.”

      “Essentially.”

      Quinn wondered how many of those “human shields” were part of the casualty numbers attributed to Porter over the years. “Twenty or so people at a time to run a place this big, this complicated, doesn’t sound like very much,” she said instead.

      “This is Houston, Quinn,” Porter said. “It’s not DC, LA, or New York. As vast as this operation seems to you now, it’s nothing compared to those other places.”

      “Like Kobalcom. Another small fry.”

      “Yes. They’re both part of a much bigger web.”

      “Is that why you chose the city? Because it’s smaller, easier to hit?”

      “The smaller branches have the same access to the main databanks as the bigger ones. That, and Houston was the ideal place to reinsert into the country and do what I had to do.”

      “So does this mean I’m going to need new broadband Internet service?”

      Porter looked back at her. “Is that a joke?”

      “I guess.”

      “Interesting time for jokes, behind enemy lines.”

      “It’s a coping mechanism.”

      “Speaking of coping,” he said, glancing down at her arm.

      They had fashioned Shorty’s retracted metal rod as a splint and tied it in place with a “borrowed” shirt from one of the Rhim agents. The result was a slightly bulky-looking cast, but it did the job of keeping her from putting unnecessary pressure on the broken bones.

      “How is it?” Porter asked.

      “Still broken.”

      “The pain?”

      She shook her head. “It’s numb. I’m not sure I can even move my fingers.”

      “Try not to move the arm.”

      “Gee, thanks for the advice, Porter. I was going to start doing handstands with it, but your way sounds a whole lot better.”

      He smirked before facing forward again.

      Quinn looked down at the wrapped bundle. Despite what she had told Porter, there was still some pain, but it had dulled enough that she wasn’t in any danger of blacking out. And there was something else—with every step she took, Quinn thought she could feel something happening under the makeshift tourniquet, around the break in the bone, though what that “something” was, she couldn’t put into words.

      They had been moving steadily through the hallways, and every now and then Porter would pause briefly at the sight of a domed surveillance camera along the walls, even though she had already told him about the faceless woman who had freed her from the chair and sabotaged the building’s security so she could move freely.

      “You know who it is, don’t you?” she had asked when she saw his reaction. “The woman who helped me.”

      He had thought for a moment before finally shaking his head. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “So she was just some random person who decided to help out a perfect stranger?”

      “Must be,” he’d said before moving on.

      She didn’t know why—maybe it was the way he turned away when he answered—but she hadn’t completely believed him.

      Her head was swimming with questions (Hofheinz’s, Porter’s, her own) as she continued to follow Porter down the whitewashed hallway. He had taken the lead right away, and she was more than happy to let him. He seemed to know where he was going, or at least didn’t look completely surprised by the layout of the place. And despite her misgivings, he had found a way out of the data room.

      Quinn hefted the stun baton she had picked up in her right hand. The fact that it was a lot heavier than the metal rod pinned against her broken left arm nagged at the back of her mind, but it was just one more mystery that had to be shelved because it didn’t help her get out of here.

      She had lost track of how many hallways they’d walked through and how many corners they’d taken because each one just gave them another long white corridor to traverse. The fact that they had so far walked unopposed since 5A wasn’t too much of a surprise given what was happening in front of them—a gun battle that was starting to grow in volume with every corner they navigated. If it was indeed Xiao that was fighting her way to them, she had stalled and it was now they who were closing in on her.

      Quinn wasn’t entirely sure if that last thought should please or disturb her. After all, she wasn’t going to be very useful in a gunfight armed with just a stun baton. But Porter didn’t look deterred, and she’d be damned if she was going to let him know how leery she was of walking toward a gunfight without guns of her own.

      Porter finally slowed down in front of her, his own salvaged stun baton gripped tightly in one hand.

      “Are we almost there?” she asked.

      “Almost there,” he nodded.

      “How can you tell? Every hallway looks the same.”

      “I can tell.”

      “Is that the truth, or are you bullshitting me?”

      “Mostly true.”

      She sighed.

      “Trust me,” Porter said.

      Like I have a choice, she thought, when the now-familiar thoom! shook the walls around them.

      It was the loudest one yet because it had come right from around the turn in front of them, and was followed by smoke billowing through the air as if it had a life of its own.

      They flattened their backs against the wall, and Quinn held her breath as smoke engulfed them. Her eyes were starting to sting when the very loud roar of gunfire crackled, and she had no difficulty making out the ping-ping-ping! of bullets slamming into the walls of the connecting corridors.

      Screams, shouting, and more smoke wrapped around the turn in front of them.

      She exchanged a look with Porter. “Is that Xiao?”

      Porter was pulling his shirt over his mouth when he shrugged back at her.

      “If it’s her, she might need our help,” Quinn said, just barely able to suppress a cough.

      He nodded, and they walked the short distance to the end of the hallway. Smoke lingered in the area, forcing her to pull her own shirt up over her mouth and nostrils. Quinn’s eyes continued to sting, and water formed at the edges. She blinked away tears and slowed down her breathing into small spurts.

      Porter was leaning around the turn, taking up all the real estate, so Quinn crouched next to him so she could also lean around the edge to get a glimpse of what awaited them.

      She didn’t know what she expected to find, but another whitewashed hallway sounded about right. This one, though, wasn’t nearly as long as the others, because she could actually see the other side despite the flurries of smoke wrapping around it.

      And it had gone quiet again. The gun battle, as vicious and intense as it had been, had lasted less than a minute. Quinn wasn’t sure if that was good or bad for her and Porter.

      She pulled down her shirt and whispered, “Still think it’s Xiao?”

      “Who else would it be?” Porter said behind the fabric of his own shirt.

      “You mean who else would be stupid enough to fight their way down here to rescue you?”

      “I thought that was already implied.”

      I bet Xiao will love to hear that. If that’s actually her out there and not more people we have to fight to get out of here.

      She said instead, “So where’s the exit?”

      “Around that corner,” Porter said.

      “And that’s the last one?”

      He didn’t answer right away.

      “Porter?” she said.

      “Maybe.”

      “You don’t sound very sure. Are you still spew-impaired?”

      “No. I’ve never felt better. It’s just that I’ve never been here. The layout is a little bigger than I thought.”

      She stood back up as Porter slipped around the corner and hurried up the corridor. She jogged after him, neither one of them making a whole lot of noise with their bare feet even though Quinn thought she could hear Porter’s slightly accelerated heartbeat in front of her, and wondered if her own chest was beating just as hard at the moment.

      Quinn gripped and regripped the baton in her right hand as they slid through a thin fog of smoke. She fought back a cough and wiped at tears that formed around her eyes. The air was thick with gunpowder and explosive residue, very good indications they were getting closer to the source of the recent gun battle.

      As they neared the end of the short hallway, Quinn thought she could hear voices—multiple people talking calmly—from around the corner in front of them. Porter heard them too and stopped just as a black-clad figure rounded the turn. A man with a submachine gun, turning fast—but not fast enough, because Porter grabbed the barrel and shoved it upward and to the side.

      The man squeezed the trigger anyway and sent bullets into the wall to the left of where Quinn was standing. She dropped to the floor on instinct, even as Porter punched the man in the chest. The blow sent the shooter flying across the narrow space and into the corner, where he crumpled back down to earth in a bruised pile.

      It was a hell of a punch, the impact so loud Quinn could actually hear the contact of Porter’s fist against the man’s chest. It would have left her in shock if she hadn’t already witnessed Porter doing the same thing back at the warehouse with the HRT commandos.

      Porter was already turning the corner with his newly-acquired submachine gun when someone shouted, “Whoa, whoa, easy on the trigger there, Tex!” from the other side.

      “Tex?” Quinn thought as she picked herself up from the floor.

      Quinn recognized the voice just like Porter did, and he took his finger off his weapon’s trigger and let out a relieved sigh.

      Xiao appeared around the turn and smiled at him. “Nice to see you too.” She held out her hand to the black-clad figure Porter had sent into the corner and dragged the man back up to his feet. “I told them you were too mean to die. And to think they actually doubted me for a second or two.”

      Xiao was dressed in slacks and a black blazer and would have looked indistinguishable from Shorty back in 5A if not for the MP5K in her hand or the six-shot M32A1 grenade launcher she had slung over her back.

      That explains the explosions we heard earlier. She must have used every single one of those rounds.

      Ammo pouches surrounded Xiao’s waist, but most of them were already empty. She had bloodied strips of gauze wrapped around her right thigh and another one over her left arm, but it didn’t look as if the wounds were slowing her down.

      The man Porter had punched and disarmed groaned as he attempted to stand by himself on shaky feet. Xiao gave him a pat on the shoulder. “You okay, sport?”

      The guy nodded. He was in his mid-twenties, dressed in black commando fatigues with an urban assault vest that still had an impression of Porter’s fist on it. The young man had on a gun belt with ammo pouches; like Xiao’s, his was almost empty.

      “Anyone get the license plate of that truck?” the young man asked.

      “Sorry about that,” Porter said, and handed the UMP 45 submachine gun back to him. “I didn’t know who you were.”

      The man took his gun back. “You’re John Porter,” he said as if that should explain everything.

      “That’s his name, don’t wear it out,” Xiao said.

      Porter nodded. “What’s yours?”

      “Jack,” the man said.

      “Sorry about that, Jack.”

      “No harm, no foul.” Jack stuck his hand inside his vest and rubbed at his chest, then winced a bit. “The only permanent damage here’s to my ego.”

      “You’ll get over it,” Xiao said. She finally turned to Quinn. “You look pretty good for someone who’s been abducted and almost blown up.”

      “Better than being dead, I guess,” Quinn said. “Is Aaron…?”

      “Still a pain in my ass, but otherwise in one piece.”

      “How did you get out of the warehouse?”

      “Back door.”

      “There was a back door?”

      “There’s always a back door.” Then, nodding at Quinn’s left arm, “That’s a pretty bold fashion statement. Did it come with the stun baton, or vice versa?”

      Quinn smirked. “It came with a broken arm.”

      “Talk about costing an arm and a leg.” Xiao reached behind her back and took out a Sig Sauer and handed it over. “This works better as an accessory.”

      “Have I told you how much I love you, Xiao?” Quinn smiled. She tossed the baton and took the gun, then pocketed the two spare magazines Xiao also passed over. It wasn’t going to be easy reloading with a broken arm, but it was a nice problem to have.

      “Then you’re really going to love me after this,” Xiao said, and took a small capsule out from one of her pockets.

      Quinn took it and snapped it open and looked in at a large white pill—identical to the one Porter had given her to give to Xiao after the alley. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “It ain’t Tylenol.”

      Quinn put it on her tongue and tasted sugar.

      “It goes down faster if you break it up,” Xiao said. “Or you could just let it sit there and it’ll melt on its own. Either/or.”

      Quinn nodded and bit into the pill until it broke in two. They started to dissolve almost right away against her tongue, and soon she could barely feel them in her mouth.

      “How long before it works?” Quinn asked.

      “Give it a few.”

      “How about you?” she asked, nodding at Xiao’s bandages.

      “Mosquito bites,” Xiao said. Then, “Come on, let’s get out of here,” and turned and led them around the corner and down the hallway.

      “You said you told ‘them,’” Porter said. He glanced back at Jack trailing behind them.

      “The boys,” Xiao said.

      “What boys?”

      “I meant your sons,” Xiao said, barely able to contain an amused grin.

      Porter sighed. “Tell me you didn’t involve them.”

      “Not like I had any choice. Sure, I could have gotten into the lobby by myself, but getting down here and keeping the building while I went traipsing around these hallways one by one looking for you? I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

      Porter didn’t look happy as they turned a second corner and found two more men waiting for them. They wore identical black clothing and were carrying identical gear to Jack and were surrounded by bodies on the floor. The walls were stitched with bullet holes, and there was a large pile of rubble in the center where Xiao had fired one of her grenade rounds. The remains of two bodies, both charred, were buried by a collapsed ceiling.

      The oldest of three men was in his fifties, with gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. The only white piece of clothing on him was the bloody gauze wrapped around his left leg. The other one was slightly older than Jack, but standing next to the older man’s grizzled face, he looked very young. At first she thought they were both wearing camouflage paint on their faces, but it was just smoke and powder clinging to their clothes and faces.

      When they saw Porter, she saw how their eyes went wide before zeroing in on him—and only him—and stayed there. She wondered if they had even seen her.

      Don’t take it personally. They’re called the Sons of Porter, after all.

      “What did you tell them?” Porter asked Xiao in a low voice as they walked down the corridor toward the two men.

      “The truth,” Xiao said, not bothering to match his pitch. “Well, most of it. Mostly I confirmed what they’ve suspected about you, about the cabal behind everything.”

      “Cabal?” Quinn said.

      “Cabal. New World Order. Shadow government. And a billion other names they have for the Rhim. Same difference.”

      Xiao stopped and crouched next to a bullet-riddled woman and pulled out two spare magazines from her waist and shoved them into one of her empty pouches before standing back up. Porter also picked up an MP5K next to a fallen Rhim agent, while Quinn thought about raiding a nearby dead body, but decided she was better off with just the handgun Xiao had given her. The extra rounds of a submachine gun were tempting, but there was only so much accuracy you could hope for shooting with one hand.

      “A dozen-ish volunteers in all,” Xiao was saying. “I could have brought more, but not all of them were ready—or able. These are the cream of the crop.”

      “You’re him. You’re Porter,” the younger of the two men said as they neared him.

      “That’s him, in the flesh,” Xiao said. “Try not to drool.”

      “For a while there, I didn’t think you were actually real,” the man said. “Thought they were all just stories some other SOP made up.”

      “Hits like a tank, too,” Jack said as he walked past them and over to join the other two.

      “Did you do all the things they said?” the older one asked.

      “Depends on what they’re saying today,” Porter said.

      “Don’t believe everything you hear, especially on the news, right?” Jack said.

      “Now that’s a man who gets it,” Xiao said. Then, pointing at the oldest of the three SOPs, “Handsome macho man there’s Mack. You’ve already met Jack, and the other one’s Jill.”

      “Kyle, actually,” the second younger one said.

      “Jill-Kyle. Close enough.”

      “Hate to break up this reunion, but we’ve already been down here way too long,” Mack said. “Time to head back topside.”

      Quinn stared at the two bodies buried in the collapsed ceiling before looking over at Xiao. “Your handiwork?”

      “Had to blast our way in,” Xiao said, patting the short barrel of the grenade launcher behind her. “Used up all my rounds just getting this far. To be honest, we weren’t sure if we were going to make it any farther, so it’s a good thing you two showed up when you did.”

      “And you said this is one of their smaller branches?” Quinn asked Porter.

      He nodded. “The one in DC is ten times as large, with ten times the personnel.”

      “Glad we’re not in DC,” Xiao said before turning and nodding at Mack. “What’s the situation outside?”

      The SOPs had come fully prepared: besides their weapons, they were wearing communications gear that linked earpieces to a radio clipped to their vests and plastic throat mics.

      Mack clicked his Push-To-Talk switch now and said, “Can anyone hear me out there? Anyone?”

      While Mack listened for a voice on the other end, Porter asked, “You have someone on the outside?”

      “A couple more volunteers as lookouts,” Xiao said. “We lost contact with them as soon as the fun began. But that’s to be expected. They’re not just going to let us waltz out of here without putting up a little token resistance.”

      “You call this token resistance?” Quinn asked, looking at the damage around them.

      “Token-ish?”

      “Whoever’s out there won’t be able to answer. They’re jamming signals in and out of the building,” Porter said.

      “The police?” Quinn asked.

      “They wish they had the technology,” Xiao said. “I think we all know who’s calling the shots out there. Maybe some of your old feeb buddies will show up. Wouldn’t that be nice? A little impromptu reunion.”

      Quinn sighed. “I wouldn’t call the possibility of that nice, no.”

      Mack took his hand away from his earpiece and shook his head at them. “You’re right; still no contact with the outside world. They isolated us as soon as they knew we had taken the building.”

      “How long before they try to take it back?” Jack asked.

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Xiao said.

      “You don’t know?” Mack asked.

      “Hey, if I knew everything, what would be the fun in that?  Besides, Aaron already came up with a way out of here.”

      “Aaron?” Porter said doubtfully.

      “You wouldn’t believe how useful he’s been these last few days.”

      “Wait,” Quinn said. “You said these last few days? How long have we been held captive in this place?”

      “You don’t know?” Xiao asked.

      “She was in a chair,” Porter said. “I was in a re-sequencing tank.”

      “Had a nice swim?”

      Porter grunted. “Not exactly.”

      “Xiao,” Quinn said, interrupting them. “How long have we been down here?”

      “They took you and Porter at the warehouse three days ago,” Xiao said. “What exactly did they do to you in that chair?”
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      It was a good question—there were a lot of good questions swirling around inside her head—and there was only one man who might have the answers to them: Hofheinz.

      Why, what, who, when?

      The whole thing would have been paralyzing if she wasn’t currently moving through a building that had been turned into a war zone, and there were people out there waiting to either kill her or strap her back down into the chair.

      The only saving grace was that the pain had subsided. Porter’s magic pill didn’t so much as numb her left arm as it pushed the idea of pain into the background. She didn’t know how any of that was possible, but she was barely aware of the broken bones as they moved through the corridor. She was also moving faster, lighter on her feet, and suddenly understood how Xiao could have been up and about just hours after having a staff run through her shoulder. It was truly some kind of miracle drug, and the Rhim had been using it ever since Porter was one of them.

      “That kind of science doesn’t exist,” she had said to Porter.

      “There are a lot of things that exist that you couldn’t possibly imagine,” Porter had said. “That’s what makes the Rhim so dangerous. That’s what makes them so lethal to their enemies.”

      Dangerous. Lethal. Able to take four bullets and bounce back like nothing had happened.

      Unless, that is, you shot them in the head. Even the Rhim, with all their impossible tech, couldn’t come back from that.

      “Hofheinz,” Quinn said. “Did you see him out here?”

      “There were a lot of people,” Xiao said. “A lot of suits with guns. What did this Hofheinz character look like?” After Quinn described him as best she could, and Porter chimed in, Xiao shook her head. “Doesn’t ring any bells, and he would have stood out from all the gun-toting blokes we had to deal with. He must have found another way out.”

      “Is that possible?” Quinn asked Porter. “Is there another way out of here except through the front door?”

      Porter thought about it for a moment. Then, “Not that I know of. But then, it’s not like I ever needed to use anything other than the front.”

      “I’m telling you, he didn’t get past us,” Xiao said.

      “What are the chances he was hiding in one of the rooms?” Quinn asked.

      “Pretty good,” Porter said. “You feel like going back down there to look for him?”

      She thought about JS, about all the others she had left behind, all the while telling herself that she couldn’t do anything for them. That excuse was palatable as long as she couldn’t see their faces.

      Finally, she shook her head.

      “That settles that,” Porter said.

      No, it doesn’t, but it’ll have to do for now.

      She forced herself to let everything behind her go (Until next time, Ringo, when it’ll be the last time, I swear it) and focused on what was in front of her instead.

      Xiao and her Sons of Porter had made a mess on their way down from the lobby, with scarred walls and bullet casings everywhere, along with explosive residue that clung to the air. Quinn and Porter followed their saviors through a long hallway to the way out, stepping over bodies and around cratered damage from the running gun battle.

      There was an unsettling quiet about the place, and Quinn was glad for the sounds of their footsteps and occasional conversation. Mack and the other two SOPs led the way, going around turns first in case a Rhim operative had managed to survive their onslaught. Quinn gripped the gun in her right hand, its weight giving her confidence that had been sorely lacking when she just had the stun baton to rely on.

      According to Porter, the data and re-sequencing wings were limited to the south end, which they had already passed. The rooms they walked by now were all lounges and offices, and the fact that there were even lounges and offices at all, as if the Rhim was just another business with employees, took some getting used to.

      I wonder what they put on their tax returns?

      “One of ours,” Xiao said as she nodded at a thirty-something man dressed similarly to Mack and the other SOPs. He was lying next to two suited figures.

      Mack walked around the SOP instead of going over it, and Jack and Kyle stopped for just a second apiece to give the body one final look before moving on. Xiao didn’t tell her the dead man’s name, and Quinn didn’t ask. She made a mental note to do so later, but right now, in the company of Mack and the others, it didn’t seem appropriate.

      “How many did you lose?” Porter asked.

      “Two,” Xiao said. “One down here, one up there.”

      “How did you take the lobby?”

      “We caught them by surprise after a little diversion.”

      “What kind of diversion?”

      “The ‘hey, you got a bomb in your building’ kind,” Xiao said with a grin. “I would have brought more, but I opted for quality over quantity. Plus, I figured we probably didn’t have a lot of time to waste, what with you in the process of having your brains scrambled and all.”

      “How long does that re-sequencing tank usually take?” Quinn asked.

      “It’s usually effective within forty-eight hours of the process beginning,” Porter said.

      “Xiao said we were down here for three days, but you’re…still you.” Mostly, she thought about adding, remembering how confused and weak Porter had been when she first fished him out of his tank.

      “Porter didn’t tell you?” Xiao asked.

      “Tell me what?” Quinn said.

      “He’s a special case. The Old Men wouldn’t dream of rushing his conversion. Gotta get it right the first time, right, Porter?”

      Porter sighed, but didn’t say anything.

      “What does she mean, ‘special case?’” Quinn asked him.

      “Long story,” Porter said. “I’ll tell you when we get out of here.”

      That’s not all you’re going to tell me, Quinn thought, but she nodded, accepting his excuse. She wasn’t sure she wanted or needed to know anyway. At least not while they were still stuck down here.

      Three dead suited Rhim operatives greeted them as they turned into the final corridor. Each body had multiple bullet wounds and a final finishing gunshot to the head. Whenever she found herself feeling even a little bit sorry for them, all she had to do was remember the look in Ben’s eyes as they shot him down like a dog in his own apartment, just to pin the crime on her, and she got over it.

      You asked for this. You all signed up for this…

      They skirted around the bodies to the elevators at the end. They were flanked by two stairwells, one—at the right—currently propped open by a dead body. Instead of taking the elevators, Mack turned to the right stairwell door.

      “The long way?” Porter asked.

      “I, uh, sort of knocked out the elevators when I took out the security room,” Xiao said with just a little bit of a smile. “Besides, stairs are good for your health.”

      Mack stepped over the body and led them into the stairwell, his submachine gun always moving ahead of him. Quinn didn’t have to ask if he’d done any of this before. By comparison, Jack and Kyle still looked hesitant with their movements.

      Once they were all inside the stairwell, they proceeded up, with Mack occasionally whispering into his throat mic. According to Porter, there was nothing between the lobby above them and the service center below except for an intermediate floor made of solid concrete, with the elevators and stairwell connecting the real floors. The extra floor made the service center something more akin to an underground bunker.

      It didn’t take long to reach the top, where another door awaited them. Mack opened it for Jack and Kyle, who rushed through first. Quinn followed them out, with Porter and Xiao bringing up the rear.

      She stepped into a security room filled with the pieces of equipment that had been destroyed by a direct hit from an explosive device. The place looked like any office building staffed by security personnel—except, of course, for the charred and dented but still-intact back door they had just come through.

      Quinn walked around the bigger chunks of metal and electronics, then spent half a second looking down at two bodies on the floor, the tattered remains of security uniforms clinging to their burnt forms. She couldn’t tell if they were male or female.

      “Xiao didn’t have a choice, they wouldn’t have surrendered the entrance to the service center,” Jack, standing in front of her, said.

      Quinn looked up at him and nodded, then followed the young man across the room and out the remains of another door.

      The shockingly ordinary sight of office décor and plain tiled flooring outside the security room caught her off guard. The lobby was wide open, with glass walls at the other end, and an information desk that once sat in the very middle of the generous space before someone took it out with an explosion. Pieces of gold block letters that was supposed to spell out WILSHIRE OFFICES littered the area.

      There were bodies in the lobby—two that she had to step over as she came out of the back room, and two more between them and the front doors. They were wearing security uniforms and were riddled with bullets before being finished off with single headshots. She didn’t have to think too hard about which gunshots came first.

      Quinn was able to compartmentalize what she was seeing: They were the enemy, and she had little sympathy for them.

      You signed up for this…

      But it was a different story when she saw the others.

      There were three of them, including a woman in a pencil skirt surrounded by spilled coffee with an empty cup still clutched in her right hand. The coffee was mixed with blood, producing a strange pinkish color under her still body. She looked young—early twenties, if that—and so was the man in the suit and tie about ten feet from her. A third body looked as if he had been caught in the blast that took out the information station, but thankfully he was lying on his stomach and Quinn couldn’t see his face.

      They were civilians. She knew that much just looking at their clothes and the lack of weapons anywhere near them. The woman, especially, lay with one cheek on the floor, blank eyes looking across the lobby in her direction.

      The truth was Quinn had expected more non-Rhim casualties, and a part of her was glad there were only three, but as soon as she gave life to that thought, the guilt hit her like a freight train.

      Is this what I’ve become, Ben? Cold and calculating? Compartmentalizing casualties?

      God help me.

      Quinn glanced back at Xiao coming out of the security room behind her. Before she could even ask, the other woman said somberly, “I don’t know. Everyone was shooting.” She shook her head. “We called in a bomb threat to clear the building before we came in, but not everyone got the word. It could have been a lot worse.”

      Quinn didn’t know how to respond to that—With anger? Frustration? Confusion?—so she opted to keep quiet instead. The FBI agent in her wanted a better answer from Xiao, but the Quinn Turner who had been running for her life, fleeing strangers who seemed to know a hell of a lot more about her than she ever did, was able to push it aside.

      Or tried her very best to do so, anyway.

      She looked beyond the lobby instead, and the sight of the waiting army was enough to get her past her pangs of guilt and growing self-doubt.

      There was enough law enforcement outside the Wilshire Offices to invade a small country. Quinn couldn’t look in any direction without seeing either a Harris County deputy, a constable, or a city police officer staring back at her from behind a parked squad vehicle. They had carved out a huge swath of the street and sidewalks to set up directly opposite the front of the building. She could see them just as easily as they could see her, thanks to the curtain glass walls that made up the front and sides of the lobby.

      Quinn searched for the suited figures she knew would be out there, but couldn’t locate them among the throng of heavily armed law enforcement. But she had no doubts they were out there right now, somewhere. Some of them were probably like Ben—honest, unattached to the Rhim—but there would be sleepers among them. The problem was telling them apart.

      The slight whup-whup-whup of helicopters occupying the airspace above them slowly ebbed through the ceiling above her. There was more than one up there, and unlike back in the alley, no one was calling these off. Given how long it had taken Xiao and the SOPs to fight their way down to her and Porter and the brazen way in which they had assaulted the building, Quinn imagined that every media—local, national, and even Internet bloggers who could get a car or Uber ride—were crowding around just outside the police cordon at this very moment.

      Mack had gone on ahead of her with Jack, while Kyle disappeared down the back hallway. The older man was now crouched behind the guard’s desk in the middle of the lobby, where a woman was already camped out on the floor and chewing on a stick of beef jerky. An UMP 45 submachine gun hung nonchalantly from her shoulder, and she had a white scarf, half of it already soaked in blood, wrapped tightly around her right arm. Jack was flanking the still-standing structure with his own submachine gun at the ready.

      Quinn walked over to them, noting that the woman was wearing similar garb to Mack and the others (Not all Sons of Porter, then), though the assault vest didn’t look quite as comfortable on her. She was in her thirties, and the woman watched Quinn’s approach with a combination of curiosity and surprise.

      She was halfway to the station when she saw a body on the floor to her right. It was covered in some kind of white tablecloth, but one of its hands and legs stuck out, revealing black clothing and a combat boot. The other dead SOP that Xiao had mentioned earlier.

      “This is Abbie,” Mack said when Quinn reached them. “She’s been up here the whole time, making sure the local fuzz doesn’t try to bust in on us while we were down there looking for you guys.”

      “Nice to meet you,” the woman named Abbie said, sticking out her hand. “I’ve seen you on the news. I thought we were just rescuing Porter.”

      “I wish I wasn’t here, either,” Quinn said.

      “I don’t blame you. What happened to your arm?”

      “Someone broke it.”

      “Did you get them back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Nice.”

      Quinn glanced around. “Where did Kyle go?”

      Mack nodded toward the back. “Watching the back door with Gaines.”

      “You have the front and back covered. What about the roof?”

      “They’re not coming through the roof,” Abbie said.

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      “We told them we have bombs rigged to the rooftop access door, along with the back and front.”

      Quinn raised both eyebrows. “You put bombs on the doors?”

      “Well, yeah,” Abbie said as if she had just heard the most ridiculous question. “How else were we going to keep them back until you guys could get back up here? We’re not exactly swimming in manpower, as you can tell.”

      Quinn peeked just enough over the counter until she could see the front doors, keeping her profile as low as possible even though she was certain there was no real threat of being shot. She had no doubts there were snipers already perched in high positions all around the building at this very moment—some of them might even be HRT—but there was very little chance any of them had the green light to shoot.

      She hoped, anyway.

      Quinn hadn’t spotted them before, but now that she was staring at a very specific part of the lobby—the doors—she could see them clear as day: a half dozen or so bricks of C4 attached to the glass doors, with detonator cords linking them to some kind of metal box resting on the floor.

      “Motion-sensitive trigger,” Abbie said. She sounded very proud of it, which made Quinn think she was the one who had rigged the device up. “They try to open the door and boom.”

      “Do they know that?” Quinn asked.

      “We told them about the bombs, and I assumed they have eyes and can see for themselves. So if they want to send people through anyway, I’m not responsible for any more widows.”

      Quinn glanced up at the ceiling. “What about the civilians? Did they all get out?”

      “Some stragglers, as to be expected in a place this big,” Mack said.

      “I heard some movements from up there after we took the place,” Abbie said. “Sounded like they were trying to break the windows to get out, but those things are tempered glass. You can shoot them and they’ll spiderweb, but no way they’re going to crack from a chair or whatever they’re throwing at it. Although, maybe a fire ax…”

      “What if someone panics, tries to come down and make a run for it?” Quinn asked.

      “They haven’t yet, and I don’t know why they would. Besides, we told them through the loudspeakers to stay put. Can’t do anything more than that.”

      Of course you can, because if they die it’ll still be your fault, Quinn thought, but kept that part to herself.

      She glanced back at Porter and Xiao instead. They had remained in the back, crouched next to the remains of the information desk talking, but the distance meant she couldn’t eavesdrop. Porter must have sensed her staring and looked up and over, and gave her a pursed smile.

      Quinn narrowed her eyes at him before turning back to the well-organized army outside their doors.

      She hadn’t looked for more than a few seconds when she finally glimpsed them, and thought, There you are.

      Mack saw her reaction and said, “What?” before peeking over the counter. “Anyone you know?”

      “Used to,” Quinn said.

      There were seven of them—men and women in suits and ties standing next to one of the parked police trucks. She would recognize them anywhere. It wasn’t their clothes, but in the way they stood and conversed—in the middle of the throng of law enforcement, and yet worlds apart from the rest.

      “Who are they?” Abbie asked.

      “The FBI,” Quinn said, staring at people who, once upon a time, were her colleagues. Except now all she could think was, How many of you are who you say you are? How many of you are here to kill me?

      “Hooray, the feds are here,” Abbie said. “I guess that means shit just got officially real.”

      “You mean they weren’t before?” Jack asked.

      “It’s not a real party until the feebs show up.”

      “Too bad we don’t have a kegger.”

      “Who needs a kegger when you have ammo?”

      The two of them chuckled. Quinn couldn’t be sure if that was real amusement or their attempts at calming their nerves. Probably a little of both.

      She glanced behind her at Porter and Xiao again, the two of them still in the middle of their own little conversation. “What are they talking about?”

      “The plan, probably,” Mack said.

      “To get out of here?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Did they tell you?”

      “Of course,” Mack said. “They didn’t tell you yet?”

      “No.” She got up and jogged across the lobby.

      Porter and Xiao looked over as she approached.

      “How’s it looking?” Porter asked.

      “My former colleagues have arrived,” Quinn said.

      “Happy reunion?” Xiao asked.

      “Not quite.” Then, “So what’s the plan?”

      “It’s risky,” Porter said. “And we might all die in the process.”

      “So you’re saying there’s a chance.”

      Porter stared at her for a second or two, before, “Another joke?”

      “I told you, it’s a coping mechanism. I got it from Xiao.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Xiao said.

      “Right,” Quinn said. “So Aaron came up with this brilliant plan that may or may not get us all killed?”

      “He’s a twerp, but he’s a smart twerp,” Xiao said. “It’s a solid plan.”

      “He’s just a kid.”

      “A smart kid,” Porter said.

      “Are you some kind of hacker?” Quinn remembered asking Aaron at the warehouse.

      “Nah. I just like tinkering with electronics,” he had answered.

      He was being humble, considering his contributions to Porter’s little group. Not just with the phones, but also with the Kobalcom data theft. Did that skillset, she wondered, extend to coming up with escape plans too?

      I guess we’re going to find out.

      “It’ll work,” Xiao was saying.

      Quinn nodded, but couldn’t quite hide the doubt on her face—

      BOOM!

      Quinn was sitting in a crouch when the building shook and she struggled to remain on her feet even as a thick plume of smoke erupted out of the back hallway and flooded the lobby, swallowing up everything in its path.

      “Breach!” someone shouted from somewhere in the sea of smoke. “We’ve been breached! They’re coming in from the back!”
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      “Xiao! Stay with Xiao!”

      It was Porter. Or Quinn thought it was Porter shouting nearby, but it was difficult to be sure with the loud rattle of gunfire blasting in her ears. It had followed the explosion from the back of the building. Or at least she thought all of it had come from the back. The truth was she couldn’t be sure of anything.

      It didn’t help that she had lost sight of where she was in relation to the lobby—were Mack, Abbie, and Jack still behind her? Were Porter and Xiao in front of her? Where the hell was the back hallway that was being breached? Was it just the back hallway? Then where were all the gas canisters coming from?

      She didn’t know how long she spent standing up and spinning around trying to get her bearings, unable to tell where left and right were—or even up and down, for that matter—with so much smoke everywhere she looked. She was intensely aware of the Sig Sauer in her good hand and the sound of a submachine gun (one of the UMPs, or maybe something else?) firing on full-auto to her right.

      Or was that to her left? Behind her?

      Her senses were overstretched, simultaneously confused and hyperaware. (How is that even possible?) She could feel every gunshot and bullet casing bouncing off the floor and smell every wisp of smoke that pushed against her skin, stinging her cheeks and burning her eyes. Tears flooded down her face before she got wise enough to grab her shirt and pull it over her mouth and nostrils, not that it did a whole lot to spare her from the choking gas.

      “The head!” someone shouted.

      Porter again? Xiao? Or was that Mack? The persistent clatter of gunfire was so deafening and close by (was it even close by?) that she couldn’t tell the sex of the shouter.

      “Go for the head!” that same person shouted. “Go for their heads!”

      “Move, move, move!” someone else shouted. This time she was almost certain it was Mack because the voice was deeper, heavier. “Get to the exfil point! Get to the fucking exfil point now!”

      “Come on!” someone said next to her just before a hand grabbed her arm and began dragging her along. “We gotta go!”

      She recognized Xiao’s voice only because the other woman had appeared right next to her, and Quinn let herself be dragged by her left arm through the lobby. The tugging should have caused a world of pain, but instead there was just the numbness. Even without Porter’s magic pill she wondered if she would have felt the pain at all, given how badly her face was burning and her eyes were watering and the sheer amount of tear gas she had swallowed earlier, and frankly continued to do so even with a part of the shirt over her mouth and nostrils.

      She had no idea of the direction they were going, but Xiao seemed to know what she was doing, and it wasn’t like Quinn knew any better. She concentrated on keeping her footing as she was led and holding onto the Sig in her right hand and trying not to suffocate on the thickening smoke.

      Christ, how many gas canisters did they send into the place? All of them?

      The unmistakable sound of shattering glass reached her from seemingly the other side of the planet. But reach her it did, along with the realization that the assaulters were coming through the front of the lobby using the windows, bypassing the doors.

      She coughed and struggled to breathe and run at the same time in order to keep up with Xiao. Her lungs threatened to implode and tears continued to pour down her cheeks, and the burning sensation that had begun on her face had traveled down her neck and chest and through all her other extremities. At this point she wondered if being shot dead wouldn’t have been the more merciful death.

      Shut up! You can’t quit now! Quitting’s for losers!

      She felt like laughing hysterically for some reason, except saliva was filling up her mouth as she stumbled to keep up with Xiao. She struggled to breathe, to keep out the smoke, but she might as well be trying to hold back the ocean. Still, a little something was better than nothing, or at least that’s what she told herself.

      Xiao’s grip suddenly disappeared, and a split second later there was the pop-pop-pop of a submachine gun firing in three-round bursts in front of her. What was Xiao shooting at? Quinn couldn’t see anything through all the smoke—

      Movement flickered at the corner of her eye and she spun to confront it.

      One—two figures emerged out of the clouds, like ghostly apparitions with assault rifles. They were dressed in HRT fatigues, and she could tell by the way they moved—slowly, with purpose—that they were heavily armored.

      They were searching the smoke when one of them turned and saw her from barely ten feet away, his eyes behind the thick lenses of his gas masks going wide. Was it possible he was just as shocked to stumble into her as she was to them?

      Shut up and shoot!

      She would have, but Xiao beat her to it, appearing between her and the two figures and opening up with the UMP. There was an almost melodic ping-ping-ping! as Xiao’s rounds deflected off the nearest man’s heavy body armor, and the man jerked and stumbled, but didn’t go down. It wasn’t until Xiao retargeted, putting three rounds into the man’s face—shattering one of the lens of the gas mask—that the black-clad figure finally collapsed to the floor.

      The second assaulter was firing at something (someone else) in another part of the lobby when Xiao began shooting, and the man finally turned in her direction after a few rounds had bounced off his own armor plating. It was almost as if Xiao was a mosquito that finally did enough to get his attention. The man was taking aim when Quinn stepped up next to Xiao, who was struggling to reload, and fired.

      The Sig bucked in Quinn’s hand, and the first round hit the man in the side of his head and deflected off his ballistic helmet. The commando’s head snapped backward an inch, just enough to throw off his aim, and his rounds sailed into the ceiling above them instead of going into Xiao. Quinn’s second shot hit him in the forehead, just under the helmet’s rim, and the man disappeared into the thickening smoke as if he had been swallowed up by some camouflaged beast.

      Xiao turned to her and shouted, “Gotta go, gotta go!”

      The other woman rushed through the smoke before jumping over something on the floor. It wasn’t until Quinn was almost on top of them that she saw the two black-clad “somethings”—two bodies in heavy HRT gear, their gas masks shattered, lying in a pool of blood.

      You signed up for this, she thought as she too jumped over them.

      She hadn’t gotten a few feet when gunfire ripped across the lobby behind her. Quinn stopped and glanced back, but there was too much smoke and her field of vision was limited to five feet (if that) at a time. The continued gunfire was close enough that she could hear the clink-clink-clink of bouncing bullet casings.

      “Quinn!” someone shouted. Xiao, from behind her. “We gotta go!”

      “What about the others?” she shouted back.

      “They know the plan! Come on!”

      Someone screamed in pain, and someone else shouted, “Shoot the head! Go for their goddamn heads!”

      But Quinn couldn’t be entirely sure if she had heard two someones or just one shouting both times. The constant and never-ending pop-pop-pop of gunfire around her, seemingly stretching out across every inch of the lobby—both semi and fully automatic—didn’t help her concentration. The continued clink-clink-clinking of bullet casings falling like raindrops dominated her senses—

      “Quinn!” a voice (Xiao?) shouted before a hand grabbed her by the arm. “Come on!”

      “They’re in trouble!” Quinn shouted.

      “We’re all in trouble!”

      Quinn looked back and could just barely make out Xiao’s face through the smoke. The other woman had also pulled her shirt over her mouth and nostrils in an attempt to keep back the tear gas, but her bloodshot red eyes and tears said everything.

      More gunfire, this one even more hellacious than the previous, and someone screaming. A woman this time, Quinn was certain of it.

      Abbie. It has to be Abbie…

      “Come on!” Xiao said, and pulled even more urgently at her arm. If not for Porter’s pill that had dulled everything from the shoulder down to the fingers of her left arm, Quinn would have screamed. “They can take care of themselves!”

      “What if they can’t?”

      “No time!”

      Quinn looked down at the two dead HRT on the floor. How many more of them were already inside the building? How many more were coming in—

      THOOM!

      The explosion was so close that her entire body was still shaking from the proximity even as its concussive force sent Quinn into Xiao and flung the both of them forward and to the floor in a pile of tangled limbs. They slid along the rubble-strewn tiles for a good three or four feet before finally slamming into a wall and coming to a stop.

      She wasn’t sure how long it took for them to gather themselves. It could have been a second or maybe they lay there for a whole minute. But when Quinn opened her eyes and the ringing in her ears started to ebb into the background, she saw them right away thanks to how she was positioned. Another inch to the left or right, and she might have missed them entirely.

      Oh, God.

      She glanced over at Xiao, lying barely a foot from her. Xiao was grimacing and was opening her mouth, either to scream or shout something, when Quinn reached over and clasped her hand over the other woman’s mouth before she could make a sound. Xiao’s eyes went wide and she lifted her UMP 45 when Quinn pointed, and Xiao froze.

      There were at least six that she could see (maybe more that she couldn’t) and they were crossing the length of the lobby in formation. There was purpose and elegance to the way they moved, like ghosts gliding through a swirling supernatural fog. They might have been HRT or a local SWAT team, because all she could make out was their dark black clothing and boots, with the smoke obscuring everything else.

      They were barely ten yards away, and all it would have taken was for one of them to turn to his right and spot her and Xiao crumpled on the floor against the wall. There was no way she and Xiao could take them. Not even if they unloaded everything they had.

      She wasn’t sure where they had come from, but the same smoke they had pumped into the lobby was also saving her and Xiao because the men couldn’t see her. They were all wearing gas masks, but while those spared them the itching and watery eyes she was suffering through at the moment, they did nothing to help them see better through the twisting white smoke. The fact that she and Xiao were also low on the ground, almost lying flat on their backs, probably helped to obscure them.

      She counted seven figures…eight…nine…

      Quinn didn’t know how long she lay still, her head propped against the wall while one hand gripped the semiautomatic and her lungs continued to burn and the need to open her mouth, to let out a belching cough, drove her insane. The longer she didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, and watched the procession of heavily armored men move past them, the more tears streamed down her face. She was afraid the drops that hit the tiled floor would be too loud.

      Next to her, Xiao hadn’t moved a muscle and might have even been holding her breath. She clutched her submachine gun, one finger in the trigger guard, her eyes glued to the dark forms as they seemed to glide across the lobby, appearing then vanishing, one by one by one, into the thick white clouds.

      How long did they stay that way—unmoving, barely breathing—even after the commandos had been swallowed back up by the smoke? Ten seconds? Twenty? A minute?

      Finally, unable to stand it any longer, Quinn let out a gasping breath and sat up. Xiao did the same next to her, letting out a shallow, haggard breath.

      They exchanged a quick glance to confirm with one another before cautiously pulling themselves up from the floor, afraid of making too much noise. The lobby had become eerily quiet around them, so much so that she thought she could hear the hiss of smoke still shooting out of gas canisters and the purposeful tap-tap-tap of boots in the still-hidden parts of the building.

      Quinn didn’t want to think about what the lack of gunfire meant—not that she could avoid it.

      They’re dead, that’s what that means. Dead, or dying.

      Dead or dying…

      “Quinn,” Xiao whispered next to her.

      The other woman’s eyes were bloodshot to match her reddening face, and her cheeks were stained with tears. Quinn didn’t want to think about what her own face looked like.

      “Come on,” Xiao said. “We have to follow the plan.”

      She nodded and followed Xiao, though they didn’t have to go very far. Xiao used the wall as a marker, and soon there was a rush of fresh air, followed by a rectangular opening appearing in front of Quinn like some magical portal, calling to her. She hurried inside, and the door clicked shut behind her.

      Xiao leaned against the brick wall of the stairwell, her chest heaving with every massive breath she sucked in. Like her, Quinn was desperate to fill her lungs with untainted air for the first time in seemingly a lifetime.

      They hadn’t completely escaped the smoke. Tendrils of white and gray invaded the confined space from slivers under and along the sides of the closed door. But it wasn’t the smoke she was concerned about—it was the people on the other side of the door.

      Maybe Xiao was thinking the same thing as their eyes met and they stared at one another. She didn’t know how long they stayed that way—not saying a word, but unable to look away either.

      Finally, Quinn said, “Porter?” She hadn’t done it on purpose, but her voice was just barely above a whisper.

      “He’s not here, so he should be in the other stairwell by now with the others.” She paused to listen, except there was nothing to hear but their labored breathing.

      What if he didn’t make it? Quinn thought. What if none of them made it?

      “Come on, we have to stick to the plan,” Xiao said, and hurried past her and up the stairs.

      Quinn looked back at the door before turning and following Xiao.
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* * *

      Mack.

      Abbie.

      Jack.

      Kyle.

      And there was Gaines, who was watching the back door with Kyle when the lobby was breached.

      Gaines.

      She didn’t even know what he looked like. Not that she really knew the others except by their names and what little interaction she’d had with them before all hell broke loose. And yet they were the reason she was still alive, trying desperately not to peel her still-itchy skin off with her fingernails as she made her way up the stairwell behind Xiao. They hadn’t come here to rescue her—it was always about Porter; they were, after all, the Sons of Porter—but they’d rescued her just the same.

      Mack. Abbie. Jack. Kyle. Gaines.

      And there were the two she’d never gotten to meet, who had died assaulting the building. She didn’t even know their names, but she owed them. Even now, she struggled to remember the faces of the ones whose names she did know.

      They hadn’t said a word since Xiao told her the plan, and they started moving up the stairs toward the rooftop. Even from down here, Quinn could hear the half dozen (or more) helicopters circling around up there. A fair number of those would be law enforcement, with the rest belonging to the media.

      Aaron’s plan. I’m putting my life in the hands of a teenager who probably has never kissed a girl.

      I must be crazy.

      But she didn’t speak her mind, because it wasn’t going to do any good. Xiao was right: There was only one way left for them to go, and that was up. The lobby was gone. It would be crawling with Rhim operatives right now, probably searching for their bodies even as the smoke thinned out. Some would head down to the service center to retake it while others would scour the lobby. Either way, it wouldn’t be long before they realized she and Xiao and whoever else had made it to the other stairwell (If any of them made it at all) weren’t still down there.

      Xiao seemed to have come to the same conclusion and was concentrating on moving up to the rooftop. They passed the second floor without incident, even though Quinn thought she might have heard movement behind the stairwell door—what sounded like a frantic rush to get away as they neared.

      It was the same on the third and the fourth floors, and it wasn’t until they were rounding the fifth that Quinn finally heard what she had been (dreading) waiting for: The slow, almost creepy creeeeeeeeak from below them.

      Here they come…

      Xiao heard it too and picked up her pace while simultaneously keeping her footsteps amazingly quiet. Quinn didn’t know how she did that, especially when every single one of her own steps sounded like firecrackers. But as loud as she was being, it was nothing compared to the echoing noise from far below belonging to men in heavy body armor and thick combat boots as they cautiously entered the narrow confines of the stairwell in pursuit.

      She didn’t know what the presence of commandos below them meant for Porter and the others. She couldn’t even begin to speculate. Had they even made it into the other stairwell? There was no way to know. In the chaos of the breach, they had been separated, with everyone not sure where to go. It didn’t occur to Quinn until much later that she wasn’t the only one who had been stumbling around blind in the belching smoke, but Xiao had too, which was why it had taken them so long to find the stairs again.

      They were stepping onto the sixth-floor landing when muted gunfire echoed from behind the wall, coming from across the elevator shaft.

      Porter!

      Xiao stopped momentarily to listen before flashing her a grin. Quinn smiled back because shooting from the other stairwell meant only one thing: Either Porter or Mack, or at least someone else, were still alive other than them.

      Thank God. Thank God…

      Quinn risked stepping close to the railing in order to peek down, exposing herself just enough to glimpse the jagged line of black-clad figures coming up behind them. They were somewhere on the second floor and moving slowly, cautiously. There had to be a dozen of them, and they didn’t look to be in any hurry, even after the renewed bursts of gunfire from the other stairwell. If there were that many down there following them, how many more were chasing Porter (If he’s still alive) and the others?

      Behind her, Xiao had continued up the stairs, and it may have just been Quinn’s imagination, but she thought the other woman had a little more pep to her step. Quinn turned to follow, even as she heard more scurrying from behind the stairwell door to her. She had to remind herself that she was the bad guy here, at least to the civilians that had been caught in the crossfire.

      The shooting from the other stairwell continued without any real pattern—growing in intensity, then fading, then another barrage, then more long silences. It was still going on when she and Xiao finally rounded the last floor and located the roof access.

      The door was metallic and there were bricks of C4 attached to it, connected to a sophisticated detonation rig similar to the one she’d seen on the downstairs lobby doors. Xiao stood in front of the setup, and before Quinn could ask if she knew what she was doing, the other woman pulled a couple of wires and ripped the device off the door.

      Quinn flinched when the bricks of explosives slapped against the hard floor. A second later she was still standing, even if her heart had leapt into her throat.

      Xiao put her hand on the lever and glanced back at her. “Ready?”

      Quinn wasted two seconds looking over the railing and down at the black-clad figures moving steadily up the floors toward them. They were on the fifth and ascending, still moving with painful deliberation.

      She turned back to Xiao. “No, but as someone once said to me, do it anyway.”

      Xiao flashed her a grin that Quinn couldn’t decide was comforting or scary.

      A little of both—or a lot of the latter.

      Xiao held up her other hand with all five fingers extended. Then she pulled one down:

      One…

      Quinn sighed and did the best she could to control her suddenly accelerating heartbeat.

      Two…

      Sweat covered her brow. She didn’t know why, because it was cool inside the stairwell. She wiped at her forehead with her shirtsleeve.

      Three…

      Quinn tightened her fingers around the Sig Sauer. The gun felt heavier than usual and not nearly as comforting as it had been earlier.

      Four…

      Aaron, Quinn thought. I’m putting my life in the hands of a teenage kid. I must be crazy, Ben.

      Five!

      Xiao pushed down on the lever and, lifting her submachine gun, burst through the still-opening door.

      Quinn was right on her heels and moving as fast as she could. She was lifting the Sig Sauer to her chest, forefinger brushing against the trigger, and had gotten a foot outside onto the roof when the blinding sunlight hit her in eyes that were already strained from drowning in tear gas.

      She blinked once, twice—and didn’t get the chance to do it a third time before something struck her in the back of the head. It was heavy and thick and it landed with purpose, delivered by someone who knew what they were doing.

      Quinn stumbled out of the access door even as she tried desperately to hold onto her weapon. Her legs became rubber as she glimpsed uniformed figures appearing at the edges of her stinging eyes to surround her.

      She had lost sight of Xiao as soon as the other woman lunged through the opening rooftop door and was swallowed up by the sea of white.

      Even as her eyes adjusted to the brightness, Quinn had no trouble seeing the glint of rifle barrels aimed at her from such close proximity that she thought she might be able to reach out and grab at one of them—

      A second blow, this one landing on the back of her neck, forcing her down on one knee. Somewhere between being struck (again!) and falling to the graveled floor, she ended up staring straight up at the sky.

      Helicopters.

      A lot of them. At least a dozen—two dozen?

      They swarmed above her like fireflies. All-black choppers, white ones with numbers, and some with letters on the sides. It didn’t seem possible that so many aircraft would—or should—be crowding around in such a small airspace.

      Someone shouted—a man, his voice booming and commanding: “Get down! Get down on your fucking knees!”

      She wanted to tell him, I am down, asshole! but before she could, something collided with the side of her head and any defiance she might have been able to summon vanished in the blink of an eye.

      Then she was falling as if from a great height, before the feel of being stabbed by hundreds of tiny knives in the face. She fought through the agony and tried to stay awake, to push against the pain, but it was a losing battle.

      Shouts and the surprisingly pleasant whup-whup-whup of helicopter blades filled her ears, sending gusts of wind all around her, embracing her.
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      I’m in the tank. I’m in one of those re-sequencing tanks that I pulled Porter out of.

      Except the images and sounds that were coming to her, first in little snippets, then in larger doses, didn’t match with that theory.

      Or did it?

      Concentrate!

      She closed her eyes, counted to ten, then opened them again.

      There…

      Not inside the tank. Not even close.

      She was surrounded by men in drab olive-green uniforms, wearing assault vests and ballistic helmets, but not the hulking black-clad commandos that were chasing her and Xiao up the stairwell, or the ghostly specters she’d crossed in the lobby.

      Did it make any difference? She didn’t know. Not yet.

      She remembered being dragged along the rooftop and gravel crunching against her legs. Then being hoisted up and into something. A vehicle. Not just any vehicle, but a helicopter. The whup-whup-whup of rotor blades stuck out in her mind.

      There had been more shouting—someone giving orders, someone questioning them. But the one giving orders—the loud booming voice that had told her to “Get down! Get down on your fucking knees!” earlier—had won out.

      Then she remembered rising, rising into the air, the feeling of weightlessness filling her body until she just wanted to lie back and stop fighting. But had she really been fighting at all? She couldn’t recall that part very well. She could have just been a rag doll being moved around, for all she knew.

      That was the same time reality started slipping from her grasp despite all her desperate attempts to hold on, just hold on a little longer.

      Her final thoughts, before blackness overcame her, was of Ben, and the last thing he had said to her:

      “About your past… I told myself I did it to protect you, but maybe…I don’t know. Maybe I did it to protect myself a little bit, too.”
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* * *

      She was inside a moving vehicle. Not a helicopter this time, because she could feel the ground under her and it was bumpy.

      A road. Helicopters didn’t need roads.

      A truck.

      She was in the back of a moving truck with benches on both sides and the same men in drab olive uniforms she’d seen before (Wait, did she lose consciousness again?) surrounding her. Armed. Heavily armed. Ballistic helmets and black sunglasses. Slivers of sunlight poured in from heavily tinted and thick bulletproof glass windows above their heads.

      Her head was clearing, the memories coming back, and she was able to piece it all together.

      These were the same commandos that had been waiting for her on the rooftop, then dragged her into a waiting helicopter. She was sure of it now.

      Wasn’t she?

      She had trouble keeping her eyes open, but the sounds of their voices—chatting, laughing, giddy—helped to keep her from being pulled back into the void. Her ankles were shackled along with her wrists, restraints fastened to the hard metal bench she was barely sitting upright on.

      Xiao. Where was Xiao?

      Sitting next to her. Similarly bound.

      She looked okay.

      Okay? None of this is okay.

      We’re going to die. They’re going to take us in and process us, and then the Rhim will come and kill us to keep us quiet.

      “History is written by the victors,” someone once said.

      They would be lucky to last more than a single night at wherever they were being taken, because they had lost this one.

      She, Xiao, and Porter.

      (Porter. Are you still alive out there?)

      She didn’t recognize the SWAT uniforms of the men around her, and there were no decals along the walls to clue her in on her captors’ identities. But they weren’t HRT. She knew that much.

      Did that make any difference?

      Maybe…

      What was Xiao doing? She had woken up and was staring forward at one of the men sitting on the bench to their right, near the back of the vehicle. He was in his fifties, older than everyone in the vehicle by far, but fit. He would have to be, Quinn thought, to carry all that gear around, including the M4 military rifle he had slung in front of him.

      The man was looking right back at Xiao.

      What’s happening? Why are they staring at each other?

      Quinn struggled to sit up on the bench—her head was full of boulders, and it was so much easier to leave it lolled helplessly to one side.

      Xiao looked over at her, and before Quinn could say anything, the other woman mouthed, “Get ready.”

      Get ready? Get ready for what?

      Or had Xiao actually mouthed those words at all, and she hadn’t just imagined it? She wasn’t feeling herself. Far from it. There was no telling what she was capable of coming up with in her weakened state.

      Because why would Xiao tell her to “get ready?” What was there to “get ready” for?

      But Xiao had already looked away before Quinn could confirm, and Quinn followed her gaze back to the older SWAT commando. The man was calmly pulling on his gas mask.

      Why is he doing that? Quinn thought, when she smelled it—a sharp, acidic aroma that flicked at her eyes and made her cheeks tingle the way the tear gas had earlier, except whatever was filling up the truck was more subtle and invisible.

      Her eyes began watering and her head became lightheaded, and she thought, Here we go again.

      And she wasn’t the only one feeling it. The men around her were starting to get teary-eyed and were scratching at their faces, some at their necks. Then one by one they collapsed forward, a few landing in a pile in the open space between the benches, while others simply toppled sideways and propped against one another.

      What’s happening? What’s…

      A body slumped against her shoulder. Xiao, unconscious and leaning against her.

      Quinn tried to process what she was seeing, but she might as well be trying to swim her way up a sea of mud. Maybe she was still reeling from being struck in the head multiple times, or the effects of the tear gas in the office building was still causing short circuits in her mental abilities. But none of that explained why all the SWAT commandos and Xiao had lost consciousness while she was—

      No, she wasn’t fine. Whatever the gas had been, it was just taking its time getting its nails into her. But she could feel it now, burrowing its way in little by little, until every thought and movement—something as simple as wiggling her fingers—came to her in frustrating slow motion.

      “Don’t fight it,” a muffled voice said.

      She struggled to glance up at a gas-masked face staring down at her. The same man who had been sitting at the end of the bench was reaching over and pulling Xiao off Quinn’s shoulder and putting her into a more comfortable position. Then he did the same for her.

      The cold metal of the truck’s interior was harsh against the back of her head, but she focused on the brown eyes peering at her through the clear lens of the gas mask.

      “You’re Rhim,” she managed to get out. It might have just been a mere whisper.

      The man shook his head. “No.”

      “You’re Rhim,” she repeated.

      “No,” the man said again.

      Liar, she thought, before she closed her eyes and drifted—mercifully—back into a deep, deep sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Wake up, Quinn.”

      The voice was familiar. So familiar, and yet beyond her grasp.

      “It’s time to wake up.”

      It was soft. Feminine. A woman. At once soothing and caring, and stern and demanding. She knew the voice, so why couldn’t she remember who it belonged to?

      “Wake up!”

      She opened her eyes to Aaron sitting in a black metal chair, spinning a Rubik’s Cube around in his hands, the clack-clack-clack of the toy echoing in her ears. The voice disappeared as soon as she woke up, and it didn’t matter how hard Quinn tried to recall it, to pull it back, because it was gone.

      Who are you? Why can’t I remember you?

      Aaron had glanced over. There were scratches on his face and two small bandages over his temple, evidence that he hadn’t escaped the bombing at the warehouse entirely unscathed after all. But he still had all his limbs and didn’t seem to be in pain.

      “You’re finally back,” the teenager said.

      “Aaron?”

      “Expecting someone else?”

      Porter. Or Xiao…

      “No,” she said.

      The kid tossed the half-finished Rubik’s Cube into the corner where it rolled around. “Spent two days on that thing and still can’t figure it out.”

      “I thought you were a genius.”

      “Whatever gave you that silly idea?”

      She struggled to sit up on the bed. No, not really a bed. A cot. A very small, narrow, and squeaky cot. When she scooted backward, she felt a thick, cold concrete wall behind her. The entire room was chilly.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      “One of Porter’s many safe houses,” Aaron said. “You’re safe. If they were going to find us, they would have already. You’ve been snoozing for the last eighteen hours.”

      “Eighteen hours?”

      “Yup.”

      Her eyes were heavy, and keeping them wide open as she looked around at the room took some effort. But she managed, not that there was anything particularly noteworthy to see. She was in a room that still smelled of old machine parts. That explained the heavy oil stains and grease. A single high window provided the only source of light because she didn’t see anything that looked electronic anywhere.

      The rod that was fastened to her left hand was gone and replaced with a fresh cast. Quinn stared at it for a moment, expecting to feel pain from the still-broken bone underneath, but there was only a slight…what the hell was that? She couldn’t quite put it into words, but something was still happening down there where she couldn’t see.

      “Did you give me more of Porter’s pills?” she asked.

      Aaron shook his head. “No. Why?”

      “It doesn’t…hurt.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Aaron had picked up the chair and walked over to sit down next to her before handing her a water bottle. “Maybe you’re still hung over from the gas. I heard it packs a punch.”

      “Gas?” She took a sip from the bottle. It was warm but a godsend, and she kept drinking until most of it was gone.

      “Back in the SWAT truck. One of the many goodies Porter managed to squirrel away before he went rogue. It’s pretty strong stuff. You’re awake, but Xiao’s still sleeping it off in the next room.”

      “She’s okay?”

      “She’s sleeping like a baby. Don’t worry about her.”

      There was a slight throbbing along the back and side of her head, and when Quinn reached up, she felt bandages.

      “Just a precaution,” Aaron said. “Trevor said one of his men got too enthusiastic and walloped you a couple of times with the butt of his rifle.”

      “That’s one way to put it.” She attempted to sigh the pain away and leaned back against the pillow. It wasn’t very soft, but considering where she could be right now, it was welcome. “You made it out of the warehouse okay.”

      “Xiao saved me.” He gave her an almost embarrassed smile. “She’s really good at that.”

      “I’m starting to realize that.” Then, “You said Trevor. Who’s Trevor?”

      “From the rooftop.” When she shook her head, “Well, it was pretty chaotic up there, from what I saw on the news. Anyway, Trevor was the commander of the SWAT guys that took you and Xiao on the rooftop. He also gassed everyone while they were transporting you back to their station, then brought you and Xiao here.”

      The name didn’t ring any bells, but the face did. Fifties, soft brown eyes…

      “A lot of people had to burn their identities to get you and Xiao here,” the teenager continued. “Trevor, too. No way he can go back to his old life now. But I guess you know a little something about that.”

      Yeah, just a little something.

      She took another sip from the bottle. “What happened to Porter? He was in the other stairwell at the same time as us…”

      Aaron shook his head and his face turned moody. “Trevor doesn’t know what happened to him or the SOPs. He tried to go into the other stairwell, but they wouldn’t let him. So he quickly left with you and Xiao. He barely got out of there with you guys, from what he told me.”

      “How did he get up there?”

      “Helicopter. He was your exit strategy. The plan was for everyone to surrender to him on the rooftop. Then he would do the whole gas thing and you guys would disappear. But it didn’t really work out that way. He said the feds assaulted the building first before the plan could be put into motion. That took everyone by surprise.”

      “They couldn’t afford to let us leave, not after what we’d seen.”

      “I guess not. They controlled the scene, still do. They can come up with any excuse they want for why they went in. Anyway, when Trevor saw the assault go down, he ordered his pilots to land.”

      “There were a lot of people on the rooftop. More in the truck…”

      “Trevor’s the only one who had to burn his identity. There could be others in his unit who knew what was happening, but I don’t know. I didn’t ask, and I’m not sure he’d tell me anyway.”

      Quinn stared up at the peeling paint along the ceiling above her. There was a certain serenity to being here, lying in a strange building where there didn’t seem to be traffic anywhere beyond the walls. Or at least none close enough for her to hear. She wanted to just lie still and not move and wait for someone to come rescue her.

      Where are you when I need you most, Ben?

      “What now?” she finally asked.

      Aaron gave her an amused look.

      “What?” Quinn said.

      “I was hoping you’d tell me. Porter was the brains of the operation, always had been.”

      “But you came up with the rescue plan.”

      “Yeah, but that’s one plan. Porter’s been running the show since me and Xiao climbed onboard this train of his. This was all his idea.”

      “And you don’t know where he is now? Or if he’s even still alive?”

      “He’s still alive,” Aaron said.

      Quinn couldn’t tell if he actually believed it, or wanted to.

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      Aaron chuckled. “Have you met Porter? He’s kind of difficult to kill. Trust me, he’s still alive. As to where he is now…” The kid shook his head. “I think it’s safe to say they’re not going to take him back down to that same service center.”

      “What does Trevor say?”

      “We’re operating under the premise that the Rhim’s going to come after us next. Other than that…” He paused, looking more lost than she’d ever seen him. “I honestly don’t know where we go from here.”

      Quinn nodded and sat up straighter. Or tried to, anyway.

      “Xiao will wake up, and we’ll figure something out together,” Quinn said, and smiled at the teenager. It wasn’t very convincing, she realized too late, but it was all she could manage and Aaron seemed appreciative of the effort. “Until then, tell me about them.”

      “Who?”

      “The Rhim. Because you’re right, Aaron, they’re going to come after us. I don’t know about you, but I’m sick and tired of running and hiding.”

      “I don’t know, I’m pretty good at running and hiding,” Aaron said, and gave her a nervous smile.

      “I’m not. Not anymore. Not after everything they took from me.”

      She paused and remembered the voice from the past: “Never be helpless. Whatever you do, never be helpless again.”

      Quinn continued: “I want you to tell me everything you know about them. Everything Porter and Xiao were going to tell me. Don’t leave a single thing out, no matter how inconsequential you think they might be.”

      “I don’t know where to begin…”

      “Try from the beginning.”

      Aaron nodded. “Then I guess we should start with Red Sky…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      He regained consciousness to spew.

      It was in his nose, in his throat, and filled his lungs. When he opened his eyes, he saw the world through an opaque green-blue sheen that soon turned blue-yellow.

      There was no real pain, even though he could feel the flesh around the holes in his chest and right leg beginning to sew itself up. Three bullets. Two from the commandos that had charged the lobby, and the last one in the stairwell.

      There were no signs of Mack and the other SOPs, as he knew there wouldn’t be. He’d lost sight of them during the assault on the way to the rooftop. That was the plan. Was.

      Hopefully Xiao and Quinn had made it out.

      Two out of nine. Not exactly the best success rate, but he would take it.

      He wasn’t afraid. He was beyond that.

      “Hello, John.”

      He knew the voice, even though it came through the thick glass of the re-sequencing tank as slightly distorted.

      “You’ve been very busy, I hear.”

      He would answer if he could, but opening his mouth just meant swallowing more of the spew. So he said nothing instead, and stared back at the man in the three-piece suit.

      Late twenties. Tall and handsome, with crisp blond hair held in place by expensive salon gel. Figures moved in the background, but it was the man with the calming blue eyes that demanded all his attention.

      “I meant to come sooner, but, well, work. You know how it is.”

      Did the man expect him to reply? He must know that Porter couldn’t. No one could while inside the tanks, while the spew did its work on him inside and out. He could already feel it—the change. They were accelerating the process, maybe because he had escaped the last time they attempted it.

      If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, and keep trying.

      “You’re still looking for it, aren’t you? Red Sky. That was the purpose of bombing the relay node at Kobalcom, knowing the safety protocol would automatically kick in. How much of the transmission did you and your little posse intercept?”

      The man stepped closer, blue eyes growing larger, distorted by the glass. There was no hate, no anger in those eyes. There was only disappointment.

      “It doesn’t matter. You can’t stop Red Sky anyway. No one can.”

      The man held up a tablet and pushed it close. A newspaper app, with the bolded headline: HOMEGROWN TERRORIST KILLED IN FBI ASSAULT.

      “I’m sorry to say, but it appears your reign of terror is over.”

      An old picture of him looked unsmilingly back from under the large text.

      “What they don’t know won’t hurt them. Tell them a well-executed enough lie, with a strong enough authoritative voice, and people will believe anything. They want to believe. It lets them sleep at nights, knowing their children will wake up safe.”

      The man handed the tablet to another suited figure standing behind him.

      “But we’ve had this talk before, haven’t we? You didn’t believe me then; how about now?”

      A slight pause as those soothing blue eyes bored into his soul through the thick glass, through the spew that coated his own eyes.

      “Five years. Five years since you left us.”

      A wistful sigh.

      “But you’re back now. Alive, against all odds. I told them not to underestimate you.”

      The handsome young man placed a hand on the tank and tried to smile. It came out awkward, as if he were exercising a muscle he hadn’t used in a long time.

      “Welcome home, John.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Conspiracy Unravels

        

      

    
    
      
        What is Red Sky?

        

        Ex-FBI agent Quinn Turner will find out even if it means delving into the most painful corners of her past.

        

        For John Porter, the threat is more immediate—he must survive the very people he betrayed.

        

        Meanwhile, the conspiracy continues to spread its tentacles in…

      

      Book 2 of The Red Sky Conspiracy, The Devil You Know, set for publication later this year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          From the Author

        

      

    
    
      
        Like what you read? Hate it? Hey, why not tell people all about it?

        

        Please consider taking a moment to leave a review for Most Wanted at a bookseller of your choice. Even a very short review (good, bad, or somewhere in-between) would be tremendously appreciated.

      

      Meanwhile, here are some fun links (for those of you into such things):

      
        Official Author Blog: roadtobabylon.com

        

        SPAM-Free Newsletter Sign-Up for Release Updates: eepurl.com/P6fgT

        

        Official Author Facebook Page: facebook.com/writerofstuff
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