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      The thick smell of blood wasn’t a shock. He was used to it. What startled Lee was the woman.

      She was sitting at the dining room table, seemingly oblivious to the carnage mounted on the wall behind her. She was working over something, like she was writing, and was deep in her efforts where she didn’t acknowledge him.

      A large red bow, the kind you would put on a three-foot Christmas present, stole his attention sitting there on the table beside her. She wrote with precision, her head bent low, her rich chestnut hair worked into braids and wound round her head in a style that called to mind The Sound of Music.

      Lee suppressed the boiling anger in him down to something in the range of a solid simmer and took a step toward her, wondering if she was in shock. Her right hand came up sharply, one leather gloved finger telling him to wait a minute, but the rigid control he saw in her told him she intended for him to wait as long as she wanted.

      In that moment he saw what he had previously missed. She wore leather, in several shades of shadow, from her fingertips to her toes. The braids weren’t cute, they were cop hair—the kind you couldn’t get a hold on and use to yank a person around.

      “There.” Surprisingly, given the growing stench of death emanating from what Lee was now pretty certain was her handiwork, her voice was musical and held a low note of pride. She stood and turned to face him, holding the bow and what was apparently a large gift tag. And she smiled at him.

      As the smile reached her large chocolate eyes, Lee felt the blood drain out the soles of his feet. She was insane. Clinically insane. There was no other reason a person would be truly happy here. Add in that she was armed to the teeth—a short dagger was sheathed at her waist, a pair of matched sais were slid into long, thin pockets down each thigh, strange wood and metal sickles slipped gracefully through lined up loops so they didn’t jangle when she walked—and the sweetness he had initially perceived fled like dandelion tufts.

      She looked at him like she would a small puppy sitting at the edge of her living room, like he was cute and non-threatening. Lee’s hand inched under his jacket to his hip, fondling the warm butt of the 9mm there. Given everything else, he wouldn’t put it past her to be fast.

      But she didn’t say anything, just went about fastening the bow to the body and plumping it a little, like she was Martha Stewart off to a birthday party. The body was held to the wall behind it by serviceable, unadorned throwing knives. At least he was pretty certain they were unadorned, only the last inch of the handle was visible on each of the six blades that had crucified the man to the wall.

      Lee thought he had seen lethal in his time, but this looked like the body had been alive when it had been pinned there, and the buried knives were sunk into wall studs. It was the only way that the heft of the large, muscular man wouldn’t have come forward, bringing drywall down with him. That took planning.

      The face of the man on the wall sagged, eyes and mouth open, blood running in thin rivulets from the edges of each. He had suffered a thousand punctures and surface slices in his final moments, and the woman carried exactly the implements to do it. Although she must have cleaned them thoroughly before sliding them into their leather homes along her lean legs.

      Stepping back, she admired the tag. And Lee, for the first time, read it.

      In payment for murder, rape, and the destruction of families.

      One by one, she used claw-like throwing stars to pin obituaries, newspaper articles, and pieces of police reports to dead flesh. After a moment Lee no longer cared what she was tacking to the corpse, he just wondered where in hell the stars were coming from. She would simply produce another and another, like a sick magician.

      She turned to smile at him again, and his breath hitched. A wailing started deep at the back of his head.

      He’d been wrong. She was just a girl.

      The whine grew stronger, and he recognized it for what it was—sirens, more than one. If the girl knew what was coming, she gave no indication, just tipped her head and walked out the back. She moved with a precision that made her look inhuman; he wouldn’t have batted an eyelash had she simply climbed the walls or even passed through them. And, though he watched her use the door, Lee heard none of the usual sounds of human movement.

      She went down the back steps and flitted away into the woods, an evil sprite or a minion of a vengeful god. Lee wasn’t sure.

      Beyond the walls, tires squealed and car doors slammed. They didn’t call out, but he could hear them out there, gathering steam and numbers. The cops had an idea that something had gone down here. But he was certain they hadn’t been expecting this.

      His irritation was flaring again, and that was a bad sign. There was no room for emotion in this job. So, with a sigh, he pushed the back door open with his elbow and headed straight for the woods. As much as he would have liked to follow her, his priority was getting out of here.

      He walked through foliage he knew too well—deeper and deeper, following the path he had worn over the past week, his focus on the walk, on removing himself from the situation—until he finally emerged. No matter what evidence they found, the boys in blue would know it wasn’t his work.

      He unlocked the old sedan that was nearly mangled on the outside but purred like a hot kitten. Climbing in, he slammed his fists against the leather wrapped steering wheel.

      Damnit, the bitch had stolen his kill.
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        * * *

      

      Owen Dunham had everything, and every goddamned little bit of it was sitting at the dinner table with him. His wife looked at him funny, her Russian, tilted eyes knew from the look on his face, even as she passed the buttered corn. Somehow, she always knew. Charlotte was painfully oblivious, and he would have to either break her heart or leave it to Annika to foot that bill.

      He reminded himself that he loved his job, and that he did good work, and that he could sleep well at night. Other people slept well at night because of him, too. So he reached down into his pocket to fetch the vibrating phone.

      Charlotte saw the movement, her bright eyes clouding as the story of having her work held up as an example of some of the best third grade writing the teacher had ever seen faded on her lips. For a moment Owen wondered if Charlotte’s ‘fiction’ had included this.

      He offered a repressed I’m-so-sorry-baby-but-I-have-to-get-this smile to his daughter. There was nothing to give to his wife. So he stood and flipped the phone open as he went into his office in his own little version of the separation of church and state. “Dunham.”

      “Phoenix.” It was a voice he knew all too well, even though he’d only once shook hands with the man and saw a face to put to the sound. Randolph just did dispatch. Just spent his time interrupting Owen’s family dinners and school plays. “You aren’t going to believe this.”

      Owen rubbed the back of his neck and wondered what the hell had gone wrong this time, because that’s all that this could mean. “My kid got an award at school today, she was just telling me about it. This had better be good.”

      There was a smile in Randolph’s voice. “Oh, this is real fucked-up good. Your grudge ninja’s back.”

      “Shit.” The ninja had laid low for almost six months. Nothing they could pin on the guy. Sure, there were a few things that might have been his work. “Are they sure? Before I leave my family⁠—”

      “I’ve seen some preliminary photos. Open your e-file. If this isn’t your ninja, I’ll eat your socks at the end of the trip.”

      That was a serious bet, Owen knew. He tucked the cell phone handily against his shoulder, knowing it gave away his age. The move never should have been attempted with a phone this small, certainly not while hacking into his encrypted computer files. The stance was a throwback to a day when the phones had been large enough to cradle in the crook of your neck, back to when he’d first become familiar with the gadgets and had still thought they were pretty cool. Before he’d grown to hate the things.

      The photo opened on his screen. As usual, he did a quick once over around the office to be sure that no small eyes had snuck in behind him, that Annika wasn’t there looking over his shoulder. His desk faced the door and was back against a solid wall for exactly this reason, but he’d never forgive himself if Charlotte ever saw what he did.

      “Oh.” His stomach rolled a little at first, just like always. But, God, if that wasn’t signature work all over that body. “When’s my flight?”

      “Half an hour ago.”

      Knowing and not caring that the dispatcher couldn’t see it, Owen nodded at Randolph’s standard line. The plane was waiting. He didn’t need to pack, because he packed a new bag at the end of each trip, but he did need a few minutes to tell Annika and Charlotte goodbye. It wasn’t like the body was going anywhere. “Bye, ‘Dolph.”

      The line disconnected as Owen tried to figure out how the man had been so neatly thumb-tacked to the wall. He should have fallen over and taken the plaster with him. At least the trip would be interesting.

      Owen reminded himself of that fifteen hours later.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face as his logical brain got away from him. He tried not to calculate how long he’d been awake. But his alarm had gone off at five-thirty the previous morning, putting him at roughly twenty-nine hours up.

      He tried to forget the number instantly and slugged back another cup of coffee. It was too thin. The coffee he was given everywhere was always different, but always equally bad—it was just part of the badge. Cops everywhere hated him, thinking that he tread on their turf, when really it was they who had tread all over his murder scene, so they gave him bad cop coffee. And since good cop coffee was an oxymoron... Owen tossed back another shot of it, thinking that if it went straight to the back of his throat it might not linger on his tongue like the socks Randolph wasn’t going to have to eat.

      Reminding himself that he was nowhere near his record for hours awake, he decided to check out the lab work on their body and their ninja.

      In the middle of the night, while still on the scene, he had sent close-up photos of the tag to the handwriting analyst who had opened the file and declared the writing identical to the other tags without even waking up.

      The body bore marks of piercings with a long slender awl. Slash marks were cut no more than an inch deep in a handful of non-vital places. Owen had studied the ninja’s work before and decided that the knives that held the body had been thrown, the piercings were from sais, and the slashes were the work of kamas. Kamas weren’t pretty or flashy. Curved metal knives, mounted sickle-style at the end of wooden, hammer-sized handles, they were all but unheard of beyond the martial arts world. They hadn’t hit the movie circuit yet. Given the expert weaponry and use thereof, Owen was certain they had a pro on their hands. He had sighed at this body the same way he had at all the others. The ninja definitely got the job done.

      So he had stood in front of the body with the sais he had picked up to match the holes after the last corpse the ninja had left, and this time he mocked poking at it while it still hung on the wall. The cops in the last town had moved the body before he got to play, changing every piece of evidence from certain to possible, and pissing him off no end. He’d been no good to Charlotte and Annika for a full week after that one.

      Owen then inserted long metal wires into the many punctures the body bore and he saw something very interesting. Every single one was sticking out a good six inches below his comfort zone in his own natural grip. Blinking, he pulled out a wire and stuck in a sai. Then he replaced the wire and did the same at each hole. Even the angle of the stabs down into the shoulder matched. Owen had smiled.

      He smiled again now as he and Blankenship stared down at the body on the slab, still with the long wires sticking out of it as well as the ninja’s metal knives. They were overly utilitarian, looking like they’d been cut with a welder from a sheet of thick metal. “Our ninja’s about five foot six. Not too tall.”

      Blankenship snorted. “Of course. Ninjas are little Japanese guys.”

      There was no comment. Owen had never been sure how Ron Blankenship had gotten into the FBI in the first place. Just as he had never been sure if being the man’s senior partner was a blessing or a curse.

      Just then, one of the lab guys burst in. Special Agent Nguyen was clothed head to toe in white paper-drape clothing that was catching the sick burning of the fluorescent rays and bouncing them off in all directions. His lips were pressed together as he confronted Dunham. “I got this niggling last time about the hairs we got from the ninja.”

      “And?”

      “I pulled the old samples. They all match.” He was clearly upset.

      Owen failed to see the issue with that. The hair was about the only evidence they had on the guy. There were no clothing fibers, no fingerprints that could be trailed from scene to scene, and no blood. It seemed no one ever got a wounding hit on the little bastard.

      “They match too well.”

      “Is that even possible?” What the hell was too well?

      But he was about to find out.

      “This hair,” Nguyen held a strand up, shaking it, “is old. It is, in fact, the same age as all the other hair we found. The only thing I’ll bet on now is that this hair did not come off the head of our ninja.”

      “What?” They had tested it extensively. It was at every scene. But Owen knew. It had been too easy.

      Nguyen shook his head. “The scene was salted.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lee was happy—fate had paid him back for that missed kill. But like all things fate had thrown his way, there was some shit in this one, too. He was going to have to move out.

      He’d been staying in a shack in the mountains just north of Atlanta, but that was over now. He’d gotten too close to the city, not that it was really ‘city’ out this far from the heart, but there were people. And apparently, he wasn’t suited to be around people anymore. It had been an experiment, and now he was packing the few bags he had.

      Tugging his ball cap lower on his face, he lamented that he’d only gotten half his morning jog in today but figured the adrenaline pumping through his system more than made up for the missed exercise. How many people ever stumbled upon a car accident? Or a robbery in progress? It just didn’t happen. But his feet had pounded through the trees on the old trail and so had someone else’s—small delicate feet, popping past on bouncy white sneakers. The blonde ponytail reminded him of Samantha. But Sam would never have been stupid enough to be out in the woods oblivious to all but the music piping into her ears. Lee bet this woman wouldn’t be that stupid again either.

      The man had been wearing jeans and a snarl beneath a heavy beard. Out of nowhere, he chased down the woman while Lee was still too busy staying out of sight to be close enough to do anything. The bastard was almost on top of her before she realized what was happening, and he had her down before Lee was in range.

      She’d suffered a few hooks to the face to quell her urge to fight back, and Lee saw then that she was nothing like Samantha, except for being battered. The 9mm Heckler & Koch had come from under his running shirt in a smooth motion. Before his arm had stopped moving, he had fired a shot into a tree just over the patch of sunlight-dappled ground where the two were tangled. Both of them had stilled instantly, faces turning to him.

      Shit. He turned his head before either could get a good look and motioned with the nose of the gun while he talked. “Lady, roll over and put your face in the dirt.”

      She shook, but did what he said, even lacing her hands behind her neck like a tornado was coming or she was a police hostage. Grateful for the ball cap serving its purpose, Lee made sure he couldn’t see the man’s face, and knew from hours at the mirror that the attacker couldn’t see his either. The idiot still lunged at him, gun and all.

      Lee pointed and took out a kneecap. Out of the side of his eyes he watched the woman jump like popcorn but stay face down. The man screamed and hit the ground on his back.

      Fuck. If there was anyone within three miles of this, they’d come running at these high-pitched wails that put the woman’s own I’ve-been-attacked yells to shame. Knowing he only had a minute to get the job done, the fact that the man was writhing around holding his knee only made his goal harder.

      Lee grinned. Nothing like a challenge. And after a few thwarted attempts he shot the man’s balls off with a slick curve gracing his lips.

      The bastard had stood as best he could and run at a broken hobble into the woods.

      “Ma’am, you’re safe now. Best get home.”

      Lee ran off to his own home, the stupid smile plastered on his face even as he packed up all the incriminating evidence. He had a duffle for rifles, another for guns and ammo and all his spare clips. A smaller one held a thin set of sheets and his clothes, and a fourth had the clothes he wore when he was hunting. All the bags were green camouflage, bought at separate army supply stores, and he had on one occasion had to throw the duffle out into the trees and pray no one found it. The camo had done its job and the clothes had been where he’d tossed them when he came back three days later.

      Lee rifled through the cabinets, packed what he could carry, and tossed all the perishable food as far from the shack as he could. Bears and raccoons would destroy that evidence in a matter of hours. Leaving the cans for whomever might find them, he tipped furniture, broke one chair, threw one out into the woods and bowled over the table. He left one cabinet door open and the water pump dripping, not able to completely ruin the cabin for the next person, before lacing the straps of the heaviest duffels across his chest. The other two he carried in his left hand, leaving the right free, just in case.

      The half-mile hike to the car wasn’t usually made with this much load, but in the past three years he’d bulked up to take it. This didn’t wind him though he kept a pace many would be hard pressed to keep up with, even if they were unencumbered. He was at the car in just under six minutes. Although anyone who didn’t physically stumble directly onto the object likely wouldn’t have known the car was there.

      The dull brown color and subsequent rust spots were their own camouflage. When you factored in the tree and branch ‘garage’ he had built for it, the vehicle became very hard to find. Now he dismantled all his handiwork, scattering the pieces in all directions, and loaded the bags into the backseat. He turned the key and listened to the low hum of a job well done before pulling back a few lengths and getting out. There were tire ruts and a small oil leak, and the slightly worn tracks up to the spot. A shovel from the trunk made short work of the oil-soaked patch of ground, and churned the tire tracks, as well as a few other random pieces of earth, just for effect. Lee tossed the last branches onto the ground, satisfied.

      He’d broken a sweat this time. But unless someone stood in the middle of it and knew exactly what they were looking for, they wouldn’t find his spot. Twenty minutes after he arrived, Lee started the engine for the second time. Pausing only long enough to slap peanut butter onto wheat bread and pass a thought for Bethany, he waited until the winding two lane road was empty before pulling up onto it, careful to go slowly and not leave tire tracks.

      This time he knew where he was going... deeper into the Appalachians. He’d go back to where he’d first gone to ground, when only those with crime connections were after him. There was less population and more cover there than anywhere else in America. He’d last longer there, and so that’s where he headed.

      He linked into I-75 heading north along with the slew of cars who had no idea he was in their midst. The ratty car was camouflaged on the road, too. Utterly unremarkable, no one looked twice at it, or at the man in the t-shirt and plain ball cap.

      Five hours, some beef jerky, dried fruit, and a forgettable Big Mac later, he turned off 75. Smaller roads led him deep into the woods, the asphalt becoming broken under the wheels of his car. Poor pavement gave way to gravel and finally no surface at all.

      It was only mid-afternoon and he was in the middle of nowhere. But he knew exactly where he was. Not wanting to leave the car exposed, he cut branches that would be usable later and draped them across the sagging roof. It was only partially obscured, but he didn’t want to have to do a full break-down if he had to exit quickly. He didn’t want to waste the work if someone was here, claiming their twenty acres and no mule.

      He pulled the black gun from the side holster, not having noticed it for the whole trip. The metal and plastic were warm from his body heat and he’d carried it so much that it felt like an extension of him—as though he could feel his fingers on the butt from inside the pistol. From the space between the seat and the emergency brake he pulled a silencer and fit it to the muzzle. He then opened his bag and pulled a second Heckler, fitting it with an illegal sixteen round clip, before grabbing a third clip and sliding it between his belt and the waistband on his pants.

      Lee felt better with all the heat on him. Just in case.

      He pushed aside memories of days where ‘just in case’ hadn’t been anything he worried about and walked slowly to the cabin he had abandoned nine months ago. It looked empty enough from a distance. It had been here so long that the trees had grown right up to it and over the top, obscuring it from the air and most every side. He sat at the periphery, watching, until the sun went down.

      He fetched himself a handful of pretzels when he went back to cover the car more thoroughly. He made another sandwich, this time with honey, and grabbed a small tin can of peaches and a plastic spoon. His cargo pants were full as he made the almost two-mile trek to the cabin again. He sat the whole night outside, in various positions around the perimeter, and entered only just before dawn.

      Someone had been here.

      But from the dust, which he knew from his own experience was hard to replicate, it looked like the visitor had left at least a few months ago. He went through the house, beating anything that would take it—old curtains, the mattress, a sofa that had been much newer and less plague infested the first time he’d arrived. A few mice and spiders scattered at his ministrations, and he locked himself into the back room and slept.

      He waited three full days before he emerged and set up shop.
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        * * *

      

      “Whatcha got Dunham? Blankenship?”

      Owen wanted to snort, Blankenship didn’t have anything. He was like a pinkie toe: people told you it was there for balance, but did you believe them? Unfortunately, the whimsical thought about Blankenship was as far as his humor went. He liked Bean, his agent in charge, which was a good thing for him. Most days.

      “We got crap. And we found out that half of what we thought we had was actually crap, too.”

      “Uhhh.” Bean had a way of looking as wounded as you felt. He also looked like the kind of man you expected to pour himself a shot of whiskey or Pepto at any moment. The rounding gut and balding head made you wonder what he’d done to get promoted. But unlike Blankenship, Bean was good where he was. “Better tell me about it.”

      “The grudge ninja’s short.” Blankenship offered.

      Bean smiled like one would at a mentally challenged child and turned his attention back to Owen.

      “It’s true. Cops left the body tacked to the wall this time⁠—”

      “Tacked to the wall?”

      Owen fought the smile. “It was brilliant, sir.” He explained how the knives looked to be thrown to the appropriate points then the victim held in place while they were pounded through. “Into the wall studs, sir. So the body would stay up.”

      “While the vic was alive?” Bean’s eyes were wide.

      “Yeah. And given the puncture wounds, and the height discrepancy, the vic had maybe fifty pounds on the perp.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Bean was the only person Owen knew who enunciated every word when he swore. “And?”

      “Same as last. Punctures, likely with sais, and slices with kamas.” He slid photos across the desk. Bean had other agents to follow and hadn’t yet seen the grudge ninja’s art this time.

      Blankenship put in his two cents. “Looks like the perp took a bat to the vic’s nut sack again.”

      Only Blankenship didn’t wince.

      Bean tapped a finger on the photo of the victim still on the wall at the crime scene. “The articles?”

      “All legit. Even the police reports, from several different precincts around the country. The grudge ninja’s good.”

      “He’s also a god damned serial killer.” Bean perused the photos again. “Evidence?”

      “That’s where it gets shoddy sir.” Owen explained Nguyen’s mad rampage, and how the hairs they had found didn’t have consistent curling. When looked at all together, from the four scenes they’d pulled, the hair had all fallen off the head at the same time.

      Bean rubbed his eyes, again looking like Owen felt. “So, they weren’t shed at the scene.”

      “No sir. The bends and kinks in the hair make it look pretty damn likely that the hair was wound into a brush at one time.” His breath escaped him. “It’s pretty smart, sir. It got the roots, and Nguyen swears he can tell when it’s been yanked. The grudge ninja fooled him up ‘til this one. The only thing we are certain now is that the hair doesn’t belong to the ninja. He used it to salt the scene.”

      “Fibers?”

      Owen and Blankenship both shook their heads.

      “Blood?”

      “Just the victim’s.”

      “Anything?” Bean’s voice was softer.

      “Footprints.” Blankenship grinned.

      But Owen quelled that when Bean looked to him again. “The same shoes. Men’s Skechers, size 10, we know the three designs that use that tread. I’m guessing he only wears them at the scene, because these look identical—identical—to the last scene. There’s not even any wear on the treads, which would be expected given the length of time since he last struck.”

      “What else?”

      “Jack shit.”

      Bean nodded and scooted the photos across his desk as though they offended his sensibilities. Still on his feet, Owen just reached out and gathered them.

      Bean’s hands went down his face, and that meant a truly terrible thought had just passed beneath them, “So we’ve got a brilliant, ballsy, serial killer on our hands. Crap, this is another Dahmer.”

      “No sir.” Owen had to step up at that. “I’m getting the stats on the victim, and my money says he was as dirty as the last one.”

      “Doesn’t matter. When this goes national news–and sooner or later it will–we are all in deep shit.”
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        * * *

      

      It was four months before Lee saw her again.

      The Appalachian cabin was serving him well. There was no one within shooting distance. That meant no visitors, which was a good thing. It also meant no roads and no services, which was a good thing, too, if you just looked at it the right way. Lee did.

      He’d taken down a crack house he read about at the edge of Nashville. He’d driven the clunker/kitty out to the place and camped out in motels that had way too many roach residents that weren’t paying for the room. But no maid service meant no one found the rifles or scopes, or the lead weight of ammo and guns. It also meant no driver’s license was required for entry. Lee hadn’t had his for about three years. The last thing he wanted was to be identified.

      He staked out the house and watched and waited. Then, when the place was as full as it could be, and the head guy had pulled up in a car that shouted, ‘I’m in charge and too stupid to keep it to myself,’ Lee put his eye to the scope and started picking people off.

      He didn’t get the women. Didn’t really have the heart for it. But he had no issues taking out Mr. White Pimp Jacket, who had kindly worn that bright shoot-me-here clothing. Lee obliged and enjoyed the red stain that ruined the material as well as the wearer. The others looked up, and a few got away, but a handful lay dead, holes in the sides of their heads. One lucky guy took one right between the eyes. His intelligence at finding Lee’s location had only earned him the best-looking death wound.

      When the outside was silent, Lee left the rifle and pulled out the Hecklers. He went in firing. There were screams and blood, and none of it his. He was badder ass than any of these two-bit crime lords. Some were too high to get their guns lifted before he took them out. Most of the sober people had been outside and stupid.

      He fired three rounds into a woman who came around a corner with a rifle trained on him and a scream like a banshee. But the scream warned him she was coming, which was the first bad move on her part. The second was being too uptight or scared and missing him with the one shot she got off.

      He did not hit the woman who cowered in the corner. Nor the man who put his hands up in the air at the first shot, the Magnum still clutched in his right hand. Lee had never considered himself stupid, and he made the guy kick the gun over before he turned his back. The second guy he did that to sat down too docilely and thus, a second after Lee had turned away, he took a quick second look and put a shot dead center in the man’s chest. It was a good shot since the dead hands were holding a 9mm almost directly in front of the target. It was aimed at Lee, but like most things it didn’t get to him.

      In the back room he found a ratty looking girl and a baby. He couldn’t pick them up. That would be the end of him. But a beckoning hand made the girl jump up, grab at the half naked and dirty infant who was too scared to cry, and follow him.

      If he’d had a heart that might have broken it – that the baby stayed quiet. To be that young and already know that crying did you no good. Or worse.

      He gathered guns as he left the house. Weighted down to the point where he could feel it, he pushed back at the hate and despair in him. He was leaving with more ammo on him than he came in with. And that was just the leftovers in the guns. Jesus, he could start a militia with what he was carrying. But he knew better than to leave it for the few he’d left behind to get any stupid bright ideas.

      The girl followed him up to his vantage point on the hill, baby expertly balanced on one hip. Lee guessed life was bad when following the gunman looked like a good idea. He pointed to an ear-safe distance and watched as the girl hunkered down and managed to cover both her own ears and the baby’s. He didn’t look at them again, knowing he wouldn’t like what he learned.

      Instead, he trained his focus on the doors to the house. He planted bullets at the feet of anyone who tried to leave. When he saw the sirens in the distance, he started gathering his things but stayed put until car doors were opening up and bullhorns were put to use.

      His hand gestured to the girl to follow him again, and she obeyed, even as he tugged the plain ball cap a little lower. It wouldn’t do for her to see his face. He knew what the tale from the house would be. All they’d be able to accurately give was the average mouth and square jaw. His eyes would be described as everything from savior blue to silver to gleaming red. In some descriptions he would quote the bible and in others he’d have horns. Every hair color imaginable would be conveyed and some would say ponytail while others would swear he was bald. Few would get the color of the nondescript ball cap right, or even if he was wearing it.

      But if the girl got a good look, she could give him away. So he walked ahead and kept the bill low. He thought about packing them into the car, but the car was a piece of work and he couldn’t afford to ditch it. Which meant he couldn’t afford to put them in it. And he didn’t have car seats anyway.

      That thought almost made him laugh out loud. Car seats were from another world. Certainly, one this girl and the baby hadn’t lived in. He led them through trees and along back streets, leaving them at a park. Without making eye contact, he told the girl to wait an hour, pointing out the clock on the bank, then to go into the church across the street and tell them about her and the baby. He told her to ask for sanctuary. Even though she didn’t know what it meant, she needed it.

      Two months later he had done his research and was in Chicago to take out one of the people who was in the ring responsible for him. Only rarely did he allow himself luxuries, and today he got one. He stood in front of the lot where the house had stood. It was, of all things, a daycare now. No one would move into the house he’d left behind. And no one wanted to put their own home on that site. There was an Indian burial ground feel to the place, he knew.

      Regardless, the new daycare buildings denied him the simple moment of looking at the front steps and imagining Sam and Bethy climbing up them, groceries in hand... he didn’t get any further than that.

      He had walked away, thinking that he had gotten a little better, a little further from the pain, or maybe just a little colder.

      But now he pushed out the back window of the house he himself had just violated, as close to happy as he got. This last guy hadn’t died of gunshot wounds per se. Lee had found a better method, thanks to a nice handful of anatomy books hidden in the cabin in the Appalachians. The first three rounds, fired through the silencer and purposefully sunk into the plaster walls, had effectively corralled the guy and made him scared. But the fourth and fifth, the only two intended for the victim, had punctured lungs.

      Lee felt lighter just thinking about it. The man hadn’t bled to death, although he had bled more than Lee had expected. He was still pooling in his own living room, having asphyxiated because the bullets had punctured the chest wall. From his reading, Lee had learned that lungs collapsed without an intact chest cavity. If it were only one side, then there was simply a lot of pain and terror, and the lung could be re-inflated at the hospital.

      He had enjoyed watching this man who had given the orders, or at least rubber-stamped the massacre of his wife and daughter, suffer the inability to breathe air. Lee hadn’t been able to watch as long as he would have liked, because the wheezing and kneeling and chest grasping—the look that life was denied to his victim—hit a little too close to home. He remembered doing just those things himself when he’d found the broken bodies and the blood that had splattered so many directions that everything was red. The cops had later said they couldn’t tell what had been his wife’s and what had been his daughter’s. So, very quickly, Lee had shot out the other lung and watched this asshole smother in open air.

      While it had been brutal to relive those moments, it seemed perversely fitting. If he could steel himself a little, he might just keep using this method. He hopped to the ground, leaving bent grass beneath his feet. He considered a nice gut shot before deflating the lungs next time. It would require more reading.

      Knowing full well that he was leaving blatant evidence of his entrance and exit, Lee continued. What did he care if they knew who he was? They’d have a hard time finding him. He didn’t exist. Hadn’t since the day he’d found his wife and kid. Well, technically his brother had propped him up long enough to collect the life insurance policies. He’d drunk several thousand of the dollars away, before ‘they’ had showed up demanding his cooperation.

      He’d been smaller then. And he’d agreed. Although the urge to laugh at them had been overwhelming—what else was there for them to threaten? But he’d held it together even though he smelled like a brewery and felt like the mouse in the vat. Then he’d gone to the bar to look drunk while he planned. He cashed out his account about five minutes before he drove his car off a bridge and disappeared. Looking back, it had been a pretty amateur job he’d done of ‘killing’ himself.

      He was much better at these things now.

      Which was why it was such a shock to look up and find out he’d run into her. With eyebrows raised, she was standing right in front of him in the dark back alley. He’d spent too much effort thinking and not enough acting.

      The houses here were too far apart, trees had been planted along these back roads offering plenty of cover that would only be broken if a car came through with headlights blazing.

      The girl was glaring daggers at him and, having seen her work, he wondered if actual metal just might come out of her eyes.

      Lee took a moment to look her over. He’d been so startled the last time he’d seen her that he hadn’t really seen. She was slim and dressed in her leather shadows again. Her skin was slightly olive and her eyes dark. Even God had made her for blending into the night. He might have called her pretty, but she was much too young. She was actually cute. And that alone was scarier than any demons he could think up.

      She was also about six inches shorter than him, which he guessed put her at five-six, five-seven. And she had her little hands clenched on her hips, her body rigid. “Did you kill him?”

      Lee let himself look a little taken aback at the demand. “Yes, honey, I did.”

      “I am not your honey.”

      He hmphed. “Maybe not, but you owe me one.”

      She shrugged back into a blue quilted jacket and slung a red standard high school backpack over her shoulder. “I don’t owe you shit.” She turned to walk away, but Lee hadn’t heard enough.

      The Heckler came out from his back and he shot a silenced round into the tree next to her.

      She stopped even as the bark still flew, then slowly turned. He had to hand it to her, she didn’t look intimidated. Even people with guns were often intimidated by him. He was big, brawny, and bad ass. And he didn’t care what anyone did to him. He’d just keep coming ‘til he was dead. But this girl looked almost bored with him.

      “What the hell do you want? You ruined my evening.” The light from the moon filtered through the trees and barely bounced off her. He might have looked past her if he hadn’t almost run smack into her.

      “Your name.” He held the gun trained only a few lethal inches from her.

      “Sin.”

      He laughed. That was perfect for her.

      Laughing was a mistake.

      She was near enough to take advantage of his momentary change of focus. With swift movements, she grabbed his hand in both of hers so softly that he didn’t even realize what she was doing. But she put pressure on the pulse point at his wrist and against the back of his hand, easily turning the gun away from her and almost around to him.

      He felt himself jerk with surprise, and in that moment she yanked the Heckler from his grasp.

      A quick bite to his tongue was all that kept him from yelling out “Shit!”

      With the haughty air of a sheriff punishing a delinquent, she slipped the ammo from the gun, tucking the clip into her pocket before handing the gun back to him with a look that said she thought he ought to be a little more careful with it in the future.

      Two could play at that.

      With a sigh, he moved his hand along the front of his belt and pulled another clip loose. He casually slid it into the gun and re-aimed it at her.

      She should have at least kept the gun, he had three more on him and had been reaching for another even as she had popped the clip out of the one she’d taken. At least then it would have been a fair fight.

      She flung her hands out to the side. “Fine then, shoot me already.”

      She wasn’t afraid. Not of him, or his gun, or the fact that the two together could easily remove her from this life.

      She looked like a high-schooler—with her backpack and her hair hanging down in French braids this time. There was every possibility that she didn’t just look like a school-girl but was one.

      She was also an artist. She’d gotten in his face, although a good part of that was his own fault. But she’d gotten his gun off him, which had never happened before.

      The first thing he’d learned about guns was that you never aimed at anything you didn’t intend to kill. So Lee lowered the gun.

      He couldn’t shoot Sin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Jesus.

      Cyn clamped her teeth. She was pissed.

      She’d already gotten the gun off him once. He seemed to realize that as he dropped his arm to the side, the black thing now aimed at the ground. So far only an innocent tree had suffered.

      She’d come to Chicago for this one. And now it was gone right out from under her. It wasn’t like she could just go get someone else. These things took planning. And here they stood on a dark back street at a standoff.

      Still, Cyn felt kind of good. It was enjoyable to face down a man who was much larger than her, and fully armed, and not feel afraid. It had been a long time since she’d been afraid.

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-three.” She didn’t know why she answered. But there was clearly something kindred here. He would fit well in an exhibit of panthers. He was sleek. Dressed in inky colors, his nondescript dark hair seemed to suck light out of the night. Tanned to the look of meanness, his skin slid over muscles when he moved, telling you what was coiled there waiting. She didn’t think panthers would mess with him, and she didn’t intend to either.

      In fact, she had things to do. None of which involved standing around and waiting for the cops. Or worse. There was no telling which silent alarms this doofus had tripped with his shoot-now-ask-questions-never attitude.

      She pulled off the backpack and stood on one foot, trading her re-tread work boots for red striped sneakers. Her gloves had never come out. And she was still fully loaded. She would have to empty her well-packed jacket and pants and store everything for the return trip, something she hadn’t planned on.

      “What?” He taunted. “You’ve got places you need to be?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” She needed to be upset, to hang on to her mad for a little while longer. She’d wanted—waited—to take this last victim out. He’d been responsible. “Did he suffer?”

      “Yes.” The gunman’s eyes truly looked at hers for maybe the first time. And Cyn saw a human in there.

      “Good.” This time when she walked away, he let her.

      She jogged the distance to her parked car. As she approached, her loose stride altered, taking on the tighter lope and look of a kid. Which was easy enough, because physically she was pretty close to the age. The dull silver sedan was non-descript enough that no one would think twice about it. She headed back to the motel, changed, and went to work packing.

      Several teddy bears and a slew of female-looking paraphernalia were spread across the dresser. The offhand look did the task of making the room seem a little more lived-in than it had been. It made her look a little more like the life she lived was normal.

      Cyn changed into the more casual clothes she’d brought, emptying the leathers and sliding them into different places in different bags. It wouldn’t do for someone to see them all together and get any ideas.

      She popped the bottom off her hairspray bottle with a magnet and a twist. Inside she stacked four inches of wickedly sharp stars then plugged the bottom with fiberfill stuffing. Taking a Phillips head to the end of her curling irons, Cyn opened the barrels and fitted her knives cleanly down the large cylinders.

      The teddy bears bore the brunt of the remaining weapons. Ripping tiny stitches at the necks of the big bears, she opened them, pushing the now leather tipped sais into one, the kamas deep into the belly of the next, the sheathed dagger went into a third smaller and over-loved bear. She had covered all the metal parts. Moved them so the bears could be hugged and cuddled and the weapons not felt. If she didn’t do it right, the weight would shift and, even though all the tips were wrapped, they would prick the handler or push through the soft skins of the bears. Neither of which could she afford to have happen.

      With a single needle and a tiny card of thread, she carefully re-stitched the necks, closing the bears for the trip home. She hid the stitches with skill a seamstress would envy, working cleanly and efficiently. Then she threw the hair supplies into her small suitcase and zipped up the hanging bag bearing her leather pants along with two dresses, a skirt, and a blazer she had never intended to wear.

      The bears she piled into the front passenger seat of her car and, leaving the room keys behind on the dresser for checkout the next morning, she slipped behind the wheel and headed for the freeway.

      The night road was long and dark, which was mostly the way she liked it. She’d planned to drive home tomorrow, after returning to the motel and sleeping off the high. She’d planned to have a high. Instead there was only this deep disappointment and the vague, far-away satisfaction that the man was dead. She was glad the gunman had gotten to him if she hadn’t.

      Only then did she realize that the gunman had her name, but she didn’t have his. His crazy laughter had stilted the natural flow of the conversation, and she still wasn’t sure what that was about. Her full lips and dark brows frowned into the depths of the car. Not that it mattered.

      Trucks passed by, deadly in their speed and careening curves. But Cyn held steady. Lights from the other side of the freeway dulled her senses until someone would come by with brights blazing and clean out her skull. She pulled into a lit-up station for gas and then, a few miles later, got a burger from an all-night fast-food joint. The food tasted like the smell in the air: diesel and weeds and loneliness.

      Later as the sky was deepest, and even a lot of the trucks had left the roads to her, Cyn pulled off at a spot she knew well. There was cover here enough for her work, and she was both far enough from and close enough to her house. With the dimmest blue light she could find fitted into the caving helmet, she unscrewed the California license plates from the front and back of the car and swapped them with her own Texas plate that had been under the mat with the spare tire. A Tennessee plate was also stored there, just in case. With the quick movements of someone who’d done this before, Cyn put the plate on, stuffed the helmet into a duffel in the trunk, and climbed back in.

      In two minutes, she was back on the road.

      Keeping one hand on the wheel, she untucked the braids and unwound them, making a pile of bobby pins and ponytail holders on the passenger seat in the small bear’s lap. She rubbed her head, thinking it all looked so normal. She was headed back to a good piece of normal. She had a shift to work the next night.

      Finally, before the sun started its climb, but when the hint of it existed in the not quite absolute night, she pulled up the long driveway just outside Dallas. The house was specifically chosen for a good handful of reasons, the location being a big one. She would have a good drive into the city for work. But that was okay. What was important was that she was far enough out that no one would get the idea to come visit or think she should ever host anything. It suited.

      She opened the door connecting the garage to the laundry room and stilled. With deep breaths, she listened. On soft sneakered feet, she traced the outline of the house, room by room. Only when she was satisfied that no one was inside, and nothing had been touched, did she take a comfortable breath. Now casual, she returned to the car and though she was dog tired, she carefully unpacked, putting everything in its rightful place.

      The leathers were boxed and fitted into a trap door in the back of a cabinet in the kitchen. The shoes went sideways under her bed and into a hollowed-out part of the box springs on the almost too frilly white canopied double. The clothes were hung into the closet, looking as pristine as everything else there. The teddy bears were tossed across the pillows and appeared as innocuous as the rest of the room.

      Changing into a set of soft pajamas, Cyn pulled the blackout drapes and climbed in. Her arms, as they did most nights, wound tightly around one of the bears.
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        * * *

      

      There had been another man in Louisville. Lee had taken him out with vicious sniper shots. First kneecapping the man, then working his way to the hands, and the gut. He punctured both lungs again, but it wasn’t as satisfying from a distance, and Lee didn’t let it go on too long. He ended it with a shot through the neck.

      He had missed the jugular, not because he had missed his shot—his aim had been true, it was his knowledge of anatomy that wasn’t up to snuff yet. But he’d been close enough to something important that blood had come out of the man in changing volumes. Gush then fade, gush then fade, until the eyes had closed, and he had sat back. The man died reclined in his poolside Adirondack chair. Aside from the carnage, mostly just visible blood and the broken drink glass shattered on the imported tile beside him, he looked fairly peaceful.

      Lee didn’t begrudge the man what he considered an easy death. There had been nothing personal about it. But he knew what strings this man had pulled. How shipments had come into the country under his wing. That those who reported to him were dispersing the stuff to those who would do so again, and then again until it was in the hands of people on the streets.

      Looking down the barrel of the rifle with a cleaning scope, Lee checked carefully for cracks and wear. For any part his rag might have missed. He scrubbed meticulously. Damaged equipment was unacceptable. He cleaned like he shot, single-mindedly.

      Setting the rifle against a tree next to the others, he stretched his back. The flat-topped rounds of long ago trees served as table tops, and they were littered with implements. Single piece rifle bore cleaning rods, chamois and brushes—most now in need of cleaning themselves. His hands were covered in gun oil, as were his pants and t-shirt. None of them were new to the experience. The bill on his ball cap was pulled low as always. He might have wondered if he would get a permanent edge to his skull where the caps fit, but that would require time. And it had been too long since he had thought of time in any sort of recordable form.

      He set to washing out the chamois and brushes. At no time did he kid himself that he was stopping the drug trade. Another head would grow on the monster when the first was cut off. That was inevitable. But there were certain people in certain key places that had to pay for what they’d done, to Sam and Bethy certainly. And there were others who’d been wronged like them, others he’d found out about only later, as interesting bylines in his research, that needed their own retribution. None had been left alive to give it. If he had time, Lee helped.

      In Louisville, he’d had time.

      But he had his own business to attend now.

      It had taken a while to track Leopold down. But he’d done it. The man had disappeared for a while about a year after Lee had gone to ground. Six months ago, he’d shown up again. And in that missing time, Lee had learned a lot about one of the mafia’s best gunmen.

      Leopold didn’t seem to have a last name, a family, or a soul. The world would be a better place without him in it. The man would simply end—he couldn’t rot in hell, he wouldn’t feel it. Leopold had pulled the trigger more times than just on Sam and Bethy. And he’d pulled it plenty on them.

      Apparently, he wasn’t just one for liberating the souls of the mafia’s naysayers. He also took their families with ease, as Lee could attest. He also broke bones, threatened, tormented and got cooperation in any way necessary.

      Worse, the man seemed to enjoy his work.

      Twice Lee had visited the man while he was traveling. Lee had sat with binoculars outside the hotel, he had seen through a crack left in the curtains that the man slept like a baby. Lee was going to make it worse. He would take Leopold out in his own home. Just like the man had done to countless others.

      The hotel visits had helped with habits. Lee had carried baggage for the man on one occasion, dressed in an easily stolen bellhop uniform. But mostly Lee had cased the house. Rifled through the closets. And sat outside with a listening dish when the man came home. He hadn’t heard any conversations where the hitman told someone his house had been gone through. Didn’t mean it didn’t happen though.

      Lee would either deliver Leopold out of this world or die trying.

      He had no intention of dying. While Leopold might be among the coldest and deadliest, there were others who needed liberating from their earthly bodies as well, and Lee had no intention of failing. Leopold had simply presented himself as a target now. Given his tendencies to disappear, and disappear well, Lee would take him now.

      The guns had all been cleaned with Leopold in mind. They shined like new pennies. Tomorrow Lee would fix that problem. More than one shooter had been picked off in the night by the shine off his gun. It was as stupid as striking a match. And Lee wasn’t stupid, blacking his guns was the least of what he did.

      A convenience store nearby had yielded a box of slightly darker hair color. He hadn’t been blonde since Sam. He spent the rest of the afternoon lying in the clearing, soaking up sun, making sure his skin was as dark as possible. His Heckler rested under his loose hand. He only looked like he dozed.
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        * * *

      

      Upstate New York was cold this time of year. Luckily the weather had cooperated and not dropped the slightest precipitation, which worked in her favor. Nothing would stop her from getting in, but if she left tracks, she would have to work doubly hard in the future. She had more work to do beyond this, not ruining it was imperative. However, tonight was big. Leopold was less than one hundred yards away. And he was about an hour from ending his time on earth. Cyn smiled into the cold.

      Her breath hung gray and smoky in the air, and she stood and enjoyed it for just a moment. She was only a minute or two early. The sun was just sinking beyond the distant snow-capped mountains. Truly it was breathtaking.

      For a moment Cyn regretted not having more time to spend enjoying the beautiful things in the world; she hadn’t had much beauty of her own. She got her focus back on the task at hand. The wall loomed tall before her, but trees graciously blessed this side, offering a climb and a view to anyone who wanted.

      She’d been here before, more than once. Patting herself down, she did a final check. Everything was in place. Her re-tread boots were on, the stuffed and reinforced steel toes comfortable on her feet. Her leathers were all packed full. A sai handle stuck out of a long pocket just below each hip, and she could loose them faster than an old west gunslinger. Kamas graced each leg just behind the sai, again one for each hand, within easy reach.

      Knives she ordered in bulk to a fictional karate school lined the inside of her jacket, under her arms. And throwing stars packed small square pockets along the sleeves. Lastly, her dagger was sheathed at her waist. She’d never had to use it before. She didn’t intend to tonight.

      Turning her head, she heard the bare branches above her tapping in the slight wind. Her red backpack was tucked under a pile of leaves blown up against a big trunk about ten yards away. She knew what waited inside the house, and she was ready.

      Cyn even knew which tree to climb, she’d scoped the whole thing out earlier. Her eyes fell closed for the briefest of seconds while she pushed out all else and turned for the tree.

      Only she didn’t even start the turn. An arm clamped around her waist, a leather glove closed over her mouth, and a hot moist voice whispered in her ear. “You don’t want to go in there.”

      Shit.

      She knew exactly who it was the instant the arm had come around her.

      That she was alive meant that it wasn’t Leopold. He would have shot her dead just for being on his property. He wouldn’t remember her or hers, probably even when she finished with him. She expected no pleasure from that.

      That someone had touched her meant that the person was either very stupid or very arrogant. Either option only spelled the gunman.

      Cyn stood still waiting for him to release her. The strict tension in his arms telling her how ready he was for a fight. But she wasn’t going to give it to him.

      At last, the hand slowly eased away, and she got to speak. “Go home.”

      “Nope. He’s mine.” The gunman’s hair was a little deeper hued than last time, as was his skin. She wouldn’t have thought either was possible.

      She started small. “We’re clearly both after the same people. You got the last one. That makes it my turn.”

      He smiled. That was okay. Cyn hadn’t figured he’d take her first offer and just go home. But it had been worth a try.

      “You don’t want to go up against this guy unarmed. He’s mine, Princess.”

      If she’d thought she was taut from what lay ahead, she’d been wrong. Her muscles cranked to the freezing point. Ice fell from her mouth. “You don’t get to call me that.”

      “Excellent.” He didn’t care or didn’t see. “Now that we’ve determined you’re out of your league, you can back off and let me handle this.”

      She laughed. Her body shook and her eyes caught fire, but she kept quiet. It was all she could do not to spill it to the brightening stars and give away their point. “I think I’ve made it clear before that I am not out of my league, nor am I unarmed.”

      He nodded. His turn to concede one. But he didn’t give very far. “How about this? You tell me who you want next and he’s all yours.”

      “Excellent. Leopold.” She motioned to the house and smiled—albeit not a happy one.

      “I can’t.” He didn’t return the grin. His eyes hardened, and an eerie stillness settled over him. There was a tension she hadn’t expected from a man who fought with firepower instead of fists. “It’s personal.”

      She shrugged, feeling his pain, but not giving in to it. “Me, too.”

      “Did he kill your wife and child?”

      He’d asked it as though he was inquiring if she’d remembered to pick up milk on her way home. So she responded in kind. “My parents. I was eleven.”

      He gave too much away. His expression showed how much he hadn’t expected that. His frozen posture thawed a bit and his gloved hand came up to scratch at the back of his loose hair. Loose hair was a mistake, and she focused on that for a second, that and the fact that her carefully timed entry was getting ruined.

      His voice was sure, his words were not. “I guess we’re at a standoff then.”

      With a sharp pain in her heart, when she had been so certain she wasn’t capable of feeling anymore, she played her trump card. “Did he rape you and your sister in front of your parents? Then execute them in front of you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lee felt the fist in his gut, but thankfully didn’t react. She hadn’t really thrown the punch, it had just felt like it. He wanted Leopold. He needed to take out Leopold. But for all the bullets that had torn through Samantha and Bethany, it had been only lead and avarice that violated them. And no matter how much he might like to think he could have saved them if he had been there, he hadn’t had to watch.

      He couldn’t have saved them, he hadn’t known how then. Neither would an eleven-year-old child have known. Looking at her eyes, he was suddenly grateful that he hadn’t been there when Sam and Bethy died. His own nightmares were enough.

      He’d seen Sin’s calling cards. Leopold would suffer. That was what Lee wanted most. That and to see the man’s face when he died.

      Sin’s chocolate eyes watched him while he decided. Surely, she saw the concession before he made it. “Fine, he’s yours on one condition: I’m going in, too.”

      “I work alone.”

      “Not tonight, Princess.” His jaw hardened just in time to catch the right hook he hadn’t seen coming. “Ahhhhh!” He managed to keep it quiet, and only barely withheld the return punch. That wasn’t because she was a lady—she was so far from it he couldn’t imagine her as a woman, but he didn’t hit her back.

      “You don’t call me that.”

      “Fine!” If she was going to be the instrument of his justice, he’d have to hit her later. She needed to be in top form. Lee decided the matter for her. “Time’s a wasting. How were you planning to get in?”

      She gave a sigh that was worthy of any teenager facing an unreasonable parent. It made him question her age again. But as he was good at doing with most things in his life these days, Lee ignored it. “The roof.”

      “There’s a big yard between here and the roof and five very large dogs. How are you going to handle those?”

      “How would you?” Her eyebrows went up, and it made him wonder if there was some Bruce Lee dog trick that had never made it into the movies. Pulling the 9mm from his side holster, he held it up and smiled.

      She snorted, again taking years off her age. “You’d kill an innocent dog?”

      “Yes, to get to Leopold.” He didn’t know where Little Miss Lethal got off being concerned about a dog that he would hardly call innocent. Those were trained killers. “You have to admit that they will have given their lives for a worthy cause.”

      “True.” She smiled a smile that let him know he didn’t know much of anything when it came to her. “But why should they have to?”

      She started up the nearest tree and he didn’t stop her.

      “How you gonna do it, Pri—” He stopped himself at the last minute, “Babe?” Although she hardly looked like a babe either, trussed up in those leathers. She looked young and shapeless. But he didn’t want to get into a fistfight when he had better things to do.

      If she heard the slip, Sin ignored it. “You may not be alpha dog, but I am.”

      She sat at the top of the wall, looking like a school girl slipping out of the convent. Lee followed. When he reached the top, she clapped her gloved hands and spoke softly “Puppies!”

      He snorted but held the rest back.

      All five dogs bounded up and sat beneath her quietly while Lee let a surprised son of a bitch roll through his brain but not off his tongue. Sin bounced down on silent, well-trained feet and motioned him to follow. He wondered what the hell twilight zone he’d wandered into, and how that was even possible when he was pretty sure he’d been living in the twilight zone for the past three years.

      They simply walked up to the house, staying low and to the shadows, keeping a steady eye on the windows. The dogs trailed behind as though they were hers.

      Nothing had happened as they approached. No shots fired from the windows. No lights off or on. That could be just as easily be a bad sign as a good one.

      When they slid into the dark of a large old tree growing at the corner of the house, one of the dogs took a disliking to them being so close to the building and started a mean growl low in his throat. Sin turned and growled back, staring the dog directly in the eyes and leaning forward until she was in the rottweiler’s face. The dog could have simply opened up and snapped the skin off her head. But it didn’t.

      Lee reconsidered. He didn’t think anyone took skin off Sin without her approval. The dog backed down, and Sin went up the tree.

      She was like the night itself. A wraith, she disappeared in between the shadows, and he only ever had the feeling that he caught glimpses of her. Reaching up, he hefted his own muscle along the trunk, disappearing into the branches as soon as he was able.

      The leather clad cat above him seemed to have forgotten he was there. He wanted to roll his eyes. But he pushed himself back into control, he wanted to see Leopold dead. And not just any dead: a slow painful dead. So he followed, and did his best to keep his feelings to himself.

      She paused at the roofline and stealthily reached out a black clad foot. Certain she was never going to make it without a jump, he watched as she simply stretched a little further and put her foot softly on the roofline, surprising him yet again. Lee vowed it would be the last time.

      A finger to her lips told him to be quiet, and just how little she thought of him. God, he’d like to clean her clock. Instead, he gripped the branches in one hand and stepped out as she had. His groin muscles pulled back on him, making him grit his teeth. She must be damn flexible. It didn’t even look like she’d been reaching for it, and he had a good six inches on her.

      Of course, this wasn’t the way he’d have gone in. There was a long silencer on each of the Hecklers; he’d have taken the dogs out one by one, and had a window alarm short-circuited, before anyone realized the dogs were too quiet. Then he’d have climbed in and tried out his punctured lungs technique. He wouldn’t be skulking up the edge of a roof three stories off the ground, that was for sure.

      When she reached the top, she disappeared again into the pitch of night beyond her, somehow it had settled deep and heavy around them while they climbed. The dogs had scampered off to play in the yard, and Lee had to admit that it was better that way. No one would check on missing dogs. And anyone who thought they heard something would look outside and see five very unalarmed dogs and get a very mistaken sense of security.

      Sin lay along the top edge of the shingles and scooted until most of her upper body was beyond the ledge. Lee couldn’t stop himself, his hand snaked out to grab a firm hold of her ankle. Again, she looked at him like she’d forgotten he was there, but she had the good grace not to begrudge his hand.

      Reaching under, she yanked at something he couldn’t see and slowly came upright with a large piece of wood in her hands. “No one puts alarms on these.”

      She’d pulled out the roofline vent. He helped her lay it down where it wouldn’t slip. Then insisted on going in first.

      Her dark eyes flashed in the light of tiny stars and her jaw clenched when he started moving and made it clear he wasn’t asking for permission. But then her eyes narrowed as though it was okay to let him go because she was sure she could take him. He wasn’t so sure, and he slipped, feet first, as softly as possible into the attic. Sin was less than a full second behind him. She made no noise at all.

      Slowly and quietly, they took steps and waited. Took steps and listened. And made their way to the attic door. She knew exactly where it was, and Lee knew she’d been here before, just as he had. He wondered how many times he had barely missed her. If she had stumbled across any of his other kills on her way in. But then he pushed the thoughts from his mind.

      One goal. Leopold.

      She put her ear to the floor for five or more minutes. This time Lee trusted her implicitly and didn’t join her, just listened in the still dusty air of the too grand house. When she felt it was safe, she opened the attic door just a hint. It made no noise, and he imagined that she had oiled the hinges herself.

      Sin sat with eyes wide, looking through the crack she had created for about forever. Then she moved it further. For half an hour they did this, finally swinging it open when they could strain to hear the man in the kitchen below.

      Lee went down first, hanging by his fingertips and able to just touch one toe onto the polished floor, and let himself to standing. Sin came down next, hanging by a full grasp. Not waiting for him to grab her, she let herself drop, surprised when hands closed around her waist and kept her toes from the ground. Her head snapped over her shoulder as he set her feet down and motioned with a finger to his lips for her to stay quiet.

      Clearly neither of them was used to working with anyone else. This was not the best way to pull off the most important kill yet. He almost scrapped it then and there, but immediately talked himself out of it.

      Sin wouldn’t scrap it. That much was sure. That meant that there were two options. She would succeed, and Lee wouldn’t get any part of Leopold’s death. That was not acceptable. Or, on the off chance that Sin didn’t succeed, she would die. She would also alert Leopold that someone was after him. That, also, was not acceptable. So Lee sucked it up. They might bungle it, but he was all in.

      The voice carried up from the kitchen. He’d heard it before. When he’d tracked the man, he listened to his conversations from outside through a dish and headphones. But there was something in the way Sin tensed that reminded him she hadn’t heard the voice through gathered air, or over the phone, but that she remembered it from long ago. Though the thought tried to turn his stomach, Lee focused and stopped the churn.

      They slunk downstairs, each staying to the sides of the staircase. Not just to remain out of sight, but to avoid the squeaks that grew first in the center of the wood. They hit the second floor, and the single voice became distinguishable as one side of a phone call. It sounded like he was moving around the living room.

      Lee would have waited until the call was finished. The worst thing you could do was let the victim alert someone else what was going on. Dead men told mostly the tales you wanted them to. But Sin pushed ahead without his consent, and he didn’t dare reach out and grab her. If someone did that to him, they’d likely lose the hand. He had no doubt Sin’s response would be similar.

      The phone conversation seemed to cover the few sounds they made, and Lee could see why Sin wanted to move while Leopold talked. Aside from them, the hitman was the only one inside. Lee had made certain of it.

      They positioned themselves in the back of the house, waiting while the man finished his conversation. But it seemed to last an eternity. By his watch, it was another thirty minutes. Lee had a brief thought that, if he’d known someone else would be here, he would have brought a deck of cards; they could have played War or Go Fish. The absurdity didn’t break through his controlled shell to make him laugh. Unfortunately, Leopold was safe as long as he stayed on the phone.

      At last, the conversation ended, and Sin moved as soon as the phone was back in its cradle. Leopold checked out the window, his tall frame bulked with muscle. The dogs must have been playing, or else he was a brilliant actor. Because he gave no indication if he was aware of the leather-clad death coming up behind him.

      Again, her metal stars materialized out of nowhere, and she threw two. Jesus, the girl must be off, she hit him in the backs of his arms. With puny little stars. And, as the big man turned, looking like any man at home on an unbooked evening would, Lee thought she had simply baited the bear.

      Leopold’s face went from looking like he could be someone’s dad to the venom Lee would have imagined from the man who had continued to pump lead into Sam and Bethy long after they were dead.

      Beautiful blue eyes swung up beyond Sin as Leopold spotted first her, then Lee. Lee offered the man a smile. He had intended to stand in the doorway with his arms nonchalantly crossed and watch the show. But now that Sin had already fucked up, he left his hands by his sides so he could get to his Hecklers as fast as possible. He was prepared to beat her within an inch of her life if she made him shoot Leopold fast just to save her scrawny ass.

      But Sin pulled his attention back to her with just a whisper, “Leopold.”

      Her voice was as smooth as her skin and just as young and gentle seeming. But Leopold wasn’t fooled. She was in leather, with sharp instruments hanging from her hips. She stood casually in front of a man she knew to be one of the deadliest in America. And her eyes, which should have been a warm shade, were pure ice. Lee could see that much from where he stood.

      Her hands were empty, and Leopold advanced. Lee watched, waiting for her to tense but she didn’t. Without his gun or other weapons on him, the hitman was forced into hand combat, and Sin proved herself a worthy opponent. A good hundred pounds lighter than him, she ducked and swerved and handled the blows he landed with grace. She landed a better set herself. She made his mouth fly open with a gut punch dead center. With the muscles on the man, Lee was certain her hand would hurt. But Sin didn’t acknowledge any pain.

      She clipped him under the jaw with one fist when the other had looked to be coming, then clipped him again turning the fake-out into a real hit. Her hands quickly grasped his shoulders keeping him from leaning too far back, and she took every advantage of his surprise. With one foot she kicked a leg out from under him, using his own falling weight in her favor as she brought the same knee up and slammed it into his groin. It had all happened too fast for the man to recover before the next hit came.

      Leopold let loose of the air in his lungs. But to his credit, didn’t go down. Didn’t cup his nuts as Lee was fighting not to do just from having watched. He came back with a punch that Sin took only lightly on the shoulder and spun with. She turned, ducked under his arm and let his weight switch their places.

      She was behind him and on her feet while he was stumbling forward, following his iron fist that hadn’t made the contact he’d wanted. She robbed him of even that.

      She hadn’t missed with those first stars. She had meant to bait the bear.

      Lee no longer doubted her. She had meant to fight Leopold only as much as she needed to get behind him. Her hands quickly and easily found the well between his shoulders and his collarbone and, with the application of well-placed fingertips, apparently touched a prime nerve. As he watched, Lee made a mental note never to let Sin get behind him. The man’s arms went slack and his knees lost strength in accordance with the pressure Sin applied. And the Russian mafia’s best hitman for the last decade or so, who had managed to come, intact, through any number of onslaughts, had been caught without his gun and brought to his knees in his own living room by a girl. She was nowhere near finished.

      As Lee looked, she leaned over and whispered something in the man’s ear. He didn’t look scared, just mad. But Sin was ahead of him. Her hands moved from his shoulders to her hips, and just as he regained feeling, all of a split second later, he rolled.

      She had seen it coming. The sickles she carried had practically flown from their loops and arced at the end of the foot long wooden handles. Leopold was on his ass, facing her now and starting for his feet, but her sickles came down from either side, effectively hooking his ankles. From the sudden jerk, she’d sliced him. As Lee watched, two things happened simultaneously: small red stains formed on the pant cuff at the back of Leopold’s ankles and his feet went slack. She’d cut his Achilles’ tendons with a very controlled movement, not much more. He wouldn’t bleed to death from these wounds.

      Before he could think on it, Lee watched the sickles swing again. This time the back of the sickle, the end of the wood handle, found kneecaps and they didn’t crush or shatter or break bone. They pushed. Even through the pants you could see where Sin had applied pressure, moving each kneecap from under its ligaments and shoving it to the side. Beyond his hips, his legs were limp and useless.

      Leopold was now her toy.

      The man sat on the floor in profile to Lee, his jaw clenching tight against the pain. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of giving it voice. But that didn’t seem to matter much to her and Sin stood planted at his feet.

      As Lee watched, he thought he saw a flash of something in her eyes, but it passed. It was a fucking good show, that was sure. For a brief moment he wished he’d brought some damn popcorn, but this time he did lean in the doorway and cross his arms.

      Slow enough to demonstrate that she knew she was in control, Sin slipped the sickles back along her legs and pulled out the sais. From where he stood, Lee could see the metal warm in her hands. Even with her gloves on, the instruments floated. She didn’t hold them—they swirled, seemingly without her. They walked across the backs of her hands and looped around her thumbs. He would have likened it to a baton twirler but it was too smooth, almost ethereal, and too deadly looking.

      Leopold didn’t sit there and take it, though.

      Sin could spin her little sticks all she wanted, the man grabbed the coffee table and sent the small handful of magazines flying as he swung the large furniture at her. Her foot came out and innocuously deflected it. The crash it made was a startling sound, given how each of the combatants had handled it as though it were paper. None of this stopped the movement of the sais in Sin’s hands. Leopold grabbed for the next thing, and the next. Sin repeatedly kicked them out of the way, often with her foot high in the air or moving too fast to really be seen. And she never lost her balance.

      When he had thrown everything within reach and was starting to scoot backwards, dragging his useless legs along, Sin began playing with him. Using the sais to slash and poke, she took shots to his legs first. And by the little clenches in his muscles, it was clear he could feel what she was doing.

      She sliced his pants, leaving them in shreds, and showing Lee how sharp the tips of the awl-like blades were, even though they had turned over in her hands a number of times having had no effect. Leopold suffered puncture after puncture as the weapons moved but Sin’s eyes didn’t. She looked only into the azure that was far too pretty for the man who had pulled the trigger on her mother and father.

      Sam and Bethy were getting avenged as well, and countless others Lee would never know of. A slow satisfaction warmed him, an agreeable swell that he didn’t get to feel when he did the job himself, at least not until afterward.

      Sin punctured Leopold’s gut in several places. Then she hit his chest cavity, quickly placing a series of holes in between his ribs. With the wheezing this brought on Lee knew she had hit lung.

      Leopold glared. Still pushed up on his hands, he sucked useless air as he looked for something, anything, to use against her. He reached for her sais, although Lee figured that would only get the man a good slice and some severed tendons. It got him no such thing. Sin didn’t let those hands anywhere near her laser sharp weapons. Instead as each hand came out, she deftly avoided his touch and poked him in the shoulder.

      Then she stood back.

      It only took a moment for Leopold’s arms to go slack.

      He was on his back wracking for air, with no usable limbs. His hair was slick with sweat and tiny beads were breaking out on his skin as his face slowly changed toward gray. Small spots of blood appeared through every tiny hole in his clothing and in places where Sin had bared skin. And still there was anger and fire in his eyes. Still, he didn’t consider himself down. Lee was glad this bastard was leaving the world.

      Sin walked the periphery of the living body in front of her. She should have carried an apple and shined it and taken a bite, as worry-free as she looked. She no longer poked or prodded, just looked down and watched him suffer. She didn’t even seem to enjoy it, she was so cold.

      What she was watching for or waiting for, Lee didn’t know, but the show was fascinating. It was just as interesting as the conversation going on in Lee’s head. Why, after three years of practicing and working and waiting for the opportunity, had Lee handed Leopold’s kill away in a half second? He smiled a cold smile at the scene in front of him, still at his perch in the doorway.

      Because Sin was delivering what he would have. Leopold didn’t die slowly, and he didn’t die easily. Sin offered pain, just as Lee would have. And she had offered hope, baiting him into a fistfight, then letting him grab and throw whatever he could get his hands on. Then she had taken that hope away, piece by piece. And she had delivered something Lee simply couldn’t: humiliation. Leopold would be killed by a small girl.

      Still, she waited. Staring into blue eyes she had seen close over her own once before a long time ago. There was no rage, no fury, no nothing. Just calculation. Having no idea what she was waiting on, Lee waited on her. The dogs played happily and quietly in the yard. The phone didn’t ring. No cars went by on the street. They could stay until Sin decided it was time.

      Blood formed quarter sized patches and rusted on the big man on the floor. He didn’t move, clearly couldn’t control his muscles. His chest heaved with greater and greater effort, small sucking noises attesting to the holes Sin had put in his lungs. As he watched, Lee saw the eyes accept that it was the end. Leopold stopped tracking Sin and looked heavenward, as though heaven would let him near. Lee half expected the body to sink into the earth as soon as it gave up its soul.

      Lee didn’t see it coming, in fact didn’t see it happen, she was so fast. The nonchalance was gone like a memory and her sai stopped spinning, aimed straight down, and the tip was buried into the floor. Leopold’s dick was skewered on the blade. Sin let go of the handle.

      While his own gut clenched, Lee expected the handle to quiver, given the force of impact. But it didn’t. Aside from the red flooding Leopold’s face, and the new wracking of his torso, the sai looked like it had always been there.

      Sin wore a small smile.

      The lone sai in her hand spun as though it had no cares. Sin might have been planting flowers in her garden for the serene look on her face, while Leopold finally began losing a sufficient quantity of blood, from his dick no less.

      She started poking at him again, the weapon dancing in her hand as she walked. It just periodically touched the man, leaving tracers and holes. Now he flinched every time. He acknowledged hit after hit. She placed the weapon over his heart. To his credit, Leopold saw what was coming, and he offered prayers in his eyes, but no fear.

      Sin still had the upper hand and she held the sai with the tip just touching his chest. Holding it steady, she forced Leopold to puncture himself in order to move his chest and get air. Repeatedly she did this, making hole after hole. Until Leopold finally quit.

      Two minutes later he was dead.

      Lee smiled.

      Sin reclaimed the sai that had been through Leopold’s cock. With a calmness too smooth for the victory she had scored, she pulled a yellow car buffing cloth from under her jacket and wiped down the sharp points, before too casually sheathing them in the long leather pockets that traced her thighs.

      Then she gulped for air. Thinking she would faint, Lee rushed to get her but stopped short.

      He should have known that Sin wouldn’t faint on him.

      She turned with fury blazing in her eyes and the wicked, already bloody sickles swinging in her grip at the end of well-polished wood handles. This time she cracked the man’s knees with the blunt back of the sickle. She sliced his thighs and his belly open spilling blood that didn’t pump, but merely oozed out of the skin, already coagulating in his death. But Sin wasn’t through. She crossed the handles and leaned over him. When she pulled her arms apart the blades sliced his throat from both sides, meeting in the middle in a single clean cut that shouldn’t be possible with two blades and the anger that fueled them. She hacked at his arms.

      Lee decided that he’d seen enough.

      “Sin.” He didn’t want to grab her and startle her. He didn’t want to have to kill her. She didn’t deserve to die with Leopold. On Leopold. Still, he risked it. Positioning himself behind her and her deadly blades, his arms came around her waist while her own arms still swung at the body.

      As soon as he started to pull her off, he was startled by any number of things. She was lighter weight than he gave her credit for. She stopped, her body stilled, the weapons mid-arc and she slumped against him. Somehow Sin trusted him. Probably not any further than she could throw him, although that might be quite a distance. But here, even in that fury, she knew that Lee wasn’t her enemy.

      He tried to get her back in the game, his voice below threshold. “Got your bow?”

      She slipped from his grasp, and he let her, still not anxious for a fight. When she turned, she looked at him blankly, again shedding years from her age.

      He tried again. “Gift tag?”

      “Oh.” She shook her head, a few wisps of hair moving where they’d come loose from the tight French braid. “No. That’s for the cops.”

      “So?”

      She shrugged and took out the yellow cloth and began wiping down and shining the sickles. “No cops. Leopold’s too high up. The family will take care of him. I don’t want them to know about me.”

      “Well, I hate to say this.” He pointed to the corpse bleeding onto the floor, the whispered conversation almost comical. “But I think there’s a body here saying that you came calling.”

      She arched her eyebrow and went on polishing as though the sickle were the Sunday silver and not the blade she’d just sliced a killer with. “Someone with a grudge against Leopold was here. That could be any of a million people. Clearly two of us even chose the same night.”

      She walked away, around to the back of the house, slipping the sickles into the hammer loops in her pants as she went. Without looking, she put them through the first loop as well as the second, securing them for the trip back out along the roof.

      Lee followed, taking one last look at the man who had shot Sam and Bethy as coldly as Sin had laid him out. If Sin had told no lies about what he’d done to her, then Leopold got off easy, and hell would be too good for him.

      They slipped back into the attic, Lee lifting Sin up through the hole, although she showed no surprise this time. They walked the attic quietly even though they weren’t worried about it now. They boosted out the open roof vent, holding firm to each other’s hands for purchase as the climb up and around was more difficult than swinging down in had been, then popped the wood piece back into place.

      The dogs greeted them at the bottom of the tree and walked them out. Sin jumped and caught the top of the tall wall. Wondering how she would do it, he watched as she used sheer muscle to go from a fingertip purchase to pushing her hands down along her waist at the top of the wall and throwing a leg over.

      He did the same, although she had already slipped to the ground on the other side before he followed, his feet crunching leaves and making noises he hadn’t heard her make before. She was walking out a ways and shaking the silly backpack out from under a pile of leaves. She brushed at it, batting off clinging twigs and maybe a few bugs. But there were no girly shudders or faces, just cold calm.

      Lee joined her while she opened the pack and traded out her jacket, folding the leather neatly and putting it into the open space in the pack. She unlaced and removed her boots, slipping easily into the sneakers he’d seen last time. The weapons she slid smoothly from her legs and into the pack. She grabbed something and made her way back to the wall. She tossed it, and only mid-air did Lee see that it was dog biscuits. He smiled. And she was done. Sin started walking away.

      She looked like a kid hiking through the woods. Maybe a little too old to be going out for a play date, but the appearance was there nonetheless. She knew he had followed her and she turned, holding out her hand.

      When Lee shook it, wondering what the hell for, she spoke.

      “Well, I’ll stay out of the next one you want. Who is it?”

      He sighed, having no idea what to tell her. “I don’t know. I plan one at a time. You got someone in mind?”

      “Nope. Not yet.” She dropped his hand and stood just for a moment.

      “Give me your number, I’ll call when I make up my mind.”

      She laughed, the precious sound of a young woman humored by a man, and a pang went through him that Bethy would not grow to that. The pain the notes in her voice had brought only struck him at random times and since now was not the time to wallow in it, he pushed it aside. Besides, Sin was speaking.

      “I don’t give my number to strange men. You never know who’s a murderer!” She replied cheekily, then she turned serious. “You can tell me now, or not at all.”

      “I don’t know.” It was, unfortunately, the best he could do.

      Sin nodded and turned and disappeared into the shadows of the night woods.
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