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			WEAPONS HEIST

		

	
		
			JAMIE VALENTINE

			SUNRISE. Dirt Road. Scraggly trees. Open-canopy Jeep.

			Val races toward a blood-blister sun. Last month she was a medical researcher. Today she drives a band of rogue operatives toward an airstrip in Central Africa, ten miles from the Chad border.

			“We sure we wanna do this?” Jaxx says. He rides in back, a Picasso bull in too-tight fatigues that barely contain his muscle-bound frame. “What if I screw up?”

			“Don’t overthink it,” Dan says. He rides shotgun, sandy hair blowing in the dry wind, eyes fixed with the intensity of a Marine gunner as he watches the road ahead. “SethNet gives the plan a 70 percent chance.”

			“So that’s like what? Forty percent we get killed?”

			“Thirty.”

			“Whatever,” Zoya says. She rides behind Val, legs crossed beneath her, spine straight, black hair blowing in the dry wind. “Stick to the plan.”

			“Easy for you,” Jaxx says.

			Val glances in the rearview, sees Jaxx rubbing his eyes, scrunching them like he’s fighting a headache, though he rarely gets those anymore. “So when we get there, I be like Bara mo, right? I say Bara mo, then Tuna gonna night?”

			“Töngana nye,” Christian says. She sits between Jaxx and Zoya, scarred face half hidden behind oversized sunglasses. “It means How are you? ”

			“Like we’re old friends?”

			“That’s the idea.” She has spent the night trying to teach him the rudiments of Sango but with little apparent progress. “Try again,” she says.

			He gives it a go. “Tune gun…”

			“Nye.”

			“Yeah. Okay,” Jaxx says. “Why don’t you talk to them? You’re freaking African!”

			“Because they are Séléka,” Christian says, as if that explains everything.

			“Yeah? Well, I’m not that neither.”

			“But you got the power,” Val says. “Just do what you do.”

			A small plane flies low overhead, lights flashing as it descends past a hill to the east.

			“Right on time,” Zoya says.

			Val tenses. Is this really happening? Nothing in her career in biotech prepared her for what they are about to do. A few months ago, her biggest concerns were the behavior of microscopic nanogens. No more. This morning is all about survival.

			They clear the rise to find the plane parked in the shadow of a dilapidated hangar. Rotting beams. Corrugated roof.

			An armed guard looks on as two rebel soldiers unload a metal crate from the back of the plane. They set it on the ground, steady their grips, then lift it again to follow a man in a white linen jacket through the hangar’s open door.

			In the distance, at the far end of the airstrip, two dusty motorcycles and a rusted truck sit parked in the shade of a low-slung barracks. There are no other structures. All around, the Central African savanna stretches barren and still.

			Val glances skyward, toward a band of wispy clouds and the guttering spark of a morning star.

			He’s not watching … doesn’t even know we’re here.

			She wants to believe that.

			“Here we go,” Dan says.

			The hangar guard has spotted them. He straightens up, shoulders his rifle, steps away from the plane.

			Val downshifts, keeps driving. “Now, Jaxx! Power on!”

			Jaxx flexes his shoulders, slaps himself on the face—first one cheek, then the other.

			The guard shouts in Sango, his tone making it clear he wants them to stop.

			Val toes the brake, parks thirty feet away.

			The guard shouts again—louder, angrier.

			“He says we can’t be here,” Christian says.

			Jaxx crunches, folds his hands across the back of his head.

			“Anytime, Jaxx,” Val says.

			The guard approaches.

			Jaxx lifts his head, straightens up, smiles at the guard. “Bara mo!” he says. “Töngana nye? ”

			The guard freezes.

			Dan taps his watch, starts a sixty-second countdown.

			Jaxx steps from the Jeep. “Aninga e wara tere ape!”

			“What’s he saying?” Val asks.

			“Long time no see,” Christian says.

			Jaxx keeps talking.

			“He is telling the guard the captain is expecting us,” Christian says.

			“The captain?” Val asks. “That’s the warlord?”

			“Yes. Captain Bämarä.” Christian almost spits the name.

			Jaxx keeps talking.

			The guard listens, lowers his gun, nods. No tension now, just two friends talking.

			“It’s working,” Zoya says.

			The guard turns toward the hangar, waves for Jaxx to follow.

			Dan checks his watch. “Forty seconds to go.” Then he, Zoya, and Christian get out of the Jeep and hurry after Jaxx and the guard.

			Val remains behind, engine running.

			CHRISTIAN CHASE

			Christian isn’t ready for this. Not after what happened last night in Bangui, and certainly not after what went down in Mexico. Her former life as a doctor was all about healing, alleviating suffering.

			No more.

			She adjusts her sunglasses, makes sure they’re snug against her face, and follows her team’s footsteps through the hangar’s open door.

			The interior is cool and damp. It smells of weathered wood, rusted metal, hard-packed clay.

			Voices echo in the middle distance. She senses six people in all: one standing to the side and five gathered in the hangar’s center.

			Of those five, one is Captain Bämarä, rebel warlord, scourge of Central Africa. She does not need vision to see him. His face is seared into her memory, burned there from the days when she had eyes. Round face. High forehead. Greedy smile wide enough to swallow a country.

			Three of the other men are likely rebel soldiers, one of whom is snapping open the latches of a metal crate. Hinges sigh. A heavy lid swings open. Boots shift against the earthen floor as Bämarä steps closer. “Ahh!” he says. He sounds pleased.

			Of the two remaining men, the one standing close to Bämarä smells of aftershave and pressed linen. He’s likely the weapons dealer. The other, standing to the side, might be the pilot of the plane.

			She notes all their positions, sizing them up with senses that are in some ways more precise than conventional sight. And so it is that she perceives the tension in one of the rebels even before he says, “Captain! Who are these people?”

			Everyone stops.

			“Christian,” Hayes says. “You’re on!”

			Christian trembles, heart racing as a tingling rush moves along her shoulders, into her head and face.

			She knows the plan, understands that Jaxx’s job was to get them inside. The next phase is up to her. But she’s terrified. Not by what might happen to her and her team, but by what she might do if she loses control.

			Jaxx tries stalling for time. But there isn’t any. Not for him. “Tuna gonna … gonna….” He’s stammering, losing it. “Tuna gonna … aw fuck!”

			The guard cocks his rifle.

			Christian removes her glasses.

			ZOYA ZYNCHENKO

			POW!

			The pop of ionized air echoes from the metal roof as a powerful bioelectric pulse shoots from Christian’s face. Her head snaps back. The guard spins, lands twitching on the floor.

			Two rebels draw their pistols.

			Zoya leaps out of the way as Christian swings around.

			POW! POW!

			The rebels fall together, one to the floor, the other across the lid of the crate, knocking it closed.

			Christian pivots again, this time taking out a rebel with a briefcase—POW!—and then the weapons dealer—POW!—before turning to Bämarä, who stares at her in disbelief. And Zoya stares with him because even now, weeks after learning why Christian usually keeps her face covered, Zoya is still unsettled by the things that have replaced Christian’s eyes.

			POW-POW!

			Christian sends Bämarä whirling like a top. He lands on his back, convulsing as Christian steps closer, stands over him, hits him again at close range. POW-POW! POW-POW-POW!

			The pilot breaks for the exit.

			“Christian!” Zoya cries. “One more! Behind you!”

			Christian turns toward the sound of running boots. POW! But this time her aim is off. She hits Jaxx instead, taking him out as he steps between Christian and the pilot.

			Jaxx drops, convulses.

			“No!” Hayes screams. He’s just retrieved the briefcase from the fallen guard. Now he tosses it to Zoya and races toward Jaxx.

			Christian wipes blood from her face, sockets swelling, steaming as she refocuses her aim on the running pilot.

			POW!

			The pilot stumbles, goes down hard.

			Beyond the open door, Valentine throws the Jeep into gear and accelerates toward the chaos.

			But she isn’t alone.

			Behind her, the rusted truck leaves the barracks and races onto the airstrip. A band of rebel soldiers rides in back, aiming guns across the roof.

			Muzzles flash.

			Ta-ta-ta-ta-thump!

			The Jeep’s windshield shatters. Glass flies as Val brakes hard, positioning the vehicle to provide momentary cover for Dan as he struggles to lift Jaxx from the floor.

			Zoya drops the briefcase, helps Dan.

			Jaxx’s eyes are open, staring at Zoya. He’s like, I’m 260 pounds. You can’t lift that! Don’t even try! She hears his voice loud and clear. But his lips are closed, clamped tight.

			And all the while, Christian remains in the open, holding her ground, face bleeding as the rebels come into range.

			POW-POW!

			Sparks flash from the truck’s grill.

			POW-POW-POW!

			The radiator explodes, blankets the truck with swirling steam as it stalls just inside the hangar door.

			Christian loses balance, catches herself on the Jeep. “No more!” She drops to her knees. “I’m out!” She topples.

			Valentine grabs her, hauls her around to take cover beside the Jeep with Dan, Jaxx, and Zoya.

			DANIEL HAYES

			“Zoya!” Dan says. “Can you stop them?” It’s a lot to ask, but Zoya is already hunkering down, crunching her muscles, powering up as bullets thump against the Jeep. And for a fractured second Hayes is back in the Middle East, trapped by enemy fire, unable to move as Zoya leaps over the Jeep to hit the ground spinning, feet, knees, elbows, and hands cutting the rebels down three and four at a time.

			They scatter, retreat.

			She whirls after them.

			And now, realizing there’s a chance that he and the team might just make it out alive, Dan turns to Val. “Get Christian!” he screams. “I got Jaxx!” And with that, he braces against the ground, flexes hard to induce a nanogenetic surge that starts at the base of his skull and spreads like an electric blast across his shoulders. Energized, he returns to Jaxx. The big guy is flat on his back, eyes still open as Dan shoves one hand under his neck, the other beneath his knees. In a move that would have been impossible a moment ago, he lifts Jaxx from the dirt.

			That’s right, Danny Boy. You got me now. Nanopower! Booya!

			The voice doesn’t come from Jaxx. It’s too close, strangely audible in the chaos, as if it’s inside Dan’s head. But Dan doesn’t have time to ponder the strangeness. He carries Jaxx to the Jeep, slams him into the passenger seat, and spins around to retrieve the weapons crate. The lid is closed. An unconscious rebel lies across the top. Dan shoves the body aside, secures the latches, grabs the handles, and strains against the weight.

			“What are you doing?” Val screams. She has helped Christian into the back of the Jeep and is preparing to climb behind the wheel. But now she steps aside, making way as Dan approaches with the weapons crate high above his head. He can tell from the mass, by the way the weight tugs at his center of gravity, that the whole package must be more than 300 pounds. But that’s nothing to him now. In his current state, he could lift twice that if he had to.

			“Can’t just leave this here!” he says, then drops the crate into the cargo hold.

			The Jeep sinks beneath the load.

			“Get the money!”

			Val plucks the briefcase from the ground while Dan leaps into the driver’s seat. Or at least he tries to.

			Jaxx is unconscious now, sprawled sideways across the center island.

			Dan shoves him out of the way, pushes him against the passenger door, where he slumps, eyes closed, mouth open and dribbling drool.

			“I’m driving!” Val says.

			But Dan is in the driver’s seat now, gripping the wheel. “Get in!”

			She clambers in beside Christian.

			Dan floors it, spins the Jeep around, drives to where Zoya stands amid the fallen rebels. There’s blood on her hands and mouth. More on her jacket. She scrambles into the Jeep, hugs her knees, gasps for air.

			“Oh my god!” Val says.

			Dan accelerates toward the fallen pilot. The guy is moving, regaining consciousness, lifting his head from the dirt.

			Dan swerves past him.

			“Dan!” Val calls from the back seat as they blast full throttle past the stalled rebel truck and into the morning sun.

			“Dan!”

			Dan doesn’t answer. He knows Val wants him to stop and let her drive. But he can’t. Not yet. If the pilot is coming to, others will soon be doing the same. Not all. Probably not Bämarä. Christian nailed him half a dozen times at close range. But there’s little doubt that some rebels will soon regain their senses enough to open fire from the hangar door.

			And there’s another problem.

			In the rearview, he sees two motorcycles race from the front of the barracks.

			“Dan!”

			“In a minute, Val.”

			“We don’t have a minute! Zoya’s been hit!”

			Dan adjusts the rearview, twists it around to see that Val has opened Zoya’s jacket to expose a spandex shirt bright with blood.

			“She’s been shot, Dan. She needs help!”

			But there’s no help here. They’re miles from any village and nearly an hour from the hospital in Kabo that will be their new hideout. And the only one of them that might be able to treat a serious bullet wound is passed out in the back seat, face swollen and crusted with pulp.

			Dan downshifts as he reaches the base of the hill, guns it toward the summit.

			Zoya covers her mouth, coughs. Blood spews through her fingers. She doubles over, spits into her hand.

			“Oh my god, Dan! Oh my god!”

			The Jeep climbs the hill as Val plucks something from Zoya’s bloody palm. Dan can’t see what it is. Can’t see much of anything. He’s out of power, running on fumes. He needs to pull over, let Val drive. And he will. A few more seconds. Just as soon as they’re in the clear.

			“It’s metal!” Val says. “Bullet fragments!”

			Zoya coughs again.

			“She’s spitting out the bullet!”

			“Healing,” Zoya rasps.

			“You can do that?” Val says.

			“Uh-huh. The nanos. They’re working.” Her head lolls to the side, a thread of blood dripping from her mouth as Dan readjusts the rearview mirror to see the motorcycle riders coming on fast, pistols raised, taking aim.

			There’s a flash.

			The mirror shatters.

			MAX JACQUEZ

			“Whoa shit!” Jaxx wakes as a bullet strikes the dash. “What the fuck?”

			“They’re gaining,” Val says.

			“Who?”

			“Behind us.”

			Jaxx looks around to see Zoya bleeding in Val’s arms while Christian sprawls unconscious beside them. And beyond a crate in the cargo hold, two guys on motorcycles are shooting at the Jeep with hand cannons.

			“Whoa shit!”

			And now here comes Val, diving over the center island, clawing across Jaxx’s lap to pull a towel-wrapped handgun from beneath his seat.

			She racks the slide, scuttles back the way she came, steadies her aim by leaning on the weapons crate and—BLAM!—nails the lead rider with her first shot.

			The guy loses control, collides with the second bike. They both go down in a cloud of red clay.

			“I did it! Oh my god! Just like a video game! Just like—”

			WHAM!

			The Jeep bottoms out, careens from the road.

			Dan is no longer driving. He’s out cold, slumped against the wheel.

			“Hayes!” Jaxx grabs Dan, tries shaking him awake as they veer toward the trunk of a massive tree.

			“Hayes! Hayes! Look out!”
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			DANIEL HAYES

			It’s 0900. Already ninety degrees. But Sergeant Hayes would rather be up here in the Humvee’s turret than down below with Chili, Homeboy, and Dozer. He loves those guys, would die for them, but he likes open spaces. Always has. He’s a country boy at heart. Even now, leading a convoy through a blasted Middle Eastern town, he’ll take dust over recycled BO.

			But there are trade-offs.

			The turret’s sling is a pain in the ass. Literally. It cuts circulation to his legs, makes them numb. Standing helps but could expose him to enemy fire. Can’t win for nothing, Pop used to say. Can’t get a leg up without putting the other down. Know what I mean, Danny?

			Hayes puts both legs down, flexes life back into his feet.

			The road is a line of hardpack between brick-and-clay buildings. Up ahead, a kid sits in an open doorway, studies the convoy. Dirty face. Ragged shirt. Nothing in his hands. Hayes and the kid size each other up as the Humvee barrels by.

			“Minute-Man! You see that kid?” It’s Chili on the intercom.

			“Yeah,” Hayes says. “I see him.”

			Chili is Corporal Iannotta, but everyone calls him Chili, as in Chili Pepper, because he loves those things. And Private First-Class Jones is Dozer because he can sleep through anything, while Lance Corporal Bailey is Homeboy because he complained early on about missing his folks back in Omaha. That’s the way it is in the Marines. Make an impression, and it’s likely to become your name.

			But that’s not the case with Hayes. He got his nickname while wrestling in high school, back when he had the reputation of pinning guys in under sixty seconds. His coach called him Minute-Man. The name stuck, then followed him to his first tour in Iraq, where a fellow Marine turned out to be a former wrestling opponent. “Hey, Minute-Man!” the guy said. And that was that.

			Chili’s on edge, still obsessing about the kid in the doorway. “What’s he doing, Minute-Man?”

			“Nothing,” Hayes says, trusting his instincts. “Not a threat.”

			“You sure?” Homeboy says.

			“Trust me. Just a kid.”

			Chili and Homeboy are nervous because they have less than thirty days left in their tours. As for Dozer, he’ll never leave. Sometimes Hayes thinks that’s him too. He believes in what he’s doing, and he’s good at it. His men need him. So he keeps watch on the kid as they thunder by, then turns to check the rest of the convoy: two more Marine Humvees and a truck belonging to the military division of Drexel International.

			Somewhere, a dog barks. It’s a tired sound, dry as the air.

			Then it happens. A sudden flash. The road spins. Hayes is airborne, out of the turret, somersaulting into the heart of an explosion so loud it crosses over into silence. He’s been hit. But by what? IED? Grenade? Rocket? He lands hard. Ribs break. He feels them snap. Not much pain. Not yet. That will come later. If he survives.

			The Humvee crashes down beside him. Twenty feet away. Wheels spinning, upside down, burning.

			The convoy stops.

			An armored door swings wide. A Marine leaps out, Private Weekend: nineteen years old, dead ringer for some singer called The Weekend. He starts toward Hayes, retreats when automatic fire strafes the ground between them.

			Ta-ta-ta-ta-thump!

			The report cuts through the ringing in Hayes’s ears. And suddenly there’s another sound. Closer. Frantic. Coming from the upended Humvee.

			“Minute-Man! Minute-Man! ”

			It’s Chili, pinned beneath the wreck, reaching through a shattered window. Behind him, Homeboy struggles, trapped beside a twisted shadow that might be Dozer.

			Hayes pushes up from the ground, takes a step, stumbles as a bullet strikes him low in the back. It’s like fire in his spine. He collapses.

			The convoy gunners lay down cover with their M240s. Ten rounds per second. The air quakes. Dust flies. But it doesn’t stop the sniper who places another round in Hayes’s leg. Thump! Then three more into his foot and ankle. Ta-ta-thump! The foot shatters. Hayes doesn’t feel it. There’s no sensation at all below his waist. It’s like everything down there belongs to someone else.

			And now here comes Private Weekend, trying again, bolting through the cross fire.

			“No!” Hayes waves him away. “Get my men!”

			But Weekend stays the course, grabs Hayes, pulls. The shattered foot drags along the ground, leaves a smear that stretches back toward the burning Humvee. “Chili!” Hayes roars. “Get Chili!”

			A 40mm round sizzles overhead. And then, in a flash, it’s over. Chili, Homeboy, Dozer, the Humvee, and a large section of street vanish into white-hot flame.

			Weekend hits the dirt.

			Hayes goes with him, lands on his back as the convoy gunners zero in on a rooftop 1,000 feet away. The building erupts in a shower of wood and brick. Walls implode. The roof collapses.

			Hayes looks skyward.

			There’s something up there. A flash of silver amid the rising smoke. A satellite? High-flying plane? Can’t be. It’s too close. Too small. A tiny angel suspended between earth and heaven. It seems to study him, its elongated body reflecting the glare of the flaming Humvee.

			The air stinks of burning rubber, scorched metal, and other things … worse things.

			“My men!”

			“They’re gone,” Weekend says. “All gone!”

			Something dark extends from the Humvee’s shattered window. Charred and misshapen, it stretches along the ground, still reaching for the help that never came.

			And Hayes reaches too, hand extended, fingers closing on empty air.

			JAMIE VALENTINE

			“Let’s pause it here,” Bryian Drexel says, stopping the playback on the holographic projection that fills a quarter of Dr. Norman Blackwell’s office.

			Standing before the display, Val feels as if she is hovering above an exploded street, looking straight down as a young Marine pulls a wounded warrior to safety.

			In the lower left of the frame, smoke rises from a burning Humvee.

			To the far right, Bryian Drexel stands apart from the chaos, transmitting live from his corporate office. He wears a tailored suit and open-collar shirt, both fitting so perfectly that it’s hard to tell where man ends and fashion begins.

			A painting of yellow flowers hangs behind him. To his left, on the corner of his rosewood desk, the bronze likeness of a Cheyenne warrior sits bareback astride a horse. That statue is likely a first-edition Remington, as surely as the painting is an original van Gogh. Drexel is wealthy enough to afford both.

			But the most striking aspects of Drexel’s office are the things Val doesn’t see. Other than the bronze statue, the rosewood desk is bare. No keyboard, computer, display screen, or landline phone. This is not to say Drexel doesn’t use technology. His office obviously has a camera for video conferencing. But unlike Blackwell, Drexel has no need for a cumbersome holographic display.

			Other than a stereo cam, everything Drexel requires to interact with the world is integrated into a pair of designer glasses that probably cost more than Val’s apartment.

			Thus, assisted by his eyewear’s interface, Drexel controls the video’s playback simply by manipulating the air in front of him, first tapping a finger to pause, then spreading his hands to zoom in on the wounded Marine.

			“This is Sergeant Daniel Hayes,” Drexel says. “A Rust Belt kid, triple athlete in high school. He turned down a wrestling scholarship to join the Corps, served with distinction until a sniper sent him home.”

			Drexel replaces the video with a telephoto shot of a run-down house on a wooded lot. In the middle distance, beyond a weedy yard, the smokestacks of a derelict steel mill rise from the valley below.

			“He’s back home now, living with his father in Ashton, Pennsylvania. It’s just the two of them. No brothers or sisters. Mother left when he was twelve.”

			Drexel zooms in on a sun-blistered porch and a young man in a wheelchair. “This is Sergeant Hayes today. Shattered foot and leg. Severed spine. Paralyzed from the waist down.”

			Hayes’s angular features are topped with a sheaf of sandy hair and dominated by dark, troubled eyes that seem to stare right at Val. He’s about her age, good-looking in a broken sort of way.

			“We worked up his full DNA sequence from samples taken at the VA.” Drexel opens the PDF of a genetic profile. “Everything checks out. Physically, he’s a perfect candidate.”

			“And psychologically?” Val asks.

			“There is a degree of PTSD, survivor’s guilt, mild depression. Understandable, given what he’s been through.”

			“Those could be problems,” Blackwell says. He stands behind Val, sleeves rolled to his elbows, arms folded across a broad chest that makes him look more like a retired wrestling coach than one of the world’s foremost biomedical engineers. “Our procedure won’t address psychological trauma.”

			“Perhaps not directly. But you have specialists. And Hayes is a fighter. With your permission, I’d like to bring him in, see if he’s interested in getting his legs back.”

			“Best not to make that promise,” Val says, then wonders if she’s spoken out of turn. Blackwell has always encouraged her to be candid, but she doubts such advice applies to conversations with the medical center’s chief investor.

			Regardless, Blackwell lets it go, says nothing, remains as inscrutable as ever.

			Drexel is even harder to read, which is not surprising given that he isn’t physically in the room. He never is.

			A new-age Howard Hughes, the reclusive Drexel has not once made an in-person visit to the medical center in which he owns a substantial interest. Nevertheless, his virtual presence permeates the hospital and labs via an array of dome cams mounted on ceilings and walls throughout the facility.

			“Sorry, Mr. Drexel,” Val says. “I didn’t mean to imply—”

			“No apologies needed, Ms. Valentine. I appreciate a woman who speaks her mind.”

			Ms. Valentine!

			Val winces at the microaggression, bites back the things she’d like to say, and lets Blackwell take over.

			“It’s true our results have been encouraging, Bryian. But I wonder if it might be prudent to delay human trials pending a full review of—”

			“Time is money, Norman.”

			“Understood, but—”

			“And Sergeant Hayes’s injuries are already months old. The window of opportunity is closing.”

			Blackwell crosses his arms, presses a fist to his chin. Val recognizes the pose. It’s the one Blackwell assumes when he’s pushed to make a call against his better judgment. “All right,” he says at last. “We’ll interview Sergeant Hayes. Who else do you have?”

			Drexel clears Hayes’s profile from the display and replaces it with drone footage of an ambulance racing along a dirt road in Central Africa.

			CHRISTIAN CHASE

			It’s a bone-jarring ride, but Dr. Christian Chase works confidently, deftly placing an IV needle into her patient’s arm. “Stay strong, little one,” Christian says. “You’re going to be all right.”

			And maybe that’s true. In any event, the little girl’s chances are better now than they would have been when the nearest clinic was a clay-walled hovel with a leaky roof, spotty electricity, and no full-time personnel.

			Now, thanks to the philanthropic division of Drexel International, the clinic has solar power, satellite internet, and a dedicated if underpaid staff. And though to Western eyes the hospital might look like little more than a rural rest stop, the work being done there is already making a difference in a country racked by civil war, drought, disease, and crime—conditions that Christian’s young patient will still need to contend with after her wounds have healed.

			Christian knows those problems intimately. They are the reasons she left her homeland to study medicine. And they are what ultimately brought her back to Central Africa to serve as a member of Medecins sans Frontieres—Doctors without Borders.

			The ambulance gears down, rattles across the rock-strewn bed of a dry stream. Christian grips the handle of an overhead cabinet, braces as she checks the bag of saline suspended above the gurney. Ideally, she would have placed the IV before leaving the village, but they needed to depart immediately. The sun is setting, and roads like this one are notoriously unsafe after dark.

			Christian peers out the back window, through a plume of red dust glowing in the taillights, and down along a steep grade lined with thorny shrubs and stunted trees—ample cover for the night’s apex predators. Not the four-legged kind. Precious few of those remain, decimated by the same lawlessness that threatens anyone who travels this region between dusk and dawn. Although MSF ambulances are protected by international humanitarian law, the fact that they carry no weapons makes them tempting targets.

			Christian can’t see the road ahead. A solid partition stands between the cab and patient compartment. Nevertheless, she can tell by the feel of the terrain that they have less than two miles to go. “Hang on, little one,” Christian says, doing her best to sound calm amid the vehicle’s rattle and thrum. “Be strong. You are going to be—”

			The driver slams the brakes.

			Christian falls, strikes the forward partition.

			The child remains on the gurney—strapped in, sedated.

			“Andre!” Christian calls to the driver. “What’s wrong?”

			“Debris on the road.”

			The driver’s door groans open.

			Debris?

			Christian fears it’s more than that.

			“Andre! Get back in the cab. Turn around!”

			But her voice is drowned out by the roar of a dirt bike bounding onto the road, changing pitch as it throttles down.

			Voices shout, an angry babble of French-laced Sango.

			“Get out!”

			“On the ground!”

			“Move!”

			The voices are young and shrill. Just kids. The worst kind of hijackers.

			“Please!” Andre tries reasoning with them. “We carry no money.”

			“Your wallet! Give me your wallet.”

			Certain that the next demand will be to open the back of the ambulance, Christian unlocks a cabinet, takes out four vials of morphine. It’s all she has. Maybe it will be enough.

			She opens the rear gate, steps out, peers around to find Andre kneeling beside the cab’s open door. A kid in a Lakers jersey stands across from him, handgun in one hand, Andre’s wallet in the other. Behind them, a lanky teen straddles an idling dirt bike, legs braced against the ground.

			The kid with the gun checks Andre’s empty billfold.

			“I told you,” Andre says. “No money.”

			Andre is bigger than both kids put together. He could easily overpower them if not for the pistol aimed at his head.

			“Oxy!” the kid says.

			“No,” Andre says. “We don’t carry Oxy.”

			“Show me!”

			Christian doesn’t want that kid anywhere near her patient, so she steps into the open, holds up her hands. “I have morphine!”

			The kid turns, aims at Christian.

			Andre sees his chance, leaps up, jumps the kid, tries grabbing the gun. They stumble, fall together.

			The gun discharges. A muffled pop.

			Andre goes limp.

			The kid springs up, and suddenly the guy on the bike is shouting. “Go!” He revs his engine. “Go-go-go!”

			The kid with the gun hurries toward Christian.

			She puts the vials of morphine on the ground, steps back. And that’s when she sees it, a mote of reflected light beyond the kid’s shoulder.

			“Don’t look at me! ” the kid says.

			But she isn’t. She’s looking past him, out to where the headlights of the ambulance reflect off a tiny shape with shimmering wings. It’s a dragonfly drone, one of the tiny fliers Drexel International uses to record humanitarian efforts in and around the hospital.

			The dirt bike revs. “No witnesses!” the rider says.

			The kid with the gun grabs the morphine.

			“No witnesses!”

			The kid aims at Christian.

			She lunges, grabs the barrel.

			NORMAN BLACKWELL

			Norman flinches as the recorded gunshot echoes through his office.

			In the video, the young doctor recoils, falls backward, lands sprawled beside the ambulance.

			“Jesus!” Val says.

			Drexel pauses the video.

			There are now two bodies on the ground. One by the cab’s open door, the other by the patient compartment’s rear gate.

			“Sorry,” Drexel says. “I should have paused it sooner.”

			But showing the violence was likely Drexel’s intention. The guy’s a master manipulator, Norman thinks, then folds his arms, presses a fist to his chin, and watches as Drexel opens a photograph of a woman surrounded by IV tubes and monitors. Bandages cover her face, head, and one of her hands.

			“Miraculously,” Drexel says, “the doctor survived.”

			Val frowns. “Our second candidate?”

			“Yes. Provided Norman agrees. She is Dr. Christian Chase, née Chisomo.”

			Drexel opens a second photo, this one showing a slender girl in a ragged dress. She stands tall, hands at her side, lips taut, bright eyes staring straight ahead. “Raised in a camp outside Bakala, she taught herself to read and write with enough proficiency to gain admittance to a Catholic boarding school in Cameroon.”

			A third snapshot appears. Same girl. A few years older, taller, more at ease. She wears a school uniform, the hint of a smile, and a look of wide-eyed determination. “While in Cameroon, she applied for and won a scholarship to the University of Bangui and thence to Harvard Medical.”

			Drexel opens a more recent image, this one of a confident woman in cap and gown. Her shadow stretches behind her. The sun is on her face, yet she doesn’t squint. Her eyes, fixed on the camera, glow as bright as her smile.

			“She graduated summa cum laude, a distinction awarded only twenty-one times in the history of Harvard Medical. Needless to say, she might have gone on to a lucrative practice in the States had she not opted to return to her homeland.”

			At this point, Drexel opens a final image showing Dr. Chase standing in front of a modest, one-story building. Brightly painted facade. Solar-paneled roof. Satellite dish. A sign over the front entrance reads Drexel International Hôpital Secondaire.

			Norman has never seen the picture before, and yet Dr. Chase’s pose is so familiar that he wonders if the image has been digitally altered, purposely tweaked to resemble a similar portrait taken of him at the opening of his first R&D facility in a blighted section of Sheffield, New York.

			In the years since, the Sheffield facility has become a sprawling medical center, with the blocks to the north and west transformed into a gentrified community of condos, restaurants, shops, and offices—all a world removed from the Central African field hospital, and yet something about the way Dr. Chase stands with one hand toward her clinic and one foot thrust in front of her recalls Norman’s own optimistic stance at the dedication of Blackwell Center.

			Is the pose a coincidence? Possibly. Regardless, Norman can’t help feeling he’s being manipulated toward a decision based on emotion rather than evidence. So he remains silent and lets Val raise the obvious objection.

			“I’m not sure we’re ready to test ocular regeneration in humans,” she says.

			“Really, Ms. Valentine? According to your previous reports, animal testing has gone extremely well.”

			“Those were preliminary assessments.”

			“Perhaps. But remember, as you said yourself, we’re not looking for guarantees. And beyond that, as Dr. Chase’s clinic has received philanthropic support from one of my foundations, she is already part of the DI extended family. As such, I feel compelled to do what I can to see that she gets the best possible care.”

			Norman folds his arms, rests his chin in his hands.

			“And I might add,” Drexel says, “that the trauma center in Bangui has supplied us with a genetic profile that is even more promising than that of Sergeant Hayes.”

			“All right,” Norman says at last. “We’ll review her profile and get back to you.” He turns to Val. “How soon can you get us an updated report on ocular regeneration?”

			Val hesitates, looks concerned.

			“First thing Monday?” Norman says.

			“All right,” she says. “That’s doable.”

			“Sooner would be better,” Drexel says. “Sorry to push, but I’ve already arranged to bring Dr. Chase to the States. Even if you decide not to use her in your study, the conventional treatment she receives at Blackwell Center will be better than she’ll find in her homeland.”

			“So she’s already on her way?” Val says.

			“Not yet. But given Norman’s approval, I could have her on-site tomorrow.”

			“Which means you need that ocular report—”

			“Today,” Drexel says.

			“All right,” Val says. “I’ll work late if I have to. But one question, if you don’t mind.” She reaches into the display, moves Dr. Chase’s photos aside, drags the paused video back to center view. “The drone that shot this footage, it was one of yours, correct?”

			“Yes. One of Drexel International’s, used to document our philanthropic efforts in the region.”

			“So whoever was monitoring its feed must have witnessed the hijacking in real time.”

			“Not exactly. Wireless coverage in Central Africa is spotty at best. The drone had to fly within range of the clinic’s satellite connection to upload its data, which it is programmed to do when onboard memory reaches capacity. Fortunately, in this instance, that necessity saved Dr. Chase’s life.”

			Drexel fast-forwards the video through a flurry of activity: one hijacker getting away on his dirt bike, the other driving off with the ambulance. The drone follows, but then—in a jarring jump cut—it suddenly goes back to hovering above the bodies of Dr. Chase and her driver.

			Norman checks the clock in the corner of the display, notes that the video’s local time has advanced several minutes.

			“You see what happened?” Drexel says. “The drone reached capacity, gave up pursuit, veered north, dumped its data, and returned to the scene.”

			Drexel fast-forwards again. Trees twitch. Shadows darken. The bodies remain still as the digital clock races ahead.

			“Fortunately, the satellite link’s AI software alerted the hospital staff … and none too soon.”

			Drexel slows the playback to regular speed in time for Norman to discern pixilated shadows moving through the brush. Wild dogs? Hyenas? Whatever they are, they scatter as the headlights of a hospital truck bounce into view.

			“The team arrived to find Dr. Chase still clinging to life,” Drexel says. “Unfortunately, her driver died at the scene, and although the hijacked ambulance was found abandoned three days later, an injured child that Dr. Chase had been transporting in the patient compartment has yet to be recovered.”

			“Oh my god!” Val says.

			“Yes. Tragic. We have no idea what became of her.”

			“And the hijackers?” Norman asks.

			“Not yet apprehended. We have their images, but facial recognition remains inconclusive. Nevertheless, I assure you, the search continues.” Drexel steps forward, stops at the point where the holographic projection of his world ends and the reality of Norman’s office begins. The illusion is uncanny. It’s as if Drexel is about to step out of the virtual, into the real. “Now, if you can spare a few more minutes, I have just one or two more recommendations.”

			“One or two?” Norman asks.

			“Hopefully one will do it.” Drexel clears the display, prepares to open a new video file. “No drone footage this time. The images I have are from security cameras, cell phones, and news feeds.”

			With a sweep of a hand, he brings up the street-level view of an outdoor market in central Mexico.

			MAX JACQUEZ

			Jaxx moves like a guided missile with ADD, at once focused on his prey and distracted by the booths that line Avenue Malchor Ocampo in downtown Valle de Santiago.

			The booths are piled with human skulls, impaled on sticks and painted with sugary glaze. It’s Día de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead.

			A woman calls from a booth. “Hola! Amigo Americano!” She smiles, offers him a candy skull.

			Americano?

			Is he that obvious? He’d hoped the sombrero would make him blend in.

			Jaxx glares at the woman, then turns his attention back to the crowd and toward another American some thirty feet ahead. He is Tommy Rafael—blue jacket, salmon slacks, suede loafers, no socks. Everything about him exudes ease and privilege. And there’s something else. Maybe it’s his bleached pompadour or the way he walks as if he owns this town and everyone in it, but just looking at the guy gives Jaxx a raging headache. Even if there weren’t a bounty on Rafael, Jaxx would have to rough him up on general principle.

			Rafael glances back, makes fleeting eye contact as a voice calls through Jaxx’s in-ear communicator. “Jaxx! What’re you doing?” It’s Nicole Cardona, a seasoned bounty hunter monitoring Jaxx’s body cam from a van around the corner.

			“Gonna take him,” Jaxx says.

			“Not here!”

			“Better here than in his freaking fortress!”

			“Lesson one, Jaxx: We wait till the time is right. I don’t know how it was in Special Forces, but in the recovery business—”

			“I can do it!” Jaxx says, a little too loudly.

			People turn, stare at the brown gringo in the black sombrero. “I’m taking him. Bring the van!”

			Rafael pushes into the crowd along Avenue Emilio Carranza, then breaks into a run toward the sculpted trees of Independence Garden.

			Jaxx takes off the sombrero, tosses it aside, charges across the street and onto the sidewalk where he grabs Rafael. He throws him against a food cart. Tamales fly. Rafael calls for help as Jaxx tries cuffing him with a nylon zip.

			“Goddammit!” Jaxx says. “Hold still!”

			“Stupid bastard!” Rafael says. “You know who’s protecting me?”

			Jaxx binds Rafael’s wrists, flips him onto his back, punches him in the face to shut him up. “Not protecting you now, are they?”

			A white van roars up beside them. A sliding door bangs open. Nicole grips the handle, looks pissed. “Goddammit, Jaxx!”

			Jaxx lifts Rafael from the pavement, throws him into the cargo hold, leaps in as sirens wail a block away.

			Nicole slams the door, shouts at the driver. “Go!”

			The driver takes off.

			“Told you!” Jaxx slumps against the door. “Told you I could get him!”

			“You idiot!” Rafael says. “Do you have any idea who’s—”

			“Shut the fuck up!” Jaxx says.

			The driver stops at an intersection.

			Sirens wail.

			Nicole looks out the back at two flashing cruisers. “Goddammit! Why are we stopped?”

			“Parade,” the driver says.

			“Drive through it!”

			The driver hits the gas.

			BRYIAN DREXEL

			Interpersonal communication is 7 percent words, 38 percent vocal tone, 55 percent body language. That’s according to a classic study conducted by psychologist Albert Mehrabian at the University of California, and Bryian Drexel, who has been studying human behavior since becoming active in the field, feels Mehrabian’s assessment still holds true, even if the actual percentages vary.

			Case in point: Jamie Valentine. The words she uses generally reveal less than 5 percent of what she’s thinking, maybe lower than 3 percent during meetings like this one. Thus, when pressed to admit that her animal testing results were promising, she voiced agreement even as her tone made it clear she had concerns. Likewise, though she offered to put in the time needed to assemble an updated report for Norman, her rigid posture suggested that doing so would require altering her plans for the evening.

			By contrast, Norman is a difficult read. Not that it matters. Drexel doesn’t need to interpret the good doctor’s nonverbal cues to know where the conversation is going. The important thing is to let Norman feel he has final say.

			So Drexel remains silent, lets Norman watch as the footage in the holofield shows a white van cutting through a parade only to be stopped by flashing cruisers. After that, the outcome is secure. Police surround the van. Tommy Rafael goes free. Max Jacquez and the others are cuffed and carted off.

			Drexel hits pause and opens a news photo of a man scowling through the bars of a Mexican jail cell. Shaved head, scarred temple and jaw, swollen nose, De Oppresso Liber tattooed on one bulging bicep.

			“Max Jacquez,” Drexel says. “A.k.a. Jaxx. Ex–Special Forces. Discharged for insubordination. Currently jailed in Mexico. Drexel International has arranged for his extradition.”

			“He’s your third recommendation?” Norman says, voicing it as a question though it’s clear he knows the answer. “What’s his injury?”

			“Impaired cognition, agitation, and neuropathic pain—all likely stemming from brain trauma suffered during a failed black-ops rescue mission. Before that, he was a different man. Focused. Highly trained. A force to be reckoned with.”

			Valentine frowns, then pushes a hand into the holofield to open Jacquez’s medical profile. “Seventy-three IQ!”

			“It dropped significantly after his injury,” Drexel says. “But I think you’ll find him cooperative—particularly given that his alternative to taking part in the study is doing time in a Mexican prison.”

			“For bounty hunting?”

			“It’s illegal in Mexico, and the man Jacquez was attempting to detain has enough influence with local authorities to make sure this case is punished to the fullest extent of the law, possibly beyond. For that reason, we need to get Mr. Jacquez out of Mexico as soon as possible.”

			“You’re saying—”

			“He isn’t safe there.”

			“And if we bring him in, decide he isn’t right for the study?”

			“Then I’ll have him transferred to a Drexel facility for conventional rehab. He’ll be my responsibility then.”

			“And what about your fourth candidate?”

			“Yes. She fits the criteria. But I’m afraid getting her to the States could be problematic.”

			“Let’s take a look,” Norman says.

			Drexel clears Max Jacquez from the display, opens a cell phone video taken in a crowded gymnasium. A banner above the bleachers is in Cyrillic letters, and since neither Blackwell nor Valentine are conversant in the language, Drexel provides a caption:

			Semifinal Tournament

			Volodymyr Khavkin High School

			Kickboxing Federation of Ukraine

			ZOYA ZYNCHENKO

			Her feet barely fit into the padded boots her parents bought at the start of the season. “You’re growing too fast,” her father tells her.

			Coach Borys tugs the rubber heel. “Push!”

			Zoya bears down. And suddenly the boot is on. Snug at the toes, but it’ll do.

			She stands.

			Borys checks her helmet, tightens the strap. “How’s your head?”

			“Fine,” she says, afraid her father might pull her from the fight if she says the pain has returned. Which it has. A dull ache behind her eyes. But no nausea. No confusion. It’s a good day. “I’m fine!” She thumps her gloves, then opens her mouth so Borys can place the mouth guard.

			The fighting ring is a six-meter square made of interlocking rubber tiles: blue for the combat area, red for the sidelines. It occupies the center of the gym, beneath a pair of humming fluorescent lights.

			Anna Bzovska stands in the far corner. She is tall, muscular, almost too heavy for a featherweight. She was jumping rope in the locker room before the match, burning off excess grams to qualify. The ref calls her name. The crowd cheers. Anna lifts her gloves high, jogs in place, then turns and glares as the ref introduces Zoya to a smattering of boos.

			Zoya is used to that. She has always been an outsider, an immigrant child with a foreign name spelled with a letter that doesn’t even exist in the Ukrainian alphabet. Her name and ethnicity have always set her apart. But it’s worse since the Russian invasion. Lately, people have begun calling her Z-Girl. Not to her face. But in whispers, behind her back.

			The irony is that Zoya isn’t really Russian. But unlike her parents, she doesn’t try to be Ukrainian either. There’s a reason for that. Like everything else in her life, it’s complicated.

			The ref calls the girls from their corners and into the glare of the hanging fluorescent tubes that make the center of the ring the brightest spot in the gym. Most of the other fixtures are switched off to conserve power. The bleachers are dim, the spectators a mass of shadow.

			Anna leers from the hollow of her helmet. Her eyes are predatory, confident. And why not? Weight and reach are in her favor.

			Zoya holds Anna’s gaze, refuses to blink as they touch gloves. A moment later, they’re back in their corners, awaiting the bell.

			“Go in low,” Borys says. “One-six, lead kick! Two-six, rear kick!”

			She visualizes the moves: uppercut to the jaw, foot to the ribs, punch to the face, kick to the head.

			Borys adjusts her helmet one last time. “You good?”

			She nods, flexes her shoulders.

			The bell clangs.

			Zoya bounds in low. Fists up. Knees bent.

			Anna strikes.

			Zoya ducks, delivers a jab to the ribs, then a kick to the belly. BAM! WHAM! The punch lands hard, the kick harder. BAM! WHAM! The boot to the head sends Anna reeling.

			The crowd reacts. Gasps. Tepid cheers. Angry boos. Zoya tunes it out, stays focused, tries landing a left hook to Anna’s jaw. But Anna pivots, kicks.

			WHAM!

			The blow catches Zoya square in the temple. The room spins, turns blue as the mat rushes up to slam her face. But she doesn’t land, doesn’t strike the mat. She keeps falling. Into darkness, through a weightless nowhere, then back up toward the raspy voice of the referee. “…two, three, four—”

			“I’m good!” she says. Her voice sounds far away.

			Her father stands at ringside. He’s shouting at Borys, demanding he stop the fight.

			“I’m fine!” Zoya yells. She’s burning now, tingling all over. “I’m all right.” The words bubble from her lips. She wipes her face, looks at her glove. There’s blood on it. A lot of blood. Not Anna’s blood. It’s her own, spilling from her nose and mouth. But she wasn’t hit in the face. The kick was to the side of her head!

			She stumbles.

			Borys grabs her, holds tight as her knees buckle. Her mother races from the bleachers. People close in. Some hold cell phones, recording. She wants to yell at them to go away, but blood keeps bubbling from her mouth and nose. It’s all she can do to breathe as Borys releases her chin strap and lifts the helmet from her throbbing head.

			JAMIE VALENTINE

			Val’s phone vibrates, alerting her to an incoming message as the young kickboxer’s face comes into focus.

			Drexel pauses the video, zooms in.

			Val ignores her humming phone, focuses on the face in the video. “She’s Asian!”

			“Partly,” Drexel says. “Her name is Zoya Zynchenko. Born in St. Petersburg to a Russian father, Chinese mother. The family relocated to Ukraine when she was eight. Kyiv is her home now, though she has never felt at home there.”

			Val’s phone quivers again. She’s expecting a message from the animal-testing lab, and it’s all she can do to keep from interrupting the meeting to check the screen.

			“Ms. Valentine?” Drexel says. “Everything all right?”

			She straightens up, chides herself for being so obviously distracted. “Sorry, Mr. Drexel. I was just thinking about that ocular report.”

			“Actually, I’m the one who should apologize. I didn’t mean for this meeting to run so late. Let’s try wrapping it up.”

			He opens a new photo, a slightly pixilated shot of a young girl with Asian features centered in a line of Caucasian faces. It’s a team portrait, though Val can’t help noticing how the other girls lean slightly away from the kid in the middle.

			“Zynchenko started kickboxing at age six,” Drexel says. “Within a year, she was at the top of her division, a rising star before headaches began derailing her performance. Her father dismissed the pains at first, but her mother was concerned enough to take her to a clinic with a DI imaging system. That is how we got these.”

			Drexel opens a tryptic of brain scans showing pinhole perforations along Zynchenko’s frontal lobes.

			“Note the damage to the meninges membrane,” Drexel says. “Indication of chronic traumatic encephalopathy, untreatable by conventional means.”

			Val’s cell phone quivers once more.

			Again, she ignores it as Drexel opens a second set of brain images.

			“And here are scans of Jacquez’s brain taken at a VA facility in Michigan. As you can see, the pathologies are similar, though Jacquez’s condition manifests in behavior quite different from Zynchenko’s. He’s impulsive, prone to violent outbursts. She’s quiet and withdrawn.”

			“What’s her age?” Blackwell asks.

			“Seventeen.”

			“Too young.”

			“Only by a few weeks. But the bigger challenge will be getting her out of Ukraine and into the States. By contrast, springing Max Jacquez from Mexican custody should be relatively easy.”

			“Which leaves us where?” Blackwell says.

			Drexel responds by aligning photos of all four candidates: Hayes in a wheelchair, Chase in bandages, Jacquez in jail, Zoya bleeding at ringside.

			“I can have Dr. Chase here tomorrow,” Drexel says. “Hayes shouldn’t be a problem once we make contact, so tomorrow is a possibility for him as well. As for Mr. Jacquez, he may not be your first choice, but I’d still like to bring him in, get him into conventional rehab, hold him in reserve as an alternate if we hit a snag with Zynchenko.”

			“And your best estimate for Zynchenko’s arrival?” Blackwell asks.

			“A week if all goes well,” Drexel says. “Ten days at most.”

			“So we’re done here?”

			“Indeed, Ms. Valentine. Off you go. Plans for the evening?”

			“I’m updating a report.”

			Drexel laughs. It sounds false. “Touché.”

			She turns to Blackwell. “You’ll be here a while longer?”

			“A few hours.”

			“I’ll try having that update ready before you leave.”

			“First thing in the morning will be fine.”

			“Only if necessary,” she says. “Later, gentlemen.”

			She leaves the office, checks her phone to find two messages from Bob Franz in animal testing and one from Raj Sethi of Bengaluru, India.

			Raj can wait. Local time in Sheffield is 5:06 p.m., which means it’s still early morning on the other side of the world. Franz, on the other hand, is probably getting ready to head home.

			She checks his messages first.

			4:57 p.m.:

			Still waiting on postmortem. I’m leaving at 5.

			5:02 p.m.:

			We got a problem

			DANIEL HAYES

			The old mill still stands in the valley, overgrown with weeds, riddled with rust. Visible from the Hayes family home, its derelict stacks rise before the setting sun, silhouetted like the pillars of a ruined temple.

			“You can’t win!” Pop says. He steps out onto the porch, smoke in one hand, bottle of Iron City in the other. “Can’t put a leg up without putting the other down.” He glances at Dan’s legs. “No offense.”

			“None taken,” Dan says.

			A circling yellow jacket makes a play for Dan’s bottle of Coke. “Hate these bees.” Dan swats it away.

			“It’s a hornet,” Pop says. “And you’ll hate it a lot worse if it bites you.”

			“Stings.”

			“What?”

			“Hornets don’t bite. They sting.”

			Inside the house, the phone rings.

			“Don’t suppose you want to get that,” Dan says.

			“Damn robocall.” Pop sits in a chair. “That or a bill collector. I hate those bastards.”

			“You’ll hate them a lot worse if you ignore them.”

			“Funny.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“Yeah? Well, let them come up here in person. I’ll show them serious.”

			The phone keeps ringing.

			“Could be for me,” Dan says.

			“Fat chance,” Pop says, not to be mean. It’s just the way it is. Dan hasn’t reached out to any of his old friends since coming home. Maybe that needs to change.

			Another ring.

			Dan considers rolling into the house to find out who it is. But it’s a long chair ride through the front door, into the kitchen, and down the hall. The caller will certainly hang up before he gets there.

			“Tell you what,” Dan says. “When my next check comes, maybe you can take me down to the cell phone store.”

			“Sure. And there’s the electric bill too. And the water. We’re using more of everything since you came back.” Again, no offense, and none taken.

			The phone stops ringing.

			Dan sets his Coke aside, lets the hornet have it.

			Pop finishes his smoke, takes a final swig. “Time for a beer run.”
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