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EARLIER

The gray and black tabby cat groomed himself in the window of the dingy apartment, trying to enjoy what little light was filtering through the overcast Seattle skies. A storm was coming.

Jesse Costigan sat at the kitchen counter, eating a flavorless cereal from a ceramic bowl. There was a chip along the edge, shocking white against the muted brown of the bowl’s cracking glaze. Jes regarded it while he ate. His hand moved methodically, lowering the spoon into the bowl and raising it to his lips until nothing remained but the slurry of milk dregs and cereal crumbs. He hadn’t enjoyed it so much, but sometimes food was just fuel. He took the bowl and spoon to his sink and rinsed them clean, then dried them with a towel, and put them away.

He shook a cigarette from the pack on his counter, then lit it. The smoke curled back into his lungs, warming him. He closed his eyes, letting his other senses take the forefront as he took what pleasure he could from his first smoke of the day.

A sudden but gentle puff of air blew across his face, tinged with the smoke he’d just exhaled. The cat uttered a low growl and as Jes opened his eyes, the cat slipped under the bed, head and tail carried low. On the chair beside the window, where Jes sometimes sat when he wanted a different view while smoking, sat a plain manila folder. It hadn’t been there when Jes was eating.

“Abbot,” Jes said softly, addressing the cat. “It’s fine.”

The cat didn’t emerge from beneath the bed. Jes considered whether that meant ultimately the animal was wiser than he. He regarded the folder while finishing his cigarette. Nothing was written on it. It wasn’t even taped shut. He could see a piece of paper poking from it, perhaps dislodged by its sudden appearance.

He blew out his final breath of smoke, set the butt in the old soup can he used as an ashtray, and went to pick up the folder. It contained only a single sheet of paper. Sometimes they held many dozens of pages, but this one felt as sparse as Jes’s surroundings. A name was at the top of the sheet: Marty Lyon. It was followed by a picture of the man in question. Lyon was of an indeterminate age, as his look was that of someone trying very hard to look younger than he was. He dressed down in a faded rock t-shirt, with round wire-rimmed sunglasses perched on the lower part of his nose. His greasy hair was slicked back, and a thin mustache decorated his upper lip like a smear.

Beneath Lyon’s picture was a reprinted screenshot that looked like it was from a legal document. It identified Lyon as one of the partners in a club called the Silver Lion. From the club’s address, it was probably a trendy place, in the trendy part of Seattle; not at all the kind of place Jes was likely ever to find himself unless he was working.

This was work, which meant he’d have to go there anyway.

At the very bottom of the page was a ten-digit number. Jes took out his phone. It was a dumb model, unable to do anything but send text messages and make calls. He punched the number on the keypad and held the phone to his ear, waiting for it to connect. It rang three times, and then someone answered, although they said nothing. Jes heard only silence. That was acceptable; he didn’t need the recipient to be polite. He said, “Accepted.”

With another puff of air, a piece of paper and a small box the size of his hand appeared on his chair. He set the manila folder on his table and picked up the new arrivals. The text on the paper was the same as it was every time. He appreciated the consistency.

Inside the box was a round brass contraption that looked similar to an old-fashioned compass. It was tarnished from hundreds or thousands of hands touching it over the years. The weight of age hung about it. Jes turned it around in his hands, looking at it to see if it was somehow different from all the others he’d encountered in his life. It seemed to be the same. This one might even have passed through his possession multiple times. The Source was nothing if not economical.

He placed his index finger over the round hole along the rim and touched the button on the opposite end of the device. A spring-loaded needle popped from the hole, puncturing his skin. He set the device aside and squeezed the ball of his finger until a droplet of blood welled forth. He regarded it for a moment, then pushed his finger down on the blank line on the paper that had accompanied the device. When he pulled away, a bloody fingerprint remained behind, along with a brief cloud of vapor as the chemicals within the paper fixed and set his blood on it.

The paper and device popped out of Jes’s apartment like they’d been erased from reality. The only indication of their passing was the brief puff of air.

Jes’s masters were apparently satisfied at his completion of the ritual, and several stacks of cash appeared on his chair, neatly bound in their wrappers. He nodded to himself. Cash was easy to dispose of and hard to trace. Jes wasn’t a materialistic person; he paid his bills in cash, or paid someone else to pay them electronically for him. He lived a Spartan, frugal existence, giving away much of the cash in anonymous donations to whatever organization seemed like it would benefit most from an influx of liquid capital. He suspected a lot of his donations never made it past the person who found them. People were greedy, and self-serving. Maybe he’d made a difference in their lives in a way besides ending them.

Later, he’d have to go to work. For now, he’d stay in the apartment with his cat. Abbot would eventually emerge from beneath the bed, and then he would want to sit with Jes until the memories of mysterious arrivals and disappearances faded.

Outside, it began to rain.
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NOW

Jes walked away from the police station quickly, head down against the chill precipitation. They would almost certainly have someone following him. He couldn’t give them any reason to take him in again. If they did, it would be under arrest and not merely a person of interest. He frowned. He’d spent so much time building up the various levels of his alibis that he shouldn’t have been astonished when they worked. Jolie had done exactly what he paid her to do. Her word, plus that of the poker players at Albert’s, might have been enough for the police to simply let him go.

But that singer had lied, and he didn’t know why.

He needed to get out of the sleet. No, more than that, he needed to find a deep, dark hole to dive into and close it up behind him. The Source would know he’d been brought in for questioning. The shady organization had its hooks into everything. Surely, they would have a source at the police department, and they would be extremely interested to know that one of their contractors had been brought in for questioning over a murder.

Under the pretense of looking both ways before crossing the street, Jes glanced back. He could see the unmarked car a half block back of him. Its lights were off, but its wipers were flipping back and forth. It was a dead giveaway for someone used to watching out for potential threats.

Jes’s normal move would be to steal a car to get away, but he’d left his special tool behind at Albert’s when the police came for him. If they’d searched him and found it, they’d have had probable cause to arrest him, and then they could get a judge to deny him a bond. He’d be stuck in jail, and knowing The Source, he’d likely die there as well.

He spotted a Night Owl bus, slowing for a stop up the block, and broke into a run. The driver was just about to close the doors after letting off a couple of drunk riders when Jesse stepped onto the first step. He handed the driver a twenty dollar bill. “Hey, what am I, a bank? Use the app, asshole,” the driver said.

Jes handed him another twenty, and the driver shrugged, pulling the bus away from the curb. The police tail was still behind the bus, he knew. This time of night, he wouldn’t be able to lose himself in a mass of pedestrians by the university or in a shopping center. He would have to do something clever. He rode for a couple of stops until he spotted a large grocery store that he knew was open twenty-four hours and requested the next stop.

A peculiar, irritating tickle in his ear made him dig a fingertip into it, trying to scratch it away. It persisted, and he clenched his teeth against it as he stepped back out into the cold rain.

The unmarked car pulled into the lot as he hurried across it. It had its lights on, but Jes could tell it was the same vehicle the way it crept across the lot, staying far enough back to presumably avoid suspicion. Once inside the store, he grabbed a cart, stripped off his coat and hat, and set them both inside it. Like most stores of its ilk, it carried its holiday stuff right by the front door, as well as selected apparel items. He grabbed a large Seattle Kraken hoodie and a beanie from the apparel section, a fake Santa beard from the holiday section, and a non-alcoholic cider from the impulse display right by the checkout. As he finished checking out, he saw the tall, bald detective step into the entrance, look around, and head toward the back of the store.

Good. He might not have been spotted yet. He finished feeding cash into the self-checkout, wheeled his cart to the exit, and then left it behind. The hat, though. He’d miss that hat. He pulled the hoodie over his head, put on the beanie and fake beard, and slipped the bottle into his now-empty shopping bag. As he left the store, he affected a change of gait, moving with the careful, slight stagger of the perpetual drunk, and crumpled the bag around the bottle.

The maddening itch in his ear grew worse. As he moved around the corner of the building, he felt like he could have cheerfully inserted a grilling skewer into his ear if it would stop the itch. Trying to ignore the discomfort, he hurried along the building’s edge, toward the alley behind it. The detective would look for him there, but there were lots of shadowy places to hide in behind grocery stores.

Something flapping crashed into him from out of the darkness. It hissed and spat like a nightmare, reaching for his throat with bony hands that had a grip like iron. The figure’s face was pulled tight across their skull, cheekbones showing as sharp planes beneath deeply shadowed eye sockets that held glowing sulfurous eyes. The itch in his ear seemed to spread throughout his entire head. The person or creature was wrapped in a flowing, ragged black cloak like it was the very shroud of Hell itself.

The creature wrapped its fingers around Jes’s throat, cutting off his air supply and his ability to use his power at the same time. It was clever to have done so. He thrashed around the back of the store, fighting against an opponent who was both stronger than he, and apparently able to fly, for their feet didn’t touch the ground at all.

But Jes was heavier, and took advantage of that to swing his opponent around, smashing them against the back of the store. There was no point in trying to wrestle their hands away from his neck. He only had seconds as it was, and that would be a futile waste of them. Instead, he raised his own hands to his opponent’s face and dug his thumbs into those gleaming yellow orbs of its eyes.

The creature shrieked and loosened its grip on Jes’s throat for a moment, and that moment was all he needed.

“Bang!” he shouted, and his power blasted away half the creature’s head, decorating the side of a semi trailer parked at the loading dock. The fingers around his throat fell away and the maddening pain in his head ceased as quickly as if he’d turned off a switch.

Sides heaving, Jes looked down at the remains of his would-be killer. Now he could see them in the lighting back of the store, he saw it was a person wearing that voluminous cloak over regular street clothes. He thought it might be the parahuman assassin called Shroud, given the killer’s appearance and method of attack. He’d never met Shroud in person, but heard about them once from Mr. Gray. They used telepathy to hunt down their victims, and their preferred method of dispatch was strangulation.

They’d nearly succeeded with Jes. His throat burned and ached at the same time. He was lucky to still be alive.

He cast aside all pretenses of being a bearded drunk and ran, trying to put as much distance as possible between him and the store before that detective found him again. The police must have a mole in the department, one working for The Source. When he’d been brought in for questioning, they’d reported back to the local operations managers, whom Jes knew as Mr. Gray and Mr. Mountain. They must have been afraid he might finger them to the police in return for protection and sent Shroud after him. What should he do? If he called out Gray and Mountain, they’d send someone else to finish the job and retire him for good. Or they’d put a full Source contract out on him, and then his remaining lifespan would be measured in hours or even minutes.

No, he’d play dumb and follow procedure. They’d be expecting him to call in, to report the completion of his job. He’d be expecting payment, and they’d arrange the meeting to deliver it.

It would be a trap, but at least he would be expecting it.

And then, once he sprang that trap, he’d have to go have a talk with Gray and Mountain himself.
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EARLIER

The patter of rain against the pane played counterpoint to the hiss of traffic on the sodden street below. Bejeweled droplets gleamed purple and orange and white. Jes sat in his darkened apartment, a cigarette curling its blue smoke to wreathe the still blades of the ceiling fan. It was his second smoke of the evening. The first lay crumpled in its ashtray like a tombstone amid a graveyard of ash. He raised the cigarette to his lips and regarded the fading ink within his skin. A younger version of himself, one for whom symbols had carried far greater meaning, had spent good money to get a tattoo of an ace of spades on the back of his right hand. At the time, he’d thought it was the kind of thing that made him cool, that made people fear him when they knew what it represented.

He didn’t regret the decision then, and he didn’t regret it now, so many years later. Jes wasn’t the sort to dwell on past mistakes—or past successes. In his line of work, wins and losses came frequently, often within moments of each other. As the song went, into every life some rain must fall. In Seattle, in December, rain was a given.

Another lungful of smoke joined its clan, lazily swirling into the shadows. He watched the droplets run down the glass and dribbled ash into the tray. A faint purple glow rose from the street below as the delaminating LED streetlights bravely fought their losing battle against encroaching darkness. The building across the street was one story shorter, and its gray face swallowed the light, becoming a shadowy monolith against the gunmetal clouds. Somewhere up there, Jes knew, spun the Moon, the Sun, and an entire universe of possibilities. But down below, in a nameless Seattle apartment building, there was nothing but rain and silence.

Abbot broke that silence, chirping as he sprang to the windowsill. The tabby was an uncomplaining companion, tolerant of Jes’s comings and goings. Sometimes, when Jes sat in the chair he currently occupied, the cat would deign to sit in his lap, or across the back of the chair behind his head, twitching his tail against Jes’s cheek. Other times, he would stretch and dig his claws gently into Jes’s leg. The cat had a sense of when his company was welcome and when it was not. This was one of those times when it was not, so Abbot sought other sources of entertainment. The cat stood on his hind legs, batting at the raindrops as they rolled down the glass. Then, satisfied he had asserted his dominance, chirped again and dropped to the floor. A moment later, the cat curled himself into a tight ball on the bed, eyes squeezed shut. He was unconcerned with Jes’s successes or failures. Like all cats, he simply lived in the moment. Jes tried to do the same.

Jes ashed into the tray again. He was smoking too much these days, but sometimes there wasn’t anything else to do. He didn’t have a smartphone, or a computer, or even a television. It was better that way. Pack light, be ready to depart at a moment’s notice, leave nothing behind. No footprints, digital or otherwise. A sparkle of light crossed the sky, dazzling the droplets on the window into a sparkling starscape of liquid diamonds. It might have been a plane, or one of Seattle’s uncommon flickers of lightning, or even one of the famed superheroes of Just Cause Seattle, crossing the sky on some important mission or other. As quickly as the light appeared, it went away, bathing Jes in near darkness.

He touched the button on his watch, illuminating the hands briefly. They pointed at the wrong numbers. He moved just enough to take a draw on his cigarette. Soon, the hands would point to the right numbers, and he would depart. Until that time, he would wait, and smoke, and consider how to get out of the mess he’d made of his life.

When one is skilled at a specific task, and that task is in demand, one can usually find work fulfilling that task. In Jes’s case, his specialty happened to be killing people.

Hitman. Assassin. Contract killer. He’d heard them all, but none of them felt like they adequately described what he did. Yes, at the most basic level, he killed people for money, but the oversimplification always bothered him. Not many people could do such work. There were always killers, who would commit murder for any reason, or no reason at all. Killers didn’t last long in this industry. They enjoyed it too much, with their tics and traits and tokens to taunt those who hunted them. They were noisy, and noise attracted the wrong sort of listeners, which inevitably led to dead killers. At least it eliminated the competition.

Jes provided a needed service in a world that cried out for a rebalancing of the accounts. When someone had outlived their usefulness, or done something so egregious that only a final sanction could clear the ledger, Jes was the bookkeeper. He marked their account as paid in full, and closed the book on them forever.

Some hitmen worked for the Russian Bratva, or the Chinese Triads, or even the Cosa Nostra. Those were the ones who used guns, or knives, or other simple implements of destruction. Jes even knew of one killer who still used the garrote, but she was an artist more than anything else. He used none of those things, and that had been what earned him the interest of The Source.

The Source was as close to an all-powerful, all-knowing organization as any Jes could imagine. They seemed to have been around for decades. Maybe centuries, given the nature of some of their traditions. Like any other fixer, The Source connected suppliers and buyers, but their suppliers were parahumans, like Jes.

They called him the Ace in the Hole, because his ability was undetectable until he used it. He’d gotten his tattoo because of it, because he liked the way it sounded. He wasn’t cheap, but he was efficient and, most importantly for the clients who hired him, he was quiet. If he’d been a superhero, he might have chosen a different name, but his power didn’t really endear him to the cape community. He was too good at the one thing they didn’t appreciate, and that was killing people.

One last draw on the cigarette, and it joined its brother in the ashtray. The hands of his watch had spoken. Jes stood from his chair, stretching his arms in front of him and twisting his head from side to side to loosen his neck. On the bed, the breath whistled in Abbot’s nose. Jes reached down to run his fingers across the cat’s back, gently enough not to wake him. 

He filled a mug from the faucet in his kitchenette, rinsed his mouth, and spat into the sink. Then he drank the rest and set the mug on the counter. The water was flat. Tasteless. The apartment felt even more claustrophobic than usual. He was ready to leave it.

Jes shrugged into his duster, a travel worn, western-style overcoat. He snapped the straps around his legs to keep the lower closure from flapping. The lightweight canvas was waterproofed, and when he closed the interior, it would keep him dry enough even in a December downpour. The light gray-brown color faded into the background nearly anywhere. His wide-brimmed gray cowboy hat had a plain band of the same color as the felt. A black hat might have been more appropriate, given the nature of his work, but people tended to remember more details when someone was wearing bold colors, pure white or black. Neutral was invisible. He adjusted the brim in the mirror, ensuring the hat sat properly on his forehead without shadowing or exposing his light blue eyes too much. Satisfied with his forgettable appearance, he opened his door.

Sickly yellow light from the greasy overhead bulbs filled the hallway. One neighbor watched television. Another cooked something that smelled of garlic and oregano. He overheard the rhythmic squeaking of a bed supporting lovers, and their accompanying sighs. The air felt still, humid and dead. He shut the door behind him, locked it, and went down the stairs to the glass door leading to the street.

Wet footprints marked the mat inside the door. Outside, the rain pummeled the street and parked cars, falling like there would be no other kind of weather ever again. Jes tucked his hands into the pockets of his duster and shouldered the door open.
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EARLIER

Rain pattered down on the brim of Jes’s hat, wicked away without soaking into the treated felt. The sound of the droplets upon the canvas flares over his shoulders sounded like static on an old radio. An ozone stink permeated the air despite the cleansing precipitation. Few pedestrians were on the street this time of evening. Most Seattle folk were home, warm and dry, letting prime-time television pour its drivel into the voids of their souls. Even on a Saturday evening so close to Christmas, only those with urgent business braved the rain.

Hands in his pockets, Jes headed up the street, scanning the row of parked cars as he sought any of a small group of specific models. Shop windows across the street were lit with festive Christmas lighting and displays, enticing nonexistent customers to come spend money before the holiday deadline. No merchants on Jes’s side of the street bothered with any such nonsense. Their customers would come and go as they pleased; they didn’t need to be convinced. Sorry, we’re closed! signs offered jocular apologies in opposition to barred doors and shop windows.

Across the street, a single dedicated man in a padded Santa costume stood outside a hole in the wall burger bar, ringing a bell and staring sadly into the rain without seeing it. His bucket sat off to one side like a banished dog, barely beneath the overhanging canopy protecting the restaurant’s entrance. “Merry Christmas,” he muttered to a passing couple, slurring it into a single drawn-out syllable.

Jes spotted his target, a late-but-not-too-late model Korean import. He stopped beside it and froze as a family of four emerged from the restaurant across the street. They looked unhappily at the rain, but still dropped a few coins into the Santa’s bucket. He thanked them and slurred them a Merry Christmas. They hurried across the street, heads shadowed within their hoods. They clutched white takeout containers against their chests to shield them from the rain. Their car was a miscellaneous SUV of indeterminate make and a color that looked somewhere between gray and black in the purple-white glow of the streetlights. They piled into it and pulled away from the curb, tires hissing in the standing water on the pavement.

Jes watched them go for a moment, imagining what it must be like to live a cheerfully mundane life. They’d probably enjoyed their burgers, maybe with fries or salads. Sodas for the kids. Beer or wine for the parents. Out for a family dinner on a rainy Saturday, then off to parts unknown. Maybe they’d go see a movie downtown, or go home to feed the dog and curl up on the couch to binge television until they fell asleep. It was what normal people did, wasn’t it? Jes didn’t really know. He’d been doing jobs for The Source for so long, killing people was the only thing he knew how to do.

He shook himself back to the moment. Someone else would come along eventually, and if he was working on stealing their car when they did, it would be awkward. He took out the device Andre had given him. It looked like a remote control or a video game controller, white plastic with buttons and a little screen. When he’d taken it, Andre had once asked if he wanted to know how it worked. No, he didn’t. Jes only cared that it worked. He didn’t need to know the details of why or how. Asking those sorts of questions were at best inappropriate for someone in his line of work. Pack light applied to information as well.

Jes never asked why he’d been hired to kill someone. Knowing the reason why someone had been targeted would add a level of moral complication. The way he saw it, if his target had drawn the Source’s attention, they probably had it coming. 

He held the device beside the car’s passenger side door and touched the button Andre had told him to use. The small display flickered into life, showing a pixelated animation of a spiral as it worked whatever magical tech filled its plastic guts. Rain droplets splatted across the white casing and he thumbed them aside.

The device emitted a soft beep and an LED beside the screen illuminated to green. He pushed a button and the car’s doors unlocked without fanfare. Jes looked up, checking to see if anyone was approaching, but the street was deserted of foot traffic. Cars rolled past, splashing through puddles, wipers slapping to the rhythm of unheard music. The chill breeze blew raindrops into his face and he grimaced at their icy touch. He stepped around the car, pulled open the driver’s side door, and sat inside.

Rainwater rolled off his hat, dampening the inside of the door. He set the hat on the passenger seat so it wouldn’t bump against the seat’s headrest. He held Andre’s device up to the ignition button beside the steering column and repeated the process he’d used to open the doors. Another soft beep and green light, and when Jes pressed the ignition button, the engine turned on. The windshield wipers started right away, as did the window defroster. For a few seconds, condensation fogged the inside of the windshield, but it dissipated quickly as the engine warmed. Jes pulled the seatbelt across him, not for safety, but because he didn’t want to hear the car’s incessant warning beep.

He pulled the car away from the curb as quickly as he dared. He’d never been caught stealing a vehicle, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t risky. The first sixty seconds were the most important. He made an immediate right turn, followed by a left, then went straight for four blocks before turning right again. None of the turns had any meaning for him. His eventual destination was actually behind him from his current direction, but that was of secondary importance. Just so long as the owner of the vehicle hadn’t seen him leave in it, and called the police. Seconds ticked down, and he counted them in his mind.

He relaxed enough after the first minute to adjust the car’s seat and mirrors to suit him better. After the second minute, he turned on the radio, curious what the driver chose to listen to. It was set to the Bluetooth input, suggesting the driver used their smartphone for listening instead of old-school radio. The speakers emitted only a gentle hiss of static that played in treble counterpoint to the mid-range hum of the motor and the percussive swipes of wipers. He found it soothing enough not to change it. He felt naked without his hat, but the seat’s headrest would have crushed the brim. So he turned on the passenger seat heater and angled one of the heat vents to blow on the hat, encouraging it to dry.

A car pulled up beside him at a stoplight. He glanced over, pretending the idle curiosity of a bored driver, Instead of potentially a cop, his eyes met the gaze of a young woman, her hair gathered inside a wool beanie. She was probably attractive, although he couldn’t see her face clearly through two rain-smudged windows. The corners of her lips turned up at him in the first genuine smile he’d seen in days. Perhaps in weeks, or even longer. He returned the smile briefly. To do any less would have been impolite, even if it felt unnatural to him, because he was so out of practice.

The light changed, the young woman turned left, and Jes continued straight, heading for the highway, and for Andre. He punched in the man’s number from memory and pushed the connect button on his dumb phone, which was so old it barely functioned on modern networks.
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