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      Stan felt like a father at the end of his rope. Trying to keep his family happy on a long trip home after a stressful vacation.

      The drive through the night to the Belling airport had been a slow one. Taking it easy against the certainty that somebody was already there waiting for them.

      Each of them had taken their turn in the tiny shower. He was last, barely enough water was left, but when he finished, he felt like he could take the first deep breath of the day.

      Jeans and t-shirt. A clean sock for his left foot. A nice cleanup of the Everyday Carry before slipping his stump into the socket and pumping it down.

      Gen insisted on helping him so she could inspect the skin. “I don’t need a nurse,” he snapped.

      “Maybe not, but I’m still looking.”

      As short as she was, she still seemed to fill up the remaining space in the van, so he let her push him down onto the bed. “Fine. Look all you want.”

      Ronnie ignored him. Probably punishment for leaving her sitting in the mud.

      He wasn’t even sure why he did it. Imagining the world without her had made it seem like she was already gone.

      When Gen was done, he didn’t bother trying to get to a seat. He sat on the bed instead, looking at the last bit of luxury he’d see for a while.

      It had been his plan to use this van for a long time. Now they were going to leave it at the airport. Maybe they could come back and get it when this was all done. Use it when they had to get back on the run.

      Mo pulled into the long-term lot just as the sun brightened the edge of the sky. Pulled in next to a tiny smart car. They all climbed out, weary and bleary-eyed.

      He and Mo carried the bags. A few days’ worth of essentials. He would have to rely on Ian for anything more. Reminded himself to keep his phone charged so he wouldn’t miss the call.

      The inside of the airport shuttle was silent on the two-mile drive to the passenger drop-off. Gen and Ronnie sat side by side, leaning together with their heads touching. Mo stood up the whole way, holding on to a ceiling strap and staring at the back of the driver’s head.

      They shuffled out into the bright lights in front of the entrance. Ronnie and Gen went inside to the Hill of Beans that was piping the burnt smell of coffee into every corner.

      He used the app to get a FASTr. Asked for something with room. They’d still probably send a Civic.

      He sat on the metal bench next to the ashtray and leaned his head back on the window. When he closed his eyes, he saw Frank. It felt like a memory from a decade ago, but he knew it was just before things changed. Sitting at his dining room table eating that horrible chicken Marsala he couldn’t stop making.

      Frank told him about the little girl across the street. Her father was raping her, and she had asked Frank to kill him. He told her he would help, but only to get him arrested, not to kill him.

      Stan had seen the lie in the way Frank worried his hands into fists. The set of his shoulders. He would catch that man, and he would kill him.

      Stan had secretly approved.

      He felt a touch in his hand. Bolted upright in surprise to find Ronnie sliding a cup of coffee into his fingers. Before walking away, she took a moment to caress the back of his hand, up to his wrist. She didn’t look at him, but she nodded before turning away to sit with Gen again.

      Mo stayed on his feet, leaning his hip against a concrete post.

      FASTr surprised Stan with a Chrysler Town & Country. More than enough room for them all to sit along with the driver — a chatty housewife working her van at the airport to make extra money for a new wheelchair for her disabled husband.

      She took them to a park ten miles outside of town. Dropped them off next to a large gazebo.

      Stan paid cash. Included an extra twenty, and the driver gasped in pleasure. Put her hand on her heart. “Thank you so much.” It looked like she was about to cry. “I hope you have a blessed day.”

      “You too.” He watched her disappear into a cloud of gravel dust. Turned to see Gen sitting with her back against a stone wall. Ronnie’s head in her lap. Opal finger twining through the broad curls of her hair.

      Mo bent in front of a small grill on top of a pole set into concrete. Adjusting the height of the grates. Nodding in satisfaction.

      When his phone vibrated, he realized he had been standing there in the rising sun for several minutes. He fished it out of his pocket. “Yeah.”

      “We should be in town by 3:30.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Any additional requirements?”

      Stan told him he might need to work as a handler for a time. Get them a motel room. Some food. Go from there.

      “Check.”

      “I’ll send our location, and then it’s just waiting, waiting.”

      “Half the world is waiting.”

      Ian hung up, and Stan sighed his agreement.

      He turned the GPS on. Took a picture of the peak of the gazebo. Turned the GPS back off. Now the picture was tagged with his location. He emailed it to Ian's secure mail server.

      Waited for the ping of a return email, confirmation that Ian had received the message.

      Nothing to do but wait seven hours.

      Mo was on the ground next to Gen. They all seemed asleep. Mo had his feet up on the bags. Another one under his outstretched hand.

      Stan didn’t want to disturb them so he climbed onto a creaking picnic table. Let his Everyday Carry dangle over to rest on the seat as he lay back. Folded his hands over his belly and fell asleep.

      He woke up with the sound of a hissing alligator echoing in his mind. His missing foot ached. His head throbbed. It felt like he had a pound of sand in his sinuses.

      He sat up with a groan. The luggage was by the wall, but Mo and the girls were gone.

      He looked around and found Ronnie standing in front of a row of vending machines. Stan didn’t remember seeing them before his nap.

      Gen and Mo were by a water fountain, splashing their legs and arms.

      None of them looked like they were on a cookout.

      He stood for a stretch. Heard the crunch of gravel as a small SUV — a Honda of some kind — approached followed by a white van.

      Mohammed was behind the wheel of the Honda. Ian in his place driving the van. Mo met him at the front of the SUV with a bottle of Coke. Stan killed half of it while Mohammed and Ian got out.

      Mohammed tossed the keys to Ian and climbed into the side door of the van. Ian tossed the keys to Stan.

      “I got you a room at a motel down the road. East out of the main entrance here. Two miles down, the Night Post. Shawna made a quick trip to Provisions for food. We don’t have a list of allergies or preferences, so there’s just a variety.”

      Stan nodded. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      Ian sighed. “There’s also a competitor in the area.”

      “What, another Household Services contractor?”

      “Yeah. We knocked the logo off the van here. Gonna put a rack and some wire on it. Use a phone company livery for a while. Then we’ll sniff ‘em out. That’s how they knew where you were going. It wouldn’t take much to extrapolate using the kind of gear they have access to. But they’re hindered by the office. I am not so hindered.”

      Stan sighed. Things were about to get more difficult and more expensive. “So what now?”

      Ian pointed at the gazebo. “This was smart. I’m almost positive you’re good right now. I know we are.” He tipped his head at the keys in Stan’s hand. “The room keys are on that ring. Go and rest up for a bit. Let us scour around, then we’ll meet up later for some planning.”

      Without waiting for confirmation, he turned and went back to the van. Stan didn’t watch him leave. Instead he turned to Mo. “Did we do the right thing?”

      Mo shrugged. “We did the only thing.”

      That’s what Stan had been afraid of. If there was only one thing, there were no more choices.
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      Jeanette only felt safe when she was touching him. Like contact with him bled strength into her. But the dependency made her feel weak.

      The way the men had tried to hurt her had been terrifying. The way Haggis had reacted had been almost as scary. But he had handled her so gently afterward. Helping her clean up, never rushing her when she broke down.

      She cursed herself because she always thought she was stronger than that.

      They shuffled through the aftermath, ignored the ringing phone, and slept in a shared embrace.

      The smell of fresh coffee woke her up. Only one eye working. The split in her left eyebrow felt like a throbbing water balloon.

      Haggis stood there in the strip of morning sunlight coming through the curtains, sipping at a cup. His back was oddly hairless considering the red fur that nearly covered the rest of him. Except for a small diamond of fluff in the hollow of his lumbar spine.

      He looked soft but powerful. Even bigger without his shirt on.

      The bodies of the men that had attacked her were gone. She couldn’t figure out where he had put them or how she had slept through him doing it.

      A small pile of what they had carried was a jumble on the table next to the hutch that held the bar and TV. Guns and holsters. A wad of cash. Some crumpled papers. What looked like a wrapped condom.

      When she pulled the blanket back to roll toward the edge, the movement made her hesitate with a wince. She struggled to get her feet on the floor, remembered she was naked, and realized it didn’t matter.

      She stood with a groan. He turned to watch her walk, and she pushed her ratty hair back and held her hands out.

      He held his cup up as she pushed into him. Gasped in shock at how cold the fronts of his thighs were. “You’re freezing,” she said. Her voice was a toad’s croak.

      He chuckled. “I was standing in front of the AC while the coffee brewed.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s where I put ‘em. In between the bed and the window.”

      She nodded as she pushed away and headed for the bathroom. The floor felt like it had been swept. Since the room had no vacuum or broom, he must have gotten on his hands and knees with a towel or something. Just to be clean, or to protect her feet?

      With the bathroom door closed behind her, she avoided anything more than a flash of her reflection. Brushed her teeth with her eyes closed. Brushed her hair by feel. Gritting her teeth with every tangle.

      By the time she got dressed, her head was pounding. She took a bracing breath and finally looked.

      Her left eye looked like a split apple. Waxy and red like at the grocery store. Her eyebrow was a crust of blackened blood. Skin turning purple up into her hairline.

      Spreading down her cheek. A dark hollow under the other eye.

      Tears squeezed through the swelling. Her face was scarred. Maybe she could get some tape on it, but there was no chance of going to a doctor. She was on the run now.

      She squared her shoulders. Dabbed at the tears. Forced herself to look at it without flinching. Nodded to herself before marching out, her head giving a stab of pain with each step.

      Haggis was dressed and leaning on the table with the coffee cup back in his hand. He pointed to the other cup next to him. “It’s just black. I didn’t know how you took it.”

      Smiling pulled at the scab, but she did it anyway. “Black’s fine.”

      When he slid the cup over, his face fell into the light. Blackened eyes under a weeping gash on his forehead. Smaller cuts dotting the rest of his face.

      “Oh,” she said. Fighting fresh tears, she ignored the coffee to hug him again. The good side of her face against his flannel shirt. It smelled fresh.

      She drew back. “Where did you get this?”

      “I went out to my truck in your robe.”

      She laughed, then stilled her face at the pop of pain in her eyebrow. “You must have been hanging all out of it.”

      He grinned. “It was a little chilly.”

      She waved at the window. “When did you have time for all this?”

      “Oh, I only sleep four or five hours a night. I’m good.”

      She sipped her coffee. Wished it had a little bourbon in it. “Now what?”

      “I think we go to Texas.”

      “Why?”

      He took a measuring breath. “I want to talk to Stan face-to-face. Any call might be intercepted, but I’ll still have to find out where he went.”

      “To help him?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I think what he’s doing is worth supporting … and I’m pissed.”

      “Me too.”

      He smiled. “Maybe for different reasons.”

      She spread her hands. “What’s more reason than this?”

      He sat down. Fidgeted with the empty coffee cup. “I don’t know how you did it, but you got me so tied up I can’t even think straight.”

      The other chair had shattered on his face last night, so she took her cup to sit on the corner of the bed before her knees gave out. He didn’t turn to face her.

      “When I came in here and saw what they were doing,” he said, looking up at the ceiling in thought, “it was like the pain they had done to you … that they were planning to do … it was like they were doing it to me. And I got so red. Like I couldn’t believe they dared to do that to my girl.”

      He glanced over with a sheepish smile. “I knew you probably wouldn’t like me calling you mine like that, but at that moment, it was all I could think, ‘cuz hurting you was hurting me.”

      He looked back to his empty cup. “I don’t know what right I have to think that. To want to protect you so much, but like I said … a guy is sitting here head over heels hopeless.”

      She stared at him spinning the cup in his hands. Stalling for time because she didn’t know what to say. Even before Mark had left her — when she thought he still loved her — he had never said anything that made her feel as good about herself as what she had just heard.

      “Then let’s go to Texas,” she said.

      He nodded like she had just given him an order. “Sounds good.”

      He carried everything on the way out, and she let him. It meant she could hide her face against him. Keep his arm in her hands. Maintain that contact she suddenly craved.

      She was sure they were on camera. There was nothing in her car she needed, so they walked all the way out to where Haggis had parked. The second row pointed toward the road. Ready to drive right out with just a flick of the wheel.

      He put her stuff in the back under the hard bed cover. Walked her to the passenger side. Waited for her to get in and buckle up before closing the door.

      His chivalry felt genuine. Like a habit born from treating women with respect for his entire life. If they were together twenty years from now, she was certain he would still wait for her, holding the door for as long as it took.

      The old truck started without hesitation on the first twist. He bent to move the floor shifter into drive, but before he could pull out, she unbuckled and slid across the bench seat to the middle. Dug the middle belt out.

      After she was buckled back in, he drove away.

      She leaned against him. Put her hand on his thigh. It felt good, and he didn’t seem to mind. When his big arm dropped across her shoulders, she closed her eyes.

      What a bunch of bullshit to go through just to find somebody that made her feel good.
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      Mo thought the room was far too small for all these people. Stan and his … family? Ian and his team. Spread out with crinkling fast food bags on the bed, the counter, balanced in laps.

      Mo wasn’t as big a fan of Sloppy’s as Stan was, but he was hungry. Plus, it had been months since he had given a shit about his diet. He shrugged as he took another bite.

      Seven people were eating on less than fifty bucks. Ah, America.

      He looked up in surprise when Gen, Ronnie, and Shawna stood up at the same time. Ronnie held up her drink. “We girls are going into the other room. There are things we need to discuss.”

      Nobody objected, everyone sharing the same clueless look. When they opened the front door to leave, Ian nodded as he wiped his mouth. “Be cautious,” he said.

      His wistful look as they walked out made Mo wonder if something was going on between Ian and Shawna. He could understand. She was pretty enough, and plenty of people got romantic at work.

      The ensuing silence was broken only by chewing and slurping. Wadding up wrappers and going in for more. When the meal slowed down toward the end, Ian said, “There’s probably eyes on the bank.”

      Stan nodded. “Probably everywhere in town. Maybe even in this motel.”

      Ian smiled. “Not out here yet. But that doesn’t mean they won’t widen their search, or follow one of us here if we’re not careful.”

      Mo dug out his last fry. “We’ll just have to be careful then.”

      Ian leaned back. Put his drink between his legs. “You guys will have to scope out the bank. I don’t mind being your gopher, but I am threatening my anonymity, which is fine as long as my price is being met … and I’m alive to spend it.”

      Stan stood up to walk to the window. “That’s as much up to you as it is to me.”

      Ian smiled. “Agreed, but there are limits to what a service contractor like me can do when it comes to behavior in and around banks. That is something I am unwilling to tackle.”

      “Regardless of price?” Stan asked.

      Ian spread his hands, and his smile became a grin. “Well …”

      Mo knew Gen thought Ian was creepy, and Mo could see it. But it didn’t stop him from liking the guy. He was good, and he knew it. And he backed it up with performance above and beyond any Household Services operative he had ever worked with.

      Stan waved it away. “I can go right in anyway. They want me there.”

      Mo shook his head. “It’s not the going in part, but the getting back out alive part that you should be thinking about.”

      Stan pointed with the hand holding his cup. “Then think.”

      Mo held up one hand. “I did. We need a distraction. Something a couple blocks away that will draw eyes. Pull an official response.”

      Ian nodded as he leaned forward. “But only if we eliminate any threats already watching.”

      Mo shrugged. “If you can identify them.”

      “Oh, it will no doubt be the other Household Services contractor. I’ll identify them all right. And then I’ll fuck them.”

      Mohammed grinned. He had asked them all to call him Jihad, but Ian didn’t use the nickname, and Mo thought it had been a joke. “Hard,” he said. It was the first word Mo had heard him say, and he was surprised there was no accent. Then he felt guilty for thinking there should have been one.

      “It’s simple,” Mo said. “We just have to get our eyes down there. Look at every nearby building. Every route of entry. What speedbumps there might be. Is a street fair coming to town? Is there a fucking hotdog vendor on the corner? Are any lanes closed?”

      “Places to hide,” Stan said. “Easy escape routes.”

      “Hard escape routes. Any escape routes.”

      Stan held up a finger. “Then, if we assume we are successful, we have to get the evidence to as many people as possible.”

      Ian and Mohammed exchanged a look. Ian nodded. “I think we can help with that. We got a server we’ve used for years to flood LiveLyfe with political misinformation. It’s super effective. It eats up power and generates so much heat we have to reflow a lot of the solder when the boards separate, but it can hit a million plus users in a day. Couple that with the way shit is organically shared on the platform, and pretty soon, a hundred million people have seen it. If the news catches wind, who knows how many it will hit? Who can hide from that?”

      “Something like that is terrifying,” Mo said.

      Ian nodded. “I know. It just costs so fucking much, even rich fucks don’t see the value.”

      “Yeah, but they aren’t trying to expose a pedophile ring.”

      Mohommed snorted laughter. “They’re probably in on it.”

      “As expensive as it may be,” Stan said, “I still need something more.”

      Ian shrugged. “A copy farm. Like a stack of flash drives. Fill ‘em with the evidence and mail a thousand of ‘em. Once the Livelyfe spam gets traction, that story will be money.”

      Stan shook his cup, but it was only ice. Looked at it with annoyance before dropping it in the trash can by the TV. “So all we have to do is get rid of anybody who might be staking the bank out while avoiding anybody that might be looking for us. Get into a bank that probably has somebody in there waiting for us. Get back out after opening my safety deposit boxes —”

      “Boxes?” Mo said.

      Stan tipped his head in a little shrug. “One is evidence, the other is money.”

      “Do you know which is which?”

      Ian leaned forward. “That’s right, make sure you get the right one.”

      Stan chuckled. “I’m sure we all know which one you would rather I save.”

      Ian sat up straight like he’d been slapped. “The one with the evidence. The one that will save those girls. Jesus.”

      Stan sighed. “I’m sorry. I just … “

      Ian held his hand up. “I get it. I talk about getting paid often enough. It’s easy to believe it’s all I think about. So make sure you get the right one.”

      “Roger that.”

      Ian grinned. “I mean, I’ll still bill you.”

      When Stan burst out laughing, Mo sat forward to put his elbows on his knees. “This is all very heartwarming, but we still haven’t gotten to the part where we need to get away, and then stay away after this shit comes to light. Do we need more support?”

      A buzzing phone sank the room into silence. It was Stan’s. After studying the screen, his eyes widened as he answered. “Yeah.”

      Mo couldn’t hear the other voice. He watched Stan’s face as he closed his eyes. Shoulders sagging.

      “Got it,” Stan said. “I’ll call back soon.”

      He sighed as he dropped the phone back into his pocket. Scrubbed his face with both hands and looked at Mo. “That was Haggis.”

      Ian held up one hand. “That damn grizzly that works for you?”

      Stan nodded. “Jeanette Gustoff’s with him. Gen was right. A couple guys from the office traced ‘em to the room I got for her.”

      Ian nodded. “They definitely have a contractor helping them. It had to be after we left.”

      “It was.”

      “What happened?” Mo asked.

      “He killed them.”

      Mo clapped his hands. “My man!”

      Ian looked from Mo to Stan. “He an operator?”

      Stan shrugged. “Marine Corps sniper.”

      “And he’s an ox, so I can see it.”

      Mo felt a little better about their chances. “Looks like we got that support I was asking for.”

      Stan walked to the front door. “What’s that gonna cost though?”

      He walked out. Pulled the door shut with barely a click.

      Mo didn’t think he was talking about money.
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