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      To Dan, for doing the dishes

      

      and to my parents, for teaching me to tell a  story
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        internecion (n) –

        a massacre or destruction, often mutual

        

        The Authorization of Internecion (AI) Act  –

        a controversial but popular piece of legislation that legalized and regulated assassinations. Our very own Metro City made headlines after the passage of the law, with the nation’s first legally sanctioned kills taking place here just hours after the act was signed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            MR. C GETS A MESSAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Contact

      

      
        READ IT

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Read what? Who da fukk is this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OPEN THE FILE IN YOUR EMAIL & READ IT

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ha ha. Not opening shit

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OPEN IT

      

      

      

      
        
          
        OPEN IT

      

      

      

      
        
          
        OPEN IT

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OK, I see the emails. Stop spamming my phone

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OPEN IT

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you fucking serious right now? Stop.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OPEN
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        OPEN
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        AND RUN

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Those are scans of old case files. Who are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hello?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hello?

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            MR. C COMPLAINS BUT COMPLIES

          

        

      

    

    
      To: Anony Mouse

      From: MrC@MisterC.vip

      Re: Case Files – Read them and run

      

      Dear “Anony Mouse,”

      I did as you said—As soon as my virus filters or whatever scanned your email and gave me the ok, I printed out hard copies and left. I chose a randomly selected safe house, one of several dozen my girls might use after a job gone wrong. You’ll never find me.

      It’s fucking boring here, and I’m still feeling nauseous from last week’s cookie incident. I can’t stop thinking about where I’ve gone wrong, so I’m writing this down as a distraction.

      It seems easiest to address this email to you. But maybe I’ll never click send. Maybe this—whatever it turns out to be—is just a way for me to process the near-total breakdown of my life, my relationships, and the assassin-for-hire agency my mama built.

      But here’s what’s bugging me. Is it stupid to trust you, some anonymous, faceless person, over the people I have paid, and trained, to keep me safe?

      Or are you even a person at all? Could you be some bot set to help me self-destruct?

      Assuming your warning is legit and someone is coming to kill me, my first hunch is that the surviving members of the Board sanctioned a hit on me after last week’s debacle at the meeting.

      Eliminating me opens the agency my mother founded up for division. With me out of the way, the Board could force a sale, even. In short, I can think of a few bank accounts that might profit from my demise. Politically, too, I have to reckon it might help a few people if I weren’t around and fighting for my industry’s rights. If it is the Board members behind this, I trust they will find me eventually. That’s progress, I suppose: Always coming after you, like an assassin in the dark.

      I’ll wait for them here in this grimy, unlit apartment that smells of bleach and disuse. I’m masking my phone’s location and desperate for something productive to do, so yes, I will read over the agency case files that you—whoever you are—emailed to me last night from an unknown address along with your warning to run. Maybe if I “look at them closely,” you said, I’ll see where I’ve gone wrong—where I betrayed both the women who were depending on me for their livelihoods and the investors depending on me for profits.

      But they say a fish rots from its head, so I suppose the first place to start is with myself.
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        * * *

      

      When I was ten years old, my mama gave me a little piglet with a brown spot in the shape of a heart on her snout. She was about the size of a kitten, and just as cute. I named her Charlie. We played every day out in the pen Mama’s right-hand woman Bernice built—or every day, as far as my kiddie memory lets me remember. Mama allowed me to fawn over the piglet for a while but put a big old stop to it the day she got back from a job and realized that I’d been sneaking Charlie into the living room to watch vintage morning cartoons.

      I’d picked up some of Mama’s own tricks by then and had finagled Charlie past the security cameras and disabled the alarm on the back door of our modest brick house in the suburbs of Metro City so the agency front desk wouldn’t get an automatic alert that I’d opened it. Mama founded the agency lickety-split after Congress passed the Authorization of Internecion Act that allowed cities to license assassins, saying she’d been ready for this line of work her whole life.

      One morning, Mama came back unexpectedly from pushing around papers and bullets at the MC Agency, which I run now, of course (or did last time I talked to anyone at the office). That morning, anyhow, she caught me wrapped up in my favorite tiger-striped blankie on the floor in front of the TV hand-feeding Lucky Charms to Charlie. The piglet snuffled in my hand with that velvet, heart-kissed snout, and I confided all my childish troubles to her—I’d just about convinced myself she was going to help me clean my room later.

      “You’ll need to learn how to clean up, C-dawg,” Mama told me about every day. “I’m handing the business over to you, you know.”

      Yes, I knew. But when I was real little, the fact of that inheritance was just an abstraction.

      That is, until Mama found me with that piglet in one hand and the cereal box in the other, under the neon flicker of an anvil falling on a coyote on our flatscreen.

      “The fuck you doing, C?” Mama spat, throwing the packet of monogrammed balaclavas she’d been carrying down on the coffee table. They were part of the official uniform she wanted her agents to assume.

      Mama didn’t talk to me like that, usually; since Daddy went away, she’d been real nice. But that morning with Charlie was a sea change in a lot of ways.

      “Fee-feeding Char-charlie,” I said through a mouthful of marshmallow and pulverized oat.

      “‘Charlie!?’ You named the damn pig?”

      “She—she was lonely, Mama.”

      “It’s a pig! Lonely? Jesus, help me—didn’t you listen when I told you why we got the pig?”

      Ever-eager to please Mama, I solemnly closed my eyes and tried to remember exactly what had happened when we brought Charlie home. Mama had been at work and sent a car to come get me after school. We drove out of town to the farm belt. I sneezed, like I still do when there’s long grasses around, and had to roll the windows up. Mama and a couple of her agents were in the front yard of a beat-up shack drinking beers and cleaning rifles. The place stank, and I couldn’t understand why they were all so cheerful to be there. It looked like someone was using it as a dump, too—a bunch of brown-stained, rolled-up carpets were piled over by one of the low-roofed out-buildings nearby.

      “C-baby! There you are.” Mama peeled herself off the hood of her SUV and gave me a hug. Her hair smelled clean, like roses and gun oil, and I buried my nose in her shoulder to escape from the fecal stench of the farm. “You do well at school today?”

      When I nodded into her shoulder, she drew back and took my hand—I was already too old for that but none of my classmates were around so I allowed it—and led me to one of the sheds. I tried to hold my breath. All of them were stinky, so it was hard to tell, but this seemed like the stinkiest.

      Inside, there was a pen. And in it, two giant hogs, large as nightmares, chewing on bones. Flecks of red meat foamed over their snouts. I tried not to look.

      “What do you think?” Mama asked, leaning down to put her face by mine.

      I knew there was a note of pride in her voice, and I couldn’t figure out why, but I craved that pride to extend to me and everything that I did.

      “This right here is a game-changer,” she continued. “This is what’s going to give me the edge over that other bastard with his ex-military thugs. He and his daughter think they can price me out of the contracts ‘cause of our cleaning fees. Well, we’ll see about that.”

      “It doesn’t smell real good, Mama.”

      Her brow furrowed. “No, babe. That’s pig shit. It doesn’t smell good. But so what? You listen here, honey, business don’t smell good. It’s not supposed to. It’s dirty, and it’s hard, but—“ She must have realized she was holding my hand a bit too tight, so she straightened up, caressing the flyaway hairs on the top of my head. “—but we do it, or someone else does it instead. You got me?”

      “Got it.”

      “This right here, C, this is what I needed—what we needed. So you’re going to learn everything you need to know about pigs and cleaning up, okay?”

      I nodded, doubtfully. I hated that this felt like a test.

      “We’re going to take one home, so you learn right up close. You need to respect pigs. Their jaws are something else. Bernice already ‘bout lost a finger.”

      I’d always wanted a pet. But these were monstrous creatures, easily outweighing even Bernice, the heftiest and thus most respected of Mama’s employees. And that smell! “One of these ones, Mama? Where will we put it?”

      “Naw, little man. We’re going to get an itty-bitty one. C’mon.”

      She led me to another dark, cobweb-festooned shed, where a pink sow lay grunting in a pile of mud while a half-dozen beige and brown loaves tumbled over each other trying to get at her belly. “We’ll take one of these and raise it up all the way to bacon.”

      “Bacon?” I knew where bacon came from, of course. I’d just never been confronted with it other than as a few strips on a plate.

      “Sure. There’s a fair once a year. You get this little chonker as big and healthy as you can. We’ll show it at the fair and see how you did.”

      “What happens after the fair?”

      “Well, then, C, it’s time I teach you some more about our business.”

      “I already know what a spreadsheet is, Mama. Bernice showed me private tables last week.”

      “Pivot tables. Yeah, you’ll need that too. But in addition to those nice fine jaws these hogs have, and their insatiable appetites, and their tasty backstraps, there’s something else we value them for. Don’t you know what that is?”

      I swallowed, that tight feeling of being tested persistent in my throat. “Um, Mr. Silver at school said pigs are, like, really smart. Can we teach it to do tricks? Like a puppy.”

      Mama blinked at me. “Tricks. You’re shitting me, hon. C’mon. Think.”

      “Um, we can breed them and sell more pigs? Bernice said her friend Jimmy did that with Dobermans. Do you remember we got to play with that puppy that time? We could get a Doberman puppy, couldn’t we? You said next year, and it’s already—“

      “Look, C, no puppy. Not now.” She let go of my hand completely, and I felt the sweat on my palm go cool in the mid-May air. Then Mama leaned over the stained wood slats of the pigpen and snatched up one of the piglets, tearing it from the long nipple it suckled. It bleated in ineffectual protest. “Pig flesh is very similar to our flesh,” she said, holding out the animal until I took it in my arms.

      It was warm, and wiggly, and even though it tickled me through the fabric of my tee-shirt I suppressed a smile because I sensed Mama was being serious.

      “We can learn a lot about problem-solving on humans by doing it on a pig first,” Mama was saying, though I was finding it hard to listen. The piglet was looking up at me with a limpid gaze through a fringe of long eyelashes. And that little heart on its angelic snout! I’m gonna name you Charlie, I thought, as Mama said, “It’s about time you got your hands dirty.”

      “I’ll take care of her,” I said. “I promise. I’ll even clean my room.”

      Mama laughed then, as I’d hoped she would, and ruffled my hair. “Well, now. I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      

      After reviewing that memory carefully and still coming up blank, I opened my eyes again and recoiled anew at the look in Mama’s eyes. She grabbed the TV remote and muted the beeping of the successful roadrunner, muttering something about “father’s jeans.”

      “Daddy didn’t leave behind any pairs of jeans, did he, Mama?”

      “What now? No, not jeans that you wear, baby.” She rubbed her face, and I could tell she was getting one of her headaches.

      “You told me that we got the pig so I could learn the business.”

      “That’s right, C. So what are you doing now? How does this help?”

      Sensing an opportunity, I tried my wiles on her. I liked it when Mama said I was a ‘charmer.’ “Well, you tell Bernice and the others that they’re like a family. So I’m treating Char—um, the pig—like a family member. With respect. This is my favorite cereal, so I’m sharing.”

      “Do you think I got you the pig to be your employee? To share with it?”

      “Um—“

      “Hon, the pig is a target. We’re going to chop her up. Eat her, maybe, later.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes, but I knew better than to let Mama see them fall. I wanted her to be proud of me. “But what if we didn’t? What if we kept this one and—“

      “It’s just business, honey,” Mama said. “You can get you another piggie, maybe. When you’re older. If you still want one.”

      “But Charlie—“

      “Little man, don’t name that pig.” Her voice was iron. “You go up and clean your room now.”

      “Can I take her—“

      “Now.”

      And I did it. I left Charlie down there swaddled in my tiger-striped blankie while a cartoon version of her dad tap-danced silently on the screen. I hope she got a couple more mouthfuls of Lucky Charms in before Mama booted her back outdoors.

      The next morning, when I snuck outside, Charlie’s pen was empty. Bernice told me she’d been sent to the farm to be “back with her brothers and sisters.” Which I said sounded fine to me, even though I knew it was probably one of those strings of words like “problem solving” that meant something else entirely.

      And that spring, when Mama took me back out to the farm and gave me my very own set of honed knives in a leather case, I pretended I didn’t see the brown heart on her snout or the flash of recognition in the target’s eyes.

      It was just business.
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        * * *

      

      And that’s what I’ve been telling myself all night, as I scramble from safe house to safe house, these case reports weighing on my mind, trying to find a place where they won’t find me—It was just business. I had no other choice.

      As my pursuers—sent by the Board, I have to assume (or by you, my supposed savior?)—draw closer, though, I am haunted by the idea that there was another way. That my failings set up my agents to fail themselves.

      I’ve gone deep in these case files from my years running the MC Agency and am going through each page to see if I can find any through-line that will bring hope. As I read them, I reflect that it’s so strange to think my team of very human problem solvers who hired on to solve such human problems as revenge, avarice, lust, and fear are being—have been—replaced by the cold technology of drones and code.

      These new drone agents powered by my agency’s very own proprietary artificial intelligence are the future, though. Everyone says so.

      If you are reading this and I didn’t make it, well, let me tell you I didn’t plan for any of this to happen. One minute you’re a kid eating cereal with your best friend in your pajamas and the next minute you’re head of an agency of serial “problem solvers.”

      Even before Mama passed the reins of the business to me, I tried to modernize. When I started to take over, problem solving was still a relatively new profession. I went to dive bars, strip clubs, street corners, action movie matinees, in search of girls who I thought might like to join what we could still sell as the next industry disruptor. At least in the beginning, I continued from what Mama set up and offered on-the-job training, a good benefits package, and flexible hours. I then implemented incentives, hierarchies. I hired personnel specialists to help.

      Some of those first hires, like Josephina, didn’t make it, sure, despite my hands-on training. Reading her story sure took me back. There’s lots I’d do differently now, of course. (Lots I learned to do differently, at the MBA program Mama paid for to get me away from the girls after Josephina since several of them blamed me for what happened.) Even so, I still can’t say that I messed up back then.

      That was part of doing business, wasn’t it? One girl down, another problem solver takes her place. This is the cycle, I realize, as the newest type of problem solver tries to take me out.

      I did my best. Like Mama taught me, I’ve kept my room clean. But now I don’t know if I can clean house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            JOSEPHINA’S CASE
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        File 399:X5

        Note: Asset probationary; pay on completion

        Asset: Josephina

        Brief: Client has requested natural or accident…

      

      

      

      Josephina had blood on her fingers.

      Thin, oily blood. It stank.

      She held her hand out to the side and looked around the cockpit for something to clean herself. The sudden movement of her head made her stomach lurch.

      “Breathe, Jo,” she said out loud. “Just breathe like Duncan taught you.”

      Seasickness hadn’t been a problem this morning when Duncan picked her up at the marina. The water had been flat as glass and the sky as empty as her bank account. Since then, big puffy clouds had blown in. They threw azure shadows on the ice-blue waters, and the wind that brought them created a chop and scared up goosebumps on Josephina’s bare legs. The ropes hanging down from the mast’s cross piece—Did Duncan call it a bang? A boom?—swung back and forth. If Josephina focused on them, she’d throw up.

      She stared at the horizon, watching to see if she could glimpse a navy-blue boat, ant-tiny in the distance, zoom toward her from the mainland. Eventually, the urge to vomit passed. She stepped down the little ladder and into the wood-paneled room inside. She was careful not to look at the blood pooling on the cockpit floor as she passed or to drag her bloody fingers on any of the white-painted wood outside. More to clean up.

      Just down the ladder was the kitchen—no, the galley. This morning, Duncan had tried to teach her all the names of the places on the boat. Grinning, she’d echoed them, just as she’d been asked.

      She washed her hands and dried them with paper napkins. Holding her hand up so the diamonds caught the light, she took extra care to dry the skin around her four gold rings. Afterward, she balled up the damp paper and held it in one fist. With the other hand, she took a long, thin filleting knife out of its wooden block and examined the blade. It needed sharpening, but it would do.

      Then she went back to the cockpit, careful not to stumble and cut herself as she climbed outside. The sun had come out from behind the woolly clouds while she was downstairs, and now the bright white deck dazzled her. She wished she hadn’t broken her sunglasses this morning.

      Sidestepping the pool of blood on the cockpit floor, she reached for the net bag of coconuts. Duncan had told her what kind of fish they could expect to catch today. Meaningless names she hadn’t bothered to remember. Why did fish even need names? This one in question from head to tail measured about the length of Josephina’s leg from her knee to her ankle.

      It had been a long time since Josephina had gutted a fish, but she remembered the basics. Would Mom be proud? No, probably not. Mom had never admitted to that sentiment in her whole life. Josephina crouched and braced her back against one of the cockpit seats. She cut off the fish’s head, its eyes and skull already broken by repeated whacks from a coconut, and then sawed on the side fins and the tail until they, too, parted from the flesh. She set these aside. Next, she ran the back of the blade along the skin until the rainbow-hued scales sprinkled on the deck. Several clung to her hands. Josephina grimaced. She’d do what it took, but she didn’t like it.

      Gagging from the stench of the blood and innards, she slipped the thin filleting knife into the fish’s abdominal cavity and sliced it open at the belly. Eventually, she had a pile of discarded fish guts and some bony, bloody fillets. They weren’t pretty, but they would do.

      For a terrifying second, Josephina couldn’t remember the next step. Mr. C had spelled it all out to her, so many times. She closed her eyes and concentrated: She’d made the call. She’d prepared the fish...

      Oh, yes.

      Josephina stood and carried the fillets over to the barbecue Duncan had prepared before he threw the first of the four fishing lines in.

      “It’s just a given that we’ll catch something, Jo,” he’d told her. “You’re gonna love lunch.”

      She doubted that she’d enjoy it much, but it was certain she’d enjoy it more than he would.

      She placed the fillets on the barbecue and looked around for the lighter. Duncan had already put the wood and the starting briquettes in place. She found the lighter in the picnic basket, next to a can of warm beer. She thought about drinking the beer, but it didn’t feel like her stomach could handle the fizziness. She looked out at the mainland again. Still no sight of a navy-blue boat.

      Once the barbecue was lit, the fish started cooking. She didn’t care much for fish, but it smelled better than the blood, anyway.

      She grabbed Duncan’s machete out of its holster hanging on the mast. He’d just used it to chop the wood for the barbecue.

      We need more wood, Dunc, she thought. She forced herself not to give in to hysterical laughter and focused on the task at hand: chopping.

      Part of Mr. C’s regimen was for her to do lots of weight training. She liked that better than the mandatory pole-dancing classes, but not as much as Pilates. At any rate, the result of the last six months of work in the gym when she wasn’t seeing Duncan was that she was deceptively slim and so strong she surprised herself. The machete made short work of the coconut husk. When she threw it under the barbecue grill, flames leapt up and licked the fish flesh. One more whack on the coconut opened the inner nut. The coconut was old and brown, so there was not much water left inside, but the inside meat was just the right balance of moist and crisp. She re-holstered the machete and wiped down the handle with the towel from her beach bag. She ate more of the coconut meat while she waited for the fish to finish cooking, then threw the rest overboard. The husk on the barbecue was satisfactorily burned away.

      Josephina was on a roll now. Would Mr. C be proud? She needed him to be.

      While she went back down belowdecks to get two plates, some forks, and more napkins, Josephina imagined how Mr. C would react when he saw her later today. She was the youngest one to go through his new training program. She hadn’t done at all well at first. The other women had told her she wouldn’t make it. She was too soft. Too dumb. Too unlike them. But today? She’d done everything he asked.

      Oops, well, not quite everything.

      Now that she thought back to Mr. C’s instructions, in fact, there were a couple of pieces she was still missing. She looked out to the mainland. Still no boat. So she still had time.

      She went to the barbecue and plated the fish. She folded down a wooden table on the side of the cockpit and arranged the two deck chairs so that they sat by it. Proud of herself, she even remembered to set the table with the salt and pepper from the picnic bag. She took the bottle of wine from the icebox and poured two glasses.

      When Josephina was ready, she sat at the table, with her back to the rest of the cockpit, and ate half of the fish. It tasted like moldy sand. Scales clung to it, and one got caught in her teeth. She gulped down some wine but forced herself to stop.

      Still no navy-blue boat.

      Anxiety prickling at her scalp, Josephina decided to go to plan B. Is that what Mr. C would want? They’d covered this in one of the strategy sessions. She had it memorized, right? But why, now, were the details fuzzy?

      She stared at the horizon and went over the plan in her head. She tapped once on the table for every point, feeling the slick varnish on the table under her fingertip. Glancing up, she was sure the sun was in just the right place.

      Once she was mentally prepared, she swallowed hard and looked at her hands. They seemed so small. So deceptively weak. But she could do this.

      Josephina stepped to the middle of the cockpit. She had been purposely avoiding Duncan’s body, his sticky remains, but now she made herself run her eyes from his bare feet all the way up to his bloody hairline.

      I did this. I can do more. I am in. Mr. C will have work for me forever.

      “Sorry, Dunc,” she said, even though she was sure he was past caring.

      Josephina took Duncan’s bright blue t-shirt from the bench where she’d thrown it earlier. He’d been so eager to get it off, and she’d been so caught up in the whole scripted rhythm of it all—her performance, Mr. C had called it, like she was an actress or something—she’d almost missed her opportunity.

      With the shirt protecting her hands, Josephina gathered up the fish guts and took them to the transom. She climbed carefully down to the swim step and threw the guts in the water. Duncan had done some of the work himself. When they anchored, he’d set four lines, each baited with a nice, fragrant bit of meat. And, what luck! Each line had caught something, and three of them still had hooked fish swimming, tiring, advertising their weakness. Josephina had already seen one dorsal fin.

      One more trip to the cockpit for the rest of the bait, and then, once she was sure she’d seen two dorsal fins flitting just below the surface, Josephina went for the big haul. Duncan hadn’t been a tall man. He was wiry and energetic. But Josephina herself was nearly as tall as he was and had been training in the gym considerably harder. Even so, she was surprised how strenuous it was to drag him down to the swim step. She thought he’d have stiffened up by now, but he was still movable. His arms flopped everywhere; his neck moved. His legs moved, and under the ripstop fabric of his swim shorts, she could see the outline of his penis shifting positions. The skin on his hands and arms was even warm to the touch—from the afternoon sun, she told herself.

      She squinted at the reddening horizon. It’s only been a couple hours since I sent the message, she thought. That’s why Mr. C and Tactical aren’t here yet. She must have misunderstood about the need to hurry. After all, the two shit-ass jobs she’d had before both lied to her about efficiency during the staff training. Waitressing meant cleaning floors and folding napkins off the clock. Retail at Metro City Mall meant she needed to show up a full hour before her shift so the manager could give the staff lectures on team spirit. Why would problem solving be any different? Just because she hoped so? She would just have to wait.

      Once Duncan’s body was on the swim step, Josephina almost dipped her hands in the water to clean them, then remembered the sharks. There wasn’t any blood on her—Duncan’s hands were clean and so were hers—but she felt like she needed to cleanse. When she got back to shore, the first thing she’d do after Mr. C approved her invoice was have a really long, hot shower.

      One more shove, and it was over. The man was gone; her deed was done. She hunkered on the swim step and watched his body slowly sink, shockingly white below the surface and then obscured like a green veil had drifted over it.

      She felt a thrill of accomplishment. Take that, Mom, I can too hold down a job. After she saw movement under the water—a flash of a white belly, a shovel-shaped nose—she decided it was time to clean. Bleach, brushes, and ten minutes later, she’d made the cockpit look fresh as ever. The harsh chemicals blocked out the stench of old fish; it even smelled good.

      Now, for the rest of Plan B.

      Josephina found her bag and pulled out her phone. The evening light was fading by the second, but even still, it was adequate for her to see the bloody thumbprint on her phone case. She must have left it right after starting Plan A. Sighing, she took it off the phone, spritzed some bleach on it, and then tossed the case overboard.

      Don’t litter, she thought she heard her mother’s voice say, crystal clear, better reception than her phone for sure. We’re trash enough already, honey. And then the breathless, honking laughter. Her mother’s bray. She sounded like a donkey—but don’t you ever get close enough to her paws and say that out loud.

      Josephina knew the sounds were just in her head, but she couldn’t help the reflex of looking beside her and behind her to make sure that Mom wasn’t there. She counted to ten, just like Mr. C had taught her. Breathe, Jo. Breathe.

      Mr. C is going to be so proud of me, she thought, while she called up the number pad on her phone. Maybe he’ll even tell his Mama. She touched 9—maybe he’d give her a bonus—1—maybe another gold ring? She loved them so much that one of the other women in training called her “Rings” for a nickname—1.

      Nothing.

      Josephina frowned. She had excellent coverage, usually. She held the phone up to her other ear. If she’d been hearing Mom, maybe she wasn’t hearing other things real good. That had happened once before— before Mr. C found her on the beach lifting a gold ring from out of one of his girlfriends’ bags and offered her a job.

      “You’re better than a petty thief,” he said. “You got talent.”

      She’d laughed at him a little then. Who, me? Not worthless? But he’d told her the truth, and now she had somewhere to stay where she didn’t have to worry about somebody burning her with cigarettes in the middle of the night. She got a part-time job at a restaurant so she had some spending money while she completed the agency training. Mr. C sent her to night classes to get her diploma, and then after that she’d started training for his real line of work. And here I am.

      Josephina fiddled with the volume control on the phone. Nope. She switched over to the music app. The rainforest sounds she used to go to sleep at night after a bad day poured out, blended with the lapping sound of the water on the hull. Pretty. Maybe she’d use beach noises next time.

      She tried 911 again. Then, she spied the problem: No signal.

      Her jaw dropped. She glanced at the mainland. She could see the city. It was right there. How could she have no signal now, when she needed it? Did that mean—? Her scalp went cold.

      In the messages app, a thin red line circled her last message, with a tiny notification: Message Undeliverable.

      Mr. C and the Tactical crew were not coming in the navy-blue boat because they hadn’t known she was ready.

      Josephina’s breathing went jerky. She couldn’t get enough oxygen in her lungs or something. They were going to break out of her chest, she was heaving so hard. She reached for her own throat and stroked her rings against the sensitive skin under her jaw. The diamonds caught the ridge of bone and dug in, causing a sharp, centering pain. It helped her think. Well, sometimes it just made her bleed. But today, damnit, she really needed to think.

      Duncan had tried to show her how to use the boat when they were on the way out. But her script said she had to act real dumb, and since it wasn’t hard, that’s what she did. It had been harder in training when she had to act real smart and classy. Mr. C said she did well, but he’d had a little frown while he said it.

      Josephina looked up the mast. Even though she was used to the motion in the cockpit now—the nausea gone along with Duncan—when she looked up to the sky, she could see how much the silhouette of the mast waved back and forth against the darkening sky. Dizzy, she put her head in her hands. It was nearly full dark now.

      She needed a plan C, she thought. But Mr. C was fond of telling her that “his girls” only needed a plan A and a B. He was their Plan C, he always said. And then he laughed and laughed, and it never failed to scare her a little.

      Swallowing back the tight knot that rose in the back of her throat, Josephina tried the phone again. Still no service.

      She stared at the mainland, where tiny sparkles of light popped up as people got home from work. That was where the fifth ring waited for her. Her prize. It would only take twenty or thirty minutes to get back to shore, but it seemed a gazillion shark-filled miles away.

      Her phone battery was at ten percent, and her eyes filled with tears when she finally heard the deep purr of another boat’s motor.

      “Josephina? Josephina, you there?” Mr. C’s voice echoed across the water. She stood up and waved, then realized he wouldn’t be able to see her. She flicked on the flashlight app on her phone.

      “Good, good. Hold on, girl. Put the light down. You’ll blind us.” The boat pulled up to the swim step. After the sudden brightness of the flashlight, Josephina saw it as a matte shape against the glossy water. The engine’s purr began a high-pitched whine, and someone cursed. “Prop’s stuck in the fucking fishing line,” a woman’s voice said. Josephina heard two sets of feet leap aboard.

      “Can I turn the light back on?” she asked.

      “You all alone?”

      “Yes. Done.”

      “What happened to Plan A?”

      “No signal on the phone.”

      “What about the radio?”

      “Wha—oh shit.” The radio. Now, she remembered. Downstairs, there was supposed to be a black walkie-talkie thing. Duncan hadn’t mentioned it on the ride out, and since she’d been using her data to check her socials right up until they anchored…“I couldn’t find the radio?” Her voice, already strangled by phlegm from crying, rose to a higher, questioning pitch. A teenager’s voice. “Can I turn on the light now?”

      “Not yet.” She could tell Mr. C was standing by the barbecue, but she couldn’t see his face yet.

      “And Plan B was over then, too?”

      “Yes. I did everything. Except I couldn’t get ahold of anybody.”

      “Careless, Jo.” His voice was just a whisper in the dark. His companion—Jo couldn’t think who it might be—was noiseless. Was she coming closer? Moving toward the mast?

      “I’m sorry, Jo. You did the job, but you needed me to pull out Plan C.”

      She heard the sssnick! of the machete leaving its holster. Faintly, from somewhere, Mom’s laughter echoed.
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      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
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      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
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   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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