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    Mom, Dad? All those hours I was lost in my room? These are the shores I always washed up on.
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Maddie’s glass kept clinking against the faucet, the hand holding it shaking violently. She overshot, the water spilling over the rim of the glass, drenching her hand as her vision filmed with tears. She gulped back a sob as she turned the faucet off, rapped the glass down in the sink and held her face in an attempt to collect herself. She took in a shaky breath. Then another.

She peeked through her fingers at the used pregnancy sticks strewn across the white tiles of her bathroom. She ran her fingers down her cheeks and counted the pregnancy sticks. There were seven of them. Seven sticks and all of them positive. Maddie glanced at the unopened pink and yellow boxes and counted those. Five. Five more sticks to pee on. Maddie let her hands drop to her side and let out a breath. “Bottoms up.” 

With her hand still shaking she reached for the glass, took a couple of deep breaths, and guzzled it down. She rammed the glass down and stared at herself in the mirror. The fluffy afro she was keeping was frazzled, her eyes were wide and bloodshot, her lips cracked despite the water she’d been downing. She clutched her stomach and belched. The belch turned into a dry heave, which then graduated into an all-out voiding of her bowels. She barely made it to the toilet. As she threw up the water and the oatmeal and the coffee she barely had for breakfast it dawned on her that this was her first official bout of morning sickness. Then she remembered that she’d thrown up already in the morning after waking up and realising that she was almost two weeks late. She hugged the cold porcelain and wept.

Ten minutes later she stumbled out of the bathroom into her bedroom, her mind in a roaring haze, her eyes puffy and swollen. “I haven’t had sex in seven months,” she whispered to herself, barking laughter. “I can’t fucking be pregnant.” She squeezed her palms into her eyes as if trying to stop them from popping out. “Seven fucking months. With a fucking rubber no less.”

She shambled toward her tiny bed with an arcing metal headboard, the thick orange carpet caressing her bare feet. The room was a charming mess; clothes and marketing textbooks strewn everywhere, socks and panties hanging on her headboard, her laptop and phone on her rumpled purple covers. Next to hers, her roommate’s bed was also small but neatly made with a gang of stuffed animals nestling around the pillow. The mid-morning sunlight streamed through the window just to the left of her headboard, the beautiful day outside mocking her.

She seized her laptop and opened her Chrome browser. She sat there a moment thinking, then typed false positive pregnancy test into the Google search bar. She clicked on the first hit and wrung her hands together to stop them from shaking while the site loaded. The site listed several reasons why a false positive might happen. The first reason was something about mistaking a faint colourless line that was caused by the urine evaporating for the blue line that meant that the test was positive. Maddie shook her head. All of the lines were blue. All twelve of them. She’d triple checked each and every one of those sons of bitches.

The second reason involved a recent miscarriage leaving residual hCG in the system, making a false positive. Nope.

The third reason was fertility drugs that contained hCG. Nope. And what the hell is hCG anyway?  

The fourth reason was a faulty or expired pregnancy kit. Maddie supposed that could be the case. All 12 of the kits she’d bought were from the same brand. She tilted her head and conceded that that may have been a dumb thing to do. Maybe she’d bought an entire batch that was defective. Unlikely, she allowed, but not more unlikely than falling pregnant out of the blue during a seven-month dry spell. She filed this notion away as a possible explanation.

The fifth reason was about certain medical conditions contributing to a false positive. One of those conditions was cancer. Well, that’s just swell. Either I’m about to get my tits sawn off or I’m about to have a phantom baby...

Maddie paused as inspiration hit her. Quickly, she opened another tab and Google searched hysterical pregnancies. The first hit was a Wikipedia article and she opened it. Her eyes roved back and forth as she read through it: officially called pseudocyesis in humans...appearance of clinical and subclinical signs and symptoms associated with pregnancy...even when the organism is not actually pregnant...

Maddie leaned in closer, forgetting to breathe.

...false pregnancy in humans less common...sometimes purely psychological...sometimes caused by changes in the endocrine system...wrongly secreting hormones that cause physical changes similar to those during pregnancy...

Maddie let out a breath, her heart beating a little bit faster. This sounded plausible.

The article went on to state that most of the physical symptoms of pregnancy: morning sickness and tender breasts, were present in false pregnancies. Maddie cupped her left breast, squeezed and winced. Check and check. The article further stated that irregular periods were common as well as an expanded abdomen. “Jesus Christ,” Maddie whispered.

The more she read about this the more convinced she got. And the more convinced she got the more she realised that the only way to resolve this once and for all was to go to the hospital and have a blood test. Maddie took a deep breath and let it out in a shuddering whoosh.

“Ok. I go to the hospital. They straighten this shit out. I live happily ever after. I can do this.”

She glanced at her phone and picked it up. She went to her contacts and paused, indecisive. Her boyfriend was on a research trip in China, so he was out. Pam, her roommate, was at her boyfriend’s for the weekend, so she was out too. Her younger sister was an incredible tattletale. Her parents were out of the question. All her other friends were either too far away to help or not intimate enough with her to confide in. But she needed someone to go with her to the hospital.

No, you don’t. This is a solo mission. Go there and get it done.

She glanced at her phone. The time was 10:42. She had a shift at the bar that started at 15:00. If she were to leave for the hospital now, she would not have the time to come back home. She would have to carry her work clothes with her. There was a clinic that had resident obstetricians downtown close to where she worked. That was her best bet. She set her laptop aside and stood up. Now that she had a plan of action, she felt less like a zombie even though her head was still roaring with static. She stood in front of the full-length mirror on the wall and looked at herself. She did not like what she saw. She raised an elbow and winced at the impossibly large damp patch at her armpit. She breathed into her palm and sniffed and winced again.

“Ok. Another shower, brush teeth, some cereal. Then we split.”

The hot water ran out a minute into her shower forcing her to rush it. After that she stood shivering in her towel as she brushed her teeth, then blow dried her fluffy hair. Then she gathered up all the used and unused pregnancy sticks and dumped them into the bin underneath the sink, telling herself to remember to empty it before Pam got back from her sleepover.

She shuffled into her room and got dressed: jeans, a lime green t-shirt and a pair of black converse shoes. The August sunlight was all bark with no bite; bright enough to make her wince but thermally impotent. The wind carried enough of a chill to mandate at least her light black jacket. She stuffed the bar’s black t-shirt into her backpack along with her laptop and a marketing textbook. She went to her dressing table and fussed with her hair a bit, put on some light make up and some earrings. Then she walked out of the room, shouldering her backpack.

The living room and the kitchen were separated by a small counter. The floor was bare hardwood, complementing the red exposed brick of the walls. The seating area was dominated by a large and ugly brown couch with some futons flanking it like orbiting satellites. In front of the couch was the flat screen TV and set-top box they rarely used. Score one to Netflix. The kitchen area was to her right. Maddie retrieved the bowl and spoon she’d used earlier from the sink, rinsed it and poured some Frosties into it. She got some milk from their beat-up fridge and hurriedly ate the cereal at the counter. As she ate, she wondered what she would do if the pregnancy test turned out to be positive.

“I would abort,” she said, her mouth full of cereal. “No fucking questions asked.”

After eating Maddie made sure all the lights and appliances were off (double checking the gas stove) and made her way out after making sure she had her phone and purse and keys on her. She locked the door of her third-floor apartment and made her way down the dark hallway to the stairs. Down in the brightly lit lobby she saw her favourite neighbour Tina talking to a tall, good-looking guy. Tina was facing away from Maddie, and she seemed to be having a deep conversation with the guy.

“Hey Tina,” Maddie said as she came close.

Tina turned and smiled. “Hey Maddie. Off to work?”

“You know it.” Maddie said. She smiled at the guy and offered her hand. He took it in a firm grip and returned her smile.

“This is Kurt, a friend of mine.” Tina said. “Kurt, this is Maddie, I’ve mentioned her before.”

Kurt’s smile became charmingly conspiratorial. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Maddie smiled back, feeling like herself for the first time that day. “Good things, I hope.” She looked at Tina, eyebrows raised in a query. Tina flicked her own eyebrows up twice in reply and both girls burst out laughing.

“What going on?” Kurt asked.

“Don’t worry about it.” Maddie said as she hugged Tina. “Tina, I gotta bounce. I expect a full report tomorrow.”

“First thing, on your desk.” Tina said.

Maddie waved them goodbye and stepped out.

The day was bright and the street was semi-busy with bodies walking with purpose. As always, the aroma from the bakery across the street made her take a deep breath. A row of cars were parked on either side of the street, a multitude of windshields glinting in the sun. Maddie walked down the block toward the bus stop, plugging her earphones into her phone. Maddie walked fast, barely listening to the music, her flimsy good cheer evaporating like mist.

She was forcing herself to think about what she would do if it indeed turned out that she was pregnant. Aborting went without question, no matter the cost. But could she do it alone? Should she talk to Owen about this?

No way. Owen loves me and all that but there is no way he’s gonna buy this story. He will think I cheated. Hell, if it were the other way round, I’d think the same thing.

Maddie walked on, her hands deep in her jacket pockets, thinking seven months over and over again. In that time she hadn’t even kissed another guy, never mind having sex with one. Pam on the other hand...on many an occasion Maddie had to sleep on the couch while Pam entertained yet another gentleman caller in their bedroom. And yet here she was, two weeks late while Pam was still as regular as clockwork.

As Maddie approached the bus stop, she saw that there were two people there, both of whom she knew; they usually bumped into each other while waiting for the bus. The blonde lady smiled at her and the Korean teenager gave her a thumbs up. Maddie duly reciprocated both gestures and stood leaning on the lamp post next to the stop and fished out her phone. She needed to know more about how the blood tests worked. She opened her browser and Google searched it. Half a minute later her heart sank when she found out that the results could take a few hours or a couple of days to come back from the lab.

Two freaking days? It takes less time to circumnavigate the planet. 

She went to another site and it told her the same. Ditto the third one. Dammit. She considered going back home but she quashed that idea. She was going to go to the hospital one way or another and even if the results took more than two days, she would find a way to be patient. She closed her browser and drifted away to her music as she waited for her bus to arrive.
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By the time she got off the bus some suspicious-looking clouds had started to gather. Her weather app had said nothing about rain. Goddamn it. The clinic was supposed to be three blocks over and she headed that way at a quick stride, falling in line with all the other bobbing heads heading places. She kept her hands in her pocket and her music blaring, oblivious to the fact that her bus stop lady acquaintance was following her while whispering into her phone.

She reached a crosswalk and waited for the green man to light up. She chanced another look at the sky, thinking that as long as the rain started after she got to work she’d be Ok. There was always an umbrella in the Lost and Found boxes at the bar. The green man lit up and she crossed the street, faces and bodies zipping beyond her atmosphere; celestial bodies of no particular consequence. Her eyes straight ahead, her ears filled with Kendrick Lamar, she barely noticed the grey sedan diagonally parking to her left. Fifteen seconds later someone tapped her on the shoulder.

Maddie turned around and saw a tall, officious looking man in a suit. He was clean shaven with a receding hairline and a strong jaw. He wore Aviator sunglasses. Maddie knew he was a cop before he whipped out his badge. She plucked the earphones from her ears.

“Madeline Stone?” he asked.

Maddie’s face went numb as she noticed the cop’s younger looking partner standing behind his shoulder. She could see herself slack jawed in Baldy’s glasses.

Oh my God, somebody’s had an accident.

“Miss Madeline Stone? Apartment 33, Knightwood Houses?”

Maddie blinked and cleared the lump that had risen in her throat. “Yes, that’s me. What’s happened?”

“I am Detective Donoghue and this is my partner Detective Pascalo. I’m sorry Ms. Stone but you need to come with us. Your roommate, Pamela Stein, was attacked. She’s in the hospital...”

“Pamela?” Maddie squeaked. “Attacked? Wha...what the hell happened?”

“Please, Ms. Stone, we can answer all of your questions on our way to the hospital. We have reason to believe that whoever attacked your friend might attack you next. We need to get...”

“Attack me?” Maddie’s head roared with confusion. Suddenly her own predicament felt very trivial. Someone attacked Pam? Why? How? Was it rape? Was it her boyfriend? And why would they want to attack me?

“Ms. Stone?” This was the second cop, finally coming to the fore. “If you would step this way, please.” He motioned to the grey sedan.

“Ok.” Maddie croaked and allowed them to lead her to the car. She unshouldered her backpack as Det. Donoghue opened the rear door for her. Maddie got in and was surprised to see Donoghue coming in after her. She was more surprised still when the other rear door opened and the lady from the bus stop hopped in next to her.

Maddie did a double take. “You...you’re a cop too?”

The bus stop lady ignored her. “Drive.” She barked at Pascalo and he reversed out of the parking spot and joined the traffic headed west. Maddie noticed for the first time that the front and back of the car were separated by some kind of mesh. And it occurred to her that the fact that there were two people in the back with her was almost as if they wanted to stop her from escaping. Maddie fidgeted, starting to feel like she’d made a huge mistake.

Wouldn’t they have called me first? And how did they even know where I’d be? But everything still seemed legit. The badge had looked real, the computer monitor on the dash next to the driver looked official and police-like.

“Um, excuse me...” Maddie asked Donoghue, “which hospital is Pam in and what exactly happened to her?” 

Donoghue didn’t reply, just looked straight ahead. Now Maddie felt worms of dread burrowing deep into her chest. Stories about abductions and torture rooms and dismembered bodies flashed through her mind. She leaned forward, her backpack almost spilling from her lap and gripped the black mesh.

“Stop the car,” she said. “Please, let me out.”

Something hard poked Maddie in the ribs on her left side. She turned her head. Bus Stop Lady was smiling at her, in her left hand a pistol with a suppressor attached, the chrome of the barrel making it gleam. Maddie let out a breath in a whoosh and felt her eyes starting to well, the fingers clutching the mesh starting to shake.

“Maddie,” Bus Stop Lady said, her smile pitying her, her silver-gray eyes dancing. “Please. Sit back. Nobody here wants to hurt you.”

Maddie forced her frigid fingers from the mesh and sat back, her eyes never leaving the gun.

“An ironic thing to say by someone holding a gun, I concede, but I assure you. We mean you no harm.”

Maddie grit her teeth and willed herself not to cry. “Am I under arrest?”

“Heavens, no.” Bus Stop Lady said. “What an absurd thing to say.”

“So, what is this? You’re kidnapping me?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Bus Stop Lady shrugged. “I prefer to call it asset retrieval.”

“Asset?” Maddie shook her head. “I’m a 22-year-old college student. I’m a part-time waitress at a bar. You have the wrong person.”

“Oh no, Maddie.” Bus Stop Lady smiled. “We’ve been watching you since you were born. You’re the one.”

Maddie stared. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means we’ve been observing you ever since your mother gave birth to you. I really don’t see how I can express that any clearer.”

“So, all those times at the bus stop...”

Bus Stop Lady nodded, her quicksilver eyes boring into her.

Maddie frowned. “Is Pam even hurt?”

“No, I’m afraid that was just a ruse to get you into the vehicle with minimal fuss.”

“Jesus Christ.” Maddie whispered

Bus Stop Lady beamed. “I know. It was my idea.” She dug the gun a little bit deeper into Maddie’s side. “Now I’m gonna need you to give me your phone.”

“Excuse me?” Maddie frowned, for the first time feeling anger alongside her fear.

Bus Stop lady held out her hand. “Your phone, please. I need to remove your SIM card. I trust I do not need to explain why.”

“So that my phone can’t be tracked,” Maddie whispered. She glanced out the windshield, berating herself for not paying attention to where they were taking her. 

Bus Stop Lady poked her with the pistol. “I must insist.”

With trembling fingers Maddie fished the phone out from her jacket pocket, the earphones still plugged in. She unplugged them and reluctantly handed the phone to her.

“What do you want with me?” Maddie asked, hating how desperate she sounded.

Bus Stop Lady shook her head as she removed the phone’s battery and SIM card and slipped everything into the inner pocket of her jacket. “I am not at liberty to say.”

Maddie scoffed. “Can you tell me where you’re taking me? How long I’ll be there?”

“I am not at liberty to say.”

“Should I be worried that I’ve seen all your faces?” Maddie asked.

Bus Stop Lady laughed, the gun in her hand rigid on Maddie as stone despite her body quivering with mirth. “You’re an asset, Maddie, we’re not planning on letting you go any time soon.  And you need not worry about being killed or tortured or some such. If we wanted you dead we could’ve done killed you a hundred times over in your sleep.” 

Maddie couldn’t tell whether she was kidding or not and that turned her guts to ice. She chanced another glance forward. They were still headed west, going deeper downtown. The driver and his partner hadn’t said a word ever since they got in the car, both of them staring straight ahead, still like statues.

“If I were you right now I’d be trying to figure out how I could escape.” Bus Stop Lady said. “Should I bash the one holding the gun with the laptop in my bag?” Bus Stop Lady asked as she gently took Maddie’s backpack from her lap. Maddie felt too numb to move. “Can I hit her in time before she pulls the trigger? What if she pulls the trigger anyway? Can I hit her with enough force to make her miss? While she’s dazed can I pry the gun from her fingers before Donoghue restrains me?” Bus Stop Lady smiled and shrugged. “I do not know the answer to all those questions and neither do you. Probably only God knows. What I do know is that if you so much as twitch in a way I don’t like, I will put a bullet in your kneecap.” Bus Stop Lady smiled as she aimed her gun at Maddie’s left leg. Maddie had to fight to stop herself from cringing. “I have worked too long and too hard for you to fuck this up for us now. So sit back, relax and shut up until we get where we’re going. Are we clear?”

Maddie took a deep breath and nodded, making herself look into her eyes and not at her gun. Bus Stop Lady smiled winningly and motioned her to sit back. Maddie obliged.

“There you go.” Bus Stop Lady cooed. She settled back herself and faced front. The gun stayed pointed at Maddie’s left knee.

Maddie’s vision started to film over and tears spilled down her cheeks. She felt her nose starting to run. Her chest threatened to hitch. She grit her teeth. She did not want to weep in front of these people. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing that they had broken her. But she was broken. She was honest enough with herself to admit that. She stared out the windshield with her fingers wound tightly round each other, barely recognising where they were, terror settling on her like a low grade fever. She wiped the tears from her eyes, making a fist to stop her hand shaking.

Bus Stop Lady’s cell phone rang, making Maddie twitch. Bus Stop Lady fished it out of her jacket pocket and answered it.

“Yes,” she said, and waited as the other person talked.

“It’s done. We’re twenty minutes out. Make sure everything is ready.”

Maddie looked ahead and saw that they were approaching a tunnel. They were taking her across the river and probably out of the city.

“...no planes. Travelling by road will be safer.”

Maddie’s heart jumped when she heard the talk about planes. She pitched forward as the car slowed down. She looked ahead. A white van was parked on the shoulder to the right. A man wearing a baseball cap was loosening the nuts of the left rear wheel with a tire iron. A red hazard triangle placement 20 yards from the van was glowing off of the reflected tunnel light. It was a single-lane tunnel, with a median guard separating the two lanes. Support columns lined the median the entire length of the tunnel. The single lane forced cars to slow down and go round the van one by one.

As the grey sedan slowly rounded the van Maddie saw the rear panel of the van slide open. Maddie was turning her head to look when Donoghue’s door window shattered with a sharp cough and Donoghue pitched sideways into her, his body limp and heavy. Before Maddie could react the front passenger side window also shattered and through the mesh Maddie saw Pascalo’s head leaning against the driver side window, a small hole right above his right eye.

Movement to her left caught Maddie’s eye. She saw Bus Stop Lady raise her gun and fire three times towards the van. The reports were insanely loud in the enclosed space of the car despite the suppressor and Maddie clapped her hands to her ears with a yell, the smell of gun powder boring holes in her nose while distantly she felt the car still rolling slowly forwards. She saw Bus Stop Lady fumble at the door handle and leap out but one bullet caught her in the back while she was half way out of the car while another caught her in the head as she turned to aim her gun. The gun clattered to the floor as Bus Stop Lady fell dead with one leg still in the car. The car rolled forward, dragging her body along the asphalt, leaving a smear of blood in her wake until the front bumper hit the meridian. The jolt pitched Donohue’s body forward and Maddie saw blood trickling from the hole in his temple. Maddie screamed and pushed the body away from her, her skin crawling, her stomach churning.

Movement to her left. Maddie cringed away as a figure in a baseball cap worn low leaned over Bus Stop Lady’s body and peered into the car. “Maddie, you hurt?”

Maddie blinked, recognising the face but not believing her eyes. “Tina?” Maddie squeaked. “What the fuck? Is everybody I know a fuckin’ spook?”

Maddie’s favourite neighbour smiled. In one hand she had a silenced pistol. The other she held out to her. “You wanna live, Maddie?” 

Maddie looked at Tina’s gun, looked at her face and looked at the gun again. “These guys duped me to get me to come with them. How do I know you’re legit?”

“Because I just saved your life.”

Maddie raised an eyebrow. “That’ll do.” Tina tossed her a baseball cap and told her to wear it low. Maddie obliged. She let Tina drag her out of the car after she’d gathered her backpack. Tina led Maddie to the car idling in front of the broken-down van. Maddie remembered her cell phone and told Tina about it. Tina went back and looted in Bus Stop Lady’s jacket until she found everything. She came back and took Maddie’s hand. Behind them Maddie could see that the cars closest to them were abandoned with doors open, their owners standing well back in the traffic that stretched beyond the mouth of the tunnel. Some of them had their phones out, recording the incident. In the other lane cars slowed down when passing the scene, drivers gawking at the dead lady on the road with one foot still in the car.

As they approached the black sedan in front of the van Maddie wasn’t surprised to see that she recognised the guy behind the wheel despite the cap worn low like Tina’s.

“Is that...”

“Yeah, that’s Kurt.” Tina said as she opened the rear door. “Let’s get outta here before more cops come.”
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As Kurt peeled away from the scene Maddie twisted in her seat to get one last look at the carnage behind them. Her ears still rang from the gunshots and her hands had started shaking again. Maddie placed her hands between her knees and pinned them there. Her left leg brushed against the duffel bag in the footwell between her and Tina.

“Are we being tailed?” Tina asked Kurt.

Kurt glanced into the rear-view mirror. “Too soon to tell. We have to ditch this car.”

“You know where to go.” Tina said. She caught Maddie looking at her, her gun specifically.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Tina said. “I should’ve gotten to you first.”

Maddie frowned. “Are you guys cops at least? Real cops?”

“Real cops don’t open fire on a moving vehicle with a hostage inside,” Tina said, looking out the rear window. She twisted back and faced front again. “Those guys were, though. Two of them at least.”

Maddie shook her head as if that would clear the confusion she was feeling. “If those guys were real police then why did they abduct me? And if you guys are not cops then who are you?”

“They abducted you because of the baby you’re carrying.”

Maddie stared. “How could they possibly know that I was pregnant? How could you possibly know?”

“They’ve been watching you for a long time, Maddie. And so have we.”

“You’ve been watching me, waiting for me to get pregnant? That’s what you want me to believe?”

“Yes.” Tina said.

“I’m sorry, but that is bullshit.”

“I could rattle off your entire history, all the places you’ve lived, all the friends you’ve had, who you lost your virginity to and even the name of the one-night stand who gave you the crabs during your gap year.” 

Maddie gasped, despite herself. She’d told that story to nobody. Maddie stared at Tina, fear burrowing its way back into her chest.

“I could waste time trying to convince you but you’re a smart girl. That lady was placed on your block to keep an eye on you. I was placed in your building for the same reason. Both of us were there waiting.”

“Waiting...for me to get pregnant?”

“Not just pregnant. We were waiting for a virginal conception.”

“Virginal...as in an immaculate conception?” Maddie said, her heart beating faster.

“No. Mary’s birth was the immaculate conception. I don’t think I have to tell you whose conception was the virgin one.”

Maddie laughed. “You have got to be fucking kidding me. You want me to believe that you’ve been watching over me all this time because you thought I was going to get pregnant like the Virgin Mary and give birth to what? A new Jesus? Are you high?”

Tina shrugged. “Who knocked you up, Maddie? How did you get pregnant?” After about ten seconds of silence Tina shrugged, “There you go.”

Maddie bit her lower lip. “But...”

“Yes, I know you’ve Googled stuff like hysterical pregnancies and what have you...” Tina ignored Maddie’s look of outrage, “and I know you are incapable of accepting something as enormous as this in such a short period of time. The thing is, I do not need you to believe that you are pregnant. I just need you to believe that there are people out there who know that you are pregnant. Some of these people, like the ones who kindly gave you a ride back there, want to make sure that your baby never gets born and possibly kill you too. Some of the other people, like Kurt and I, want to keep you alive and make sure your baby is born.”

Maddie shook her head. “That woman said they didn’t want me dead. She said I was an asset and that if they wanted me dead they would’ve killed me in my sleep.”

Tina shook her head. “She was blowing smoke up your ass. They couldn’t kill you before knowing if you were pregnant and they only found out you were pregnant this morning. Wherever they were taking you...they would have ended up killing you. Trust me.” 

Maddie looked down at her hands, tears spilling from her eyes. Then she looked at Tina and drew a breath...

Tina silenced her with a wave. “‘Why me?’ is the most clichéd of all rhetorical questions. Don’t debase yourself. You’re better than that.”

Maddie looked down and clutched her belly. “I can’t be pregnant. I just can’t be. This is all just some giant fucking mix up. I’ll get my period tomorrow and the joke will be on you.”

“Technically the joke will be on those three people Kurt and I just murdered back there.”

That brought back the feeling of Donoghue’s dead weight squishing her, the blood trickling out of the neat little hole in his temple...Maddie shuddered and felt her stomach lurch.

“Oh God, I think I’m going to hurl.”

Tina slid over and tried to put an arm around her. Maddie cringed and backed herself towards her door. Tina stopped and put her hands up. “Ok, I get it. Can’t be cozying up to a person you thought you knew who just shot a couple of people.” Tina slid back. “I’ll stay over here.”

“Is ‘Tina’ even your name?” Maddie asked, her tone wounded.

Tina shook her head. “Not really.”

“Him?” Maddie pointed at Kurt.

“Not really.” Tina said with a sad smile.

Maddie nodded. “I see. So, what do I call you guys?”

“I don’t know? How about ‘Tina and Kurt’?”

“But those are not your real names.”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes it ma...fuck it. Forget it. Where are you taking me? When can I get home?”

“First we need to make sure we’re not being followed. We’ll swap cars then we’ll get to a safe house. It’s too dangerous for you to go home.”

“Because there’s people out there who want to kill my baby.” Maddie said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “I have a shift tonight.”

“You will not be making that.” Tina said.

Maddie knocked the cap off her head and ran her fingers through her hair. “Can I at least have my phone back?”

Tina smiled. “You’re smarter than that, Maddie.”

Maddie scoffed. “Not smart enough not to get into a car with a bunch of strangers even if they did have badges.”

“Not your fault. Who did they say was hurt?” Tina asked.

“They said it was Pam.” Maddie raised her eyebrows. “How did you know?”

“It’s standard operating procedure. Practically full proof.” Tina looked at Maddie. “I should probably also apologise. We found out you were pregnant after you left the building. If we’d known sooner you wouldn’t have been abducted.”

“How did they know I was pregnant?”

“They most likely tailed you to the place you got all those pregnancy tests.” Tina tilted her head. “Why on earth would you buy 12 of them?”

“I bought one at first. When that came out positive, I thought it was defective and went out to buy a second one.” Maddie shook her head. “Then that came out positive as well and I freaked out and went and bought 10 more.” Maddie looked at Tina. “You guys weren’t watching my trips to the pharmacy?”

Tina shook her head.

“But then how did you...” Maddie’s eyes widened. “The spare key...”

“Yeah,” Tina smiled sheepishly. “I kinda...sorta let myself into your apartment from time to time.”

“Are you kidding me?” Maddie hissed.

“It’s part of the job description.” Tina raised her hands up. “And we also kinda...maybe...put trackers in your electronic devices.”

Maddie scowled.

“But before you go off on me, I need you to bear in mind that it was the tracker that we put in your laptop that made it possible for us to stage this daring ambush. So...”

Maddie shook her head and blinked when the interior of the car suddenly brightened up. Maddie looked around and saw that they were out of the tunnel. The traffic ahead was light, though not moving along too quickly. Maddie stiffened when she heard sirens from a distance. A dozen seconds later two police cars whizzed past them on the opposite lane, heading into the tunnel. Tina reached down and unzipped the duffel bag. She pulled out a pink jacket and tossed it to Maddie. Maddie had time to notice that the inside of the pink jacket was bright yellow.

“Take yours off and put that on.” Tina said as she took out a green jacket for herself. She undid her pony tail and let her blonde hair cascade down her shoulders. She fished out a matching green wool cap and wore it. She pulled out a blue jacket and tossed it on the passenger seat for Kurt. Then she packed the old clothes into the duffel bags. As Maddie pulled on her new pink coat she heard more sirens and saw an ambulance speeding past them in the opposite lane. Tina stowed her pistol away in the holster she was wearing. Maddie found herself relieved it was gone.

Ten minutes later Kurt parked in a McDonald’s parking lot. He put on his blue jacket and tossed Tina the old one which she packed.

“Ok, Maddie. We’re ditching the car. The other car is in a parking lot two blocks over. Walk next to me and keep your face low. They will be looking for us. We clear?”

“Sure,” Maddie answered.

Tina nodded, picked up the duffel bag and got out of the car. When everybody was out Kurt locked the car. Maddie jammed the baseball cap on her head, squashing her fluffy afro into submission. She could smell the pleasant aroma of cooked meat wafting from the building. She was amazed to find that she was hungry.

Kurt was looking at his phone. “What is it?” Tina asked.

“All points bulletin. One 6-foot male, 30’s, Caucasian. Two 5-foot females, one Caucasian, mid 30’s, the other African American, mid 20’s.” Kurt recited from the text he was reading.

“They saw us?” Maddie asked, alarmed. She shouldered her back pack.

“There were cameras in the tunnel and people were recording. Couldn’t be avoided. That was the best place for an ambush.” Tina said.

“I’ll go get the car.” Kurt said. “You’ll be at the bookstore.”

“Affirmative.” Tina said.

Tina handed Kurt the duffel bag before he crossed the street and headed south. 

“Come on.” Tina said, leading Maddie east. Maddie kept her face low as she walked, the very idea of making eye contact with anyone terrifying her. Sirens started wailing from blocks away behind them. Maddie stopped herself from whipping her head around. Tina stepped closer to Maddie and put her arm round Maddie’s waist.

“We’re good friends taking a walk down to the bookstore. Relax. Don’t be so stiff. Don’t look around too much. I’ll keep an eye out.” 

“Why aren’t we going with Kurt to go get the car?” Maddie asked.

“Precaution. We’ve been watching them watch you and kept our distance, we can only assume that they’ve also been watching us. If so, they might be familiar with some of our assets.”

“Like the second car.” Maddie said.

“Like the second car. Kurt needs to make sure there are no eyes on the car. He will drive around for a while to make sure he’s not being tailed, then he’ll come pick us up.”

“Jesus.” Maddie breathed. “And this safe house? How safe is it really? I mean, if you’re worried about them knowing your cars...”

Tina smiled. “We have a backup for everything. Even safe houses.”

“But wait a minute...if you’ve been watching them...why didn’t you just take them out? Preemptive strike or whatever.”

“They would’ve just sent in new operatives. And we would have to start again from scratch; figuring out who the new spooks were, their new routines, their new cars, their new covers... Better the devil you know. Come on.”

Maddie let Tina hold her and set the pace. She kept her gaze low as her mind puzzled out the legal nitty-gritties of being an accessory to murder. To THREE murders. She watched endless pairs of jeans and pants pass through her lowered field of vision. She observed her Converse shoes rise and fall as they ate up the distance. She felt a surprising flutter of panic as she realised that when her belly swells up she won’t be able to see her feet if she stood still and looked straight down. IF my belly swells, she admonished herself. They passed a coffee shop, the rich smells of brewed caffeine buffeting her, then a butcher’s, then a clothing store, the pale legs of the mannequins in the window catching her eye.

There were more sirens now, and Maddie felt the brush of Tina’s hair as she turned to look behind them. Maddie kept her gaze low. Ten meters later she felt Tina stiffen and slow her stride.

“They’ve been tracking us.” Tina whispered.

“What?” Maddie asked as she felt her legs go numb. And yet part of her was slightly relieved. She wanted all this to be over. She was exhausted.

“There’s two in front of us, and three behind us, and two more across the street. They keep looking at their phones. They must be tracking us via GPS. They have not pinpointed us just yet.” Tina looked at Maddie. “Did they slip anything in your pockets, or your back pack...?”

Maddie shook her head, wanting to raise her eyes and see these trackers for herself but not daring to. “They never touched me or my bag. They...” Maddie stiffened as she remembered. “The woman, in the back seat, she took the bag from me after she said I might try to hit her with it.” Maddie looked over her shoulder and started taking off the back pack. 

“No.” Tina stopped her as she turned them around and headed back where they came. “Just take out your laptop and give the bag to me.

Maddie frantically slipped off her backpack and fumbled at the zipper, almost dropping the pack. Tina reached over and grabbed one of the straps as Maddie pulled out her laptop and purse.

“What are we...” Maddie started to ask.

“In here.” Tina said as she led Maddie into the clothes store they’d just passed. Tina handed the backpack to the lady behind the counter right next to the entrance and waited for their token. Maddie clutched her laptop to her chest and resisted the urge to look out on the street behind her. Tina collected the token and led Maddie further into the store. The store was fairly full of women shoppers, the tiles on the floor sparkly white and squeaky while Whitney Houston sang softly through the overhead speakers. They maneuvered past the kids’ section and made their way to the fitting rooms at the back of the store.

Tina stopped and looked back at the entrance. Maddie followed her gaze. Two men in button down shirts were standing at the entrance, scanning the crowd. Maddie clasped her hand to her mouth to hold in a squeak while she looked at Tina with eyes that were bugging out. Tina took the hand from her mouth, held and squeezed it.

“We’re gonna slowly walk to that door.” Tina gestured with a flick of her head to a door at the back of the store. It was labeled Employees Only. “Hold my hand and do not look around. Let’s go.”

Maddie let herself be led to the door, passing girls and women talking to each other within and outside the fitting rooms on their left. Tina walked up to the door and opened it casually. The door opened into a fairly long hallway. On their right was a door and set of windows with grey venetian blinds drawn. On their left was a larger set of windows showing a room that was filled with boxes and clothes on racks. In the hallway itself were three men; one in a shirt and tie with a clipboard, the other two in overalls, carrying mannequins.

Shirt and Tie looked up when he heard the door open and frowned. The key ring on his belt jingled as he took a step forward. Then his well-rehearsed polite smile popped up. “Excuse me ladies, you must be lost...”

Tina closed the door behind her with one hand and took out her gun with the other. “Do you have the key to this door?” she asked, jerking her thumb back at the door she just closed.

Shirt and Tie stopped dead and held his clipboard to his chest like it was bulletproof. Both Overalls dropped their mannequins. Overall #2 crossed himself.

“Jesus Christ, lady,” Overall #1 exclaimed.

Tina snapped her fingers impatiently. “This door. Do you have the key for it?”

“Y...yes,” Shirt and Tie mumbled, his throat working, beads of sweat breaching his hairline.

“You two grunts- in the office.” Nadine gestured with the gun. “Necktie, come lock this door.”

The two Overalls looked at each other, unsure of what to do. Shirt and Tie stood still with his throat still working. Tina pointed the gun at them.

“While my tits are still perky, gentlemen.”

The two Overalls raised their hands up and slowly shuffled into the office, their eyes constantly flicking from Tina’s eyes, to the gun, then back again. Shirt and tie walked forward, his gait ungainly, his hand fumbling for the key ring on his belt. Tina stood to one side and gestured at the door with the gun. As Shirt and Tie shuffled past she could smell the sour stench of his sweat underneath a copious amount of Old Spice. He picked a key and slid it into the doorknob and twisted, Maddie noticing his shaking hands and empathizing. He grasped and jiggled the doorknob to make sure it was locked and turned around, his hands in the air, his face now drenched.

“In the office, under the desk. Do not come out for 30 minutes. Do not even think of touching that phone.”

Shirt and Tie scurried towards the office door, not needing to be told twice. Tina grabbed Maddie’s hand and led her down the hallway, past the mannequins lying stiff. Further on the hallway right-angled to the right. As they approached the corner Tina stopped when she heard a door round the corner open. Sunlight spilled into the adjacent hallway until a shadow blotted most of it out a second later. Tina turned and silently walked back down the hallway, gestured at Maddie to stay low and picked up one of the mannequins. She turned back and headed for the corner, making sure that her shadow wasn’t pooling ahead of her. She leaned against the wall and listened. She could hear two separate sets of footsteps walking slowly and methodically.

Tina took a deep breath and waited for them to get closer, one hand holding the gun, the other cradling the light mannequin. Her head twitched when she heard the locked door knob behind Maddie rattle. Maddie squeaked. Tina lunged around the corner and flung the mannequin. The man saw the mannequin flying at him and barely had time to raise his gun before two bullets perforated the mannequin and hammered through his chest. The man caught the mannequin as he fell backwards revealing a second man splattered in blood. Tina shot him in the head. She took a step forward. The first man was on his back. He pushed the mannequin aside, breathed in a watery gasp and coughed it out in a spray of scarlet. His hand was stretched, blindly searching for the pistol he’d dropped. Tina took another step forward and shot him in the head. She turned around and poked her head round the corner.

“Let’s go.”

Maddie scrambled up, the door behind her rattling harder. She went round the corner and winced when she saw the two corpses and the pools of blood expanding on the tiles. Among the murderous debris were two silenced pistols and two phones, one of which had landed face up. On the screen Maddie could see an aerial map with a red dot blinking on it.

Tina bent down and rummaged through the first guy’s jeans. When she found what she was looking for she grunted and stood up.

She took Maddie’s hand. “They will eventually find a spare set of keys. We need to go.”

They skirted round the pools of blood and headed for the exit. Tina kept her gun drawn and leaned into the door to listen, then she pushed it open while slipping her gun back into its holster. The back alley was bright and rank, garbage bins stood sentry next to every door. There were empty cardboard boxes stuffed with mannequin limbs lined up next to the bin on their left. Tina stepped out and pulled Maddie after her. On their right a van was just pulling away from the next place of business. Parked in front of the van was white sedan. Tina pressed the button on the key and its lights blinked and the doors unlocked.

“Get in.” Tina said, while closing the door behind her. Maddie shambled toward the car, her eyes roving up and down the alley, the stink of garbage and decomposed meat in her nose. The car was parked facing west, but the east side of the valley was where the main street was closest. Maddie kept her eyes east, knowing that if any more bad guys were to come they would be coming from that direction. She clutched her laptop to her chest and opened the car door with the other hand. Tina hopped in next to her.

“Can’t this car be tracked?” Maddie asked as she fastened her seatbelt.

“Oh, most definitely.” Tina replied. “We just need it to get away from this street. We’ll ditch it, meet up with Kurt, then we’re gone.” She started the engine and peeled off as she fastened her own belt. At the end of the alley she joined the street and headed north. She took out her phone and speed dialed Kurt. Maddie couldn’t stop swiveling in her seat, her eyes racing from one face to the next, seeing spooks and shadow agents everywhere. Traffic going north slowed Tina down, she responded by turning east, almost running a red light.

“Kurt, we were tracked. Bug in the backpack. I’m heading east on Wilmington, same rendezvous in 5.” Tina dropped the phone on her lap and turned left at the lights. Thirty seconds later she pointed. “There.” She abruptly parked in front of a bank. “A cab about to stop. Turn your jacket inside out.” Maddie unfastened her belt and took off her pink jacket and turned it inside-out, making it yellow. She was surprised to see that even inside out it had pockets. Tina’s green jacket was now white. She took off her wool cap and tied her hair into pony tail. “Lose the cap.” Tina said. Maddie took it off and tossed it into the back seat.

Maddie looked out her window and saw the cab parking on the other side of the road to let its passengers out. Maddie got out of the car, caught herself looking around and realised how guilty she must look. She held the laptop to her chest and closed the door. Tina came round the car, took her hand, and crossed to the other side of the road, waving her hand at the taxi.

“McLaren’s Bookstore on Nightingale,” Tina said as she and Maddie slid into the back seat of the cab.

The driver swiveled around, his bushy grey beard concealing the lower half of his face, his checkered hunting cap making him seem endearing and cozy to Maddie.

“Not a problem, ladies,” his voice was a friendly type of gruff, his eyes mere pinpoints of blue underneath squinting bushy eyebrows. He turned back and pointed at the car they just left. “Dropping that off for someone?”

“Yes,” Tina replied with a smile. “My sister. She works at the bank.”

“Ah, that’s nice.” The cab driver said. Maddie read the ID sticker placed on the glass separator. The driver’s name was Alvin Klitchko. 

“Mind if I turn up the radio?” Alvin asked as he started to pull out.

“Not at all.” Tina said.

Maddie sat back and clutched her laptop tighter as the cab was invaded by the vocal work of Mr. Billy Joel. The pine air freshener lazily swinging under the rear-view mirror was new, its scent pleasantly overwhelming. Maddie glanced over at Tina, Tina was looking out of the window, watching the road, watching faces. Maddie’s glance fell to the slight bulge underneath Tina’s jacket. Before today the only two dead bodies she’d seen up close were at funerals. Today alone, nay, in the past half hour, she’d seen five dead bodies. Dead bodies that had met their end in front of her. Most of them dead by the hand of the cool girl she thought she knew.

Maddie felt her stomach roil. She clasped a hand to her mouth and burped as quietly as she could, the bile rising up to her throat leaving a burning trail in its wake. Tina turned and looked at Maddie. Maddie saw concern on Tina’s face. Tina started to raise her arm, wanting to touch Maddie’s knee, to reassure her, then thought better of it. She flashed her a smile instead. A smile that she hoped was reassuring. Maddie nodded and hugged her laptop even tighter. Tina noted that Maddie’s eyes were not altogether as dry as she’d want them to be. Tina took her phone out of her pocket.

A black sedan blasted by them going the opposite direction. Maddie twitched and swiveled around to watch it go, biting her lip.

“Hey,” Tina said, her voice perky, “check out what that idiot I met last week is texting me.”

Maddie turned and Tina slid closer to her and handed her the phone. 

“Ok...” Maddie said, uncertainty in her voice. She read the text.

You’re doing great. It will all be over soon. Trust me

Maddie looked sidelong at Tina and raised an eyebrow. Then she texted a new line.

Are we still being followed?

Tina took her phone and laughed. “I know right? Like, what sort of idiot does he think I am, using a dumb line like that?” Tina grinned at Maddie, her eyebrows raised, her eyes expectant.

“Well,” Maddie said, trying to inject the right conversational tone in her voice, hoping to God her terror wouldn’t seep through. “You did hook up with him. He must’ve been spewing this dumb stuff even then, right?”

“That’s the weird part.” Tina exclaimed, as she texted. “On that night he was suave as shit, putting on an admittedly half-baked British accent that I still fell for, you know me...”

This was one thing that Maddie did know about Tina...at least the Tina who before today was the cool girl who lived in her building. “Right...your anglophile disease. Didn’t you once knock boots with a guy who kinda looked and sounded like that ugly Top Gear guy...”

“Segueing back to the point,” Tina said, as she handed the phone back to Maddie, “on that night he said all the right things...”

“Or... he said all the dumb things he’s saying here, only this time there is no accent to disguise his... simpleton-ish-ness?” Maddie said as she read the text.

They are searching, but they don’t know where we are.

Maddie texted back.

Yet?

Tina took the phone just as the cab driver received a phone call of his own.

“Ok...I’ll admit, he wasn’t James Bond when we were talking, but he didn’t give off scumbag vibes either, you know? “Tina said as she texted, while listening closely to what the cab driver was saying. “You can usually tell right off...it’s like they emit telepathic waves of distilled douche.” The cab driver’s call was over and he dropped the phone in his lap, barely said anything other than ‘yes’ and ‘no’. 

Maddie smiled as Tina handed her the phone. The smile disappeared as she read the text.

We’ve been made. The cab driver is talking to the guys who are chasing us. Stay calm and follow my lead.

Maddie’s blood turned to ice as she watched Tina pull out her pistol. Tina leaned forward and rested her gun wielding hand on the arm rest between the two front seats.

“Mr. Klitschko, is it?”

Alvin glanced at the gun and jerked. The car twitched a little bit as Tina placed her empty hand on Alvin’s shoulder.

“I’m gonna need you to relax, Mr. Klitchko. Reckless driving might just make my gun go off.”

“Oh sweet thundering Christ,” Alvin yammered, his beard twitching as his mouth quivered. “It’s you. Oh God, it really is you. Please, please I’m sorry, I...”

“No need to apologise Mr. Klitchko. It’s not your fault our pursuers are tenacious sons of bitches. Now here’s what I need you...”

“Take the car!” Alvin squealed. “Take the money even. Just please, let me go, I’ve got a fam...”

“Yes, yes, you’ve got a lovely wife and kids and so on and so forth. Tell me, Mr. Klitchko, this car have a GPS tracker?”

Alvin swallowed and nodded, his head jerking as if his puppeteer was drunk at the strings. They were in some mild traffic now; forward momentum had slowed to light jogging speed.

“So why on earth would I want the car?” Tina asked as she looked at Maddie. Maddie looked back at her, eyes wide with fear.

“We’ll get out here. You will continue to drive to the bookstore. You will NOT tell them we got out. When they ask you why you did not report you will tell them that I threatened to find your house and shoot your family, one by one, in the face, while you watched. Do we have an understanding?”

Again, Alvin nodded, this time his puppeteer seemingly struggling with a bout of seizure. 

“Alvin Klitschko.” Tina said. “That is a name that is very difficult to forget. Do not make me come looking for you.”

Alvin groaned and hung on to the steering wheel with thrumming hands.

Tina grabbed Maddie’s hand and holstered her gun. “Slow down but don’t completely stop.” Tina said. When the car had slowed sufficiently, she opened the door and got out, Maddie followed behind her. She led Maddie onto the pavement on their right, mingling in with the walking masses.

“How did you know?” Maddie asked as she watched the cab disappear into the conveyer belt of traffic.

Tina shrugged. “Do what I do long enough and coincidence, happenstance, randomness...they all cease to exist. Don’t walk too fast. You’ll draw attention.” Tina took out her phone and dialed while Maddie fell in step and helplessly scanned faces passing them by.

“Abandon rendezvous.” Tina said into the phone. “Cabbie made us. We’re on Holston Street. How far away are you?”

A horn blared from behind, making Maddie jump and almost drop her laptop. Tina curled her arm round Maddie’s waist and held her close.

“Ok. The Starbucks. 5 minutes. Haul ass.” Nadine stowed the phone in her pocket. “He’s 5 minutes away.” She told Maddie.

Maddie nodded. Then shook her head. “How did they know we were in a cab? That particular cab?”

Tina shrugged. “Well, they definitely tracked the car. After finding out where we parked they probably asked around. After figuring out we got in a cab...from there it was just a simple case of the elimination process.”

“Yeah but,” Maddie said after a few yards, “that soon? We were barely in the car before they called.”

“It was about 5 minutes or thereabouts. And these fuckers mean business, they have near bottomless resources. Full disclosure? I’m actually a little surprised we’re still ahead of the game.”

Maddie looked at Tina. “I don’t know how to respond to that.”

Tina laughed and led her to the right at the intersection and started heading north. “Relax. I’ve been doing this a long time. We are safe.”.

Maddie couldn’t help but laugh as well, even though she felt as if everybody they were passing on the street was watching them. “So...are you like a spy? Secret agent?”

Maddie grinned. “That is a story that needs to be told once we’re secure in the safe house. I can promise you this though: it’s a doozy.”

“Yeah, I bet it is.” Maddie said.

Four minutes later Tina’s phone chirped. “Yeah....Ok. We’re round the block, north on Derry.” Tina put the phone back in her pocket. “He’s here. He’ll be coming up behind us.”

Maddie let out a shuddery breath. “Ok. About time.”

“We seem to be clear for now. A while back I thought someone was following us but it turned out to be nothing.”

Maddie looked at Tina sharply. “Really? Who was it?”

“Just an old lady with a baby stroller. You never know how sneaky these pricks can be. Oh, speaking of, don’t look up to the sky too much. I’m pretty sure they’ve got some type of drones zipping around.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.” Maddie breathed. 

Seconds later, with the Starbucks about 30 feet away, Tina stopped walking and swiveled Maddie toward the road to their left where a black sedan was just then slowing to a stop. Tina opened the rear door and ushered Maddie in and followed her. Before the door was closed Kurt pulled off, merging back into traffic.

“They’re setting up roadblocks on all the bridges and tunnels,” Kurt said. “Primary exfil is a no-go.”

“Perfect.” Tina sighed. “What’s Command cooking up?”

“Plans for secondary exfil are in motion. Operational in 24 hours.”

“Guess it’s a slumber party then.” Tina said while zipping open the duffel bag that was on the seat next to her. She pulled out a shirt, jacket and a red beret and tossed them at Maddie. “You know the drill.”

Maddie took off her jacket. “If your job was just the dressing up minus the headshots I’d sign up.”

“You’re forgetting the first-class travel and oodles of sex with dangerous and attractive people.”

Maddie stared at Tina. “Really?” 

Tina snorted. “Nah.” 
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Fifteen minutes later they were north of the city, in Perrysburg, approaching a block of apartments and project housing. Tina had been constantly checking for tails while Kurt had doubled back and looped multiple times. It was now 15:00 and the sun hung low, bloated and orange. Maddie sat stiff, her new clothes starchy and alien against her skin, her laptop finally relinquished.
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