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Steve—thanks for the push










What if the breath that kindl’d those grim fires


Awak’d should blow them into sevenfold rage


And plunge us in the flames? or from above


Should intermitted vengeance arm again


His red right hand to plague us? 


—John Milton, Paradise Lost 


You’re one microscopic cog


In his catastrophic plan


Designed and directed by


His red right hand 


—Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, “Red Right Hand” 










SEVEN YEARS AGO










The man staggered into the lobby of the Albuquerque field office shortly after three a.m. His hair, black streaked with gray, was matted down by rain. His face was dusted with stubble and deeply lined. Tattered clothing clung to his lithe frame. His feet were bare and bleeding. Water, tinged red, pooled beneath him. 


Special Agent Charlie Thompson glanced up from her paperwork in surprise. He hadn’t shown up on any of the building’s exterior surveillance cameras. If it weren’t for the sudden roar of the storm through the open door, she might not have noticed him come in. 


Thompson had graduated from Quantico only a month before, but somehow she’d already managed to piss off her new boss. Yancey had her pulling overnights on the front desk all week. Truthfully, she didn’t mind. The odd phone call aside—conspiracy nuts, usually, too tangled up in their delusions to sleep—the graveyard shift was pretty quiet. 


Tonight, though, a thunderstorm had blown in like the wrath of God. Lightning forked across the sky. Rolling thunder shook the building. Sheets of rain reduced the streetlights to blurry smears. 


Poor guy’s probably just a vagrant trying to get out of the rain, Thompson thought—although for some reason, she didn’t quite believe it. 


“Can I help you?” she asked. 


Pale blue eyes regarded Thompson from bruised sockets. The man opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a dry croak. He swallowed hard, wincing, and limped across the lobby toward her. As he approached, she realized his knuckles were scraped raw. She flashed him a smile intended to disarm and surreptitiously thumbed the emergency-alert button on the two-way radio clipped to her belt. 


When he reached the desk, he tried again. “I. . . need to talk to the special agent in charge.” The words came out thick and wrong. Dried blood was caked in the creases at the corners of his mouth, and his jawline was misshapen, as if he’d recently had teeth removed, and not consensually. 


“What’s this regarding?” Thompson asked. 


He fixed her with his cold, unblinking gaze. A crack of thunder rattled the windows. “I think it’s better for the both of us”—he breathed deeply—“if I save that information for the special agent in charge.” 


“It’s late, sir. SAIC Yancey left hours ago. He’s probably asleep by now.” 


“Then pick up the fucking phone and wake him up!” 


He banged a fist on the front desk to accentuate his point—and only then noticed the security guards. 


There were four of them. They’d come running when they heard Thompson’s distress signal via their walkies. Three fanned out to flank him, guns drawn. One attempted to approach him from behind, his hand resting on his holstered weapon, but froze when the man wheeled on him. 


“Don’t move,” one of the guards shouted. “Hands in the air!” 


The stranger crouched into a forward fighting stance, his eyes darting from one guard to the next. Despite his age and his disheveled appearance, he was corded with lean muscle like a middleweight boxer. The guards tensed, their fingers tightening on their triggers. 


“I’m not playing, asshole! Get on the ground—now!” 


Thompson stood and put her hands up, palms out—a calming gesture. “Whoa! Easy, guys. Everyone just take a breath. I’m sure we can sort this out.” 


In that moment, lightning struck the building. The thunder that accompanied it was immediate, deafening. The lobby plunged into darkness. 


And the stranger made his move. 


He lunged at the nearby guard, his left hand extended. A flash of gunfire lit the room—blinding Thompson momentarily—as one of the other guards discharged his weapon. The bullet zipped through the space he’d just vacated and dimpled the far wall. Then the web between the man’s thumb and forefinger connected with his quarry’s throat. The guard gurgled sickeningly as his airway collapsed. He would have fallen had the man not grabbed his trachea in a pinch grip and yanked, twisting his wrist so that the guard’s back wound up pressed to his chest—a gasping, wheezing human shield. 


The man drew the guard’s sidearm and opened fire. 


Thompson saw the rest unfold in freeze-frames, the darkness punctuated by lightning and muzzle flashes. One guard’s knee exploded, and he went down screaming. Another took rounds to the shoulder, the wrist, the hip. The last guard standing rushed the man and tried to tackle him. The man released his human shield—who slumped, unconscious, to the floor—sidestepped the assault, grabbed his would-be attacker by the hair, and drove his knee into the man’s nose. Then he yanked the guard upright—blood spraying in an arc from both nostrils—and tossed him through a glass display case. 


Less than thirty seconds had elapsed since the storm had knocked out the building’s power. Thompson clutched her shiny new sidearm in trembling hands and waited for the lightning to reveal her target. 


The emergency backup lights kicked in, illuminating the fallen guards. Their assailant was nowhere in sight. Thompson, feeling suddenly exposed, took cover in the foot well of the desk. 


For a long while, nothing happened. The only sounds she heard were the static hiss of rain against the windows and her own shallow, panicked breathing. Eventually, she mustered up the courage to climb out from beneath the desk and look around. 


But when she emerged, she felt a gun barrel, still warm from firing, press against the back of her head. 


“Put your weapon on the ground and get up slow.” 


She did as he instructed, her hands raised, her heartbeat a manic drumroll in her chest. 


“Listen very carefully,” he said. “I don’t give a flying fuck what time it is. Get your goddamn boss on the line and tell him that the Devil’s Red Right Hand would like a word with him.”










TODAY 










Chapter 1 


Jake Reston’s gaze traveled from the yellowed photo in his hand to the squat brick structure of Fort Point jutting into San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge looming above it. Then he frowned and shook his head. 


His wife, Emily, sighed. “Still no good?” Their youngest squirmed in her arms and let out a cry. Emily rocked her idly to settle her. “Sophia’s hungry. She’s going to get cranky if I don’t feed her soon.” 


“We’re getting closer,” Jake replied. “Looks like we’re maybe ten yards off—twenty at most.” 


“You said that half an hour ago,” Emily said wearily. She looked as tired as she sounded. Her face was pale and drawn. Dark circles framed her eyes. She’d been averaging an hour or two of shut-eye a night since they left home a week ago. Apparently Sophia didn’t sleep well in hotels—which meant neither did Emily. 


“I know. I’m sorry. This time, I mean it.” 


Emily pursed her lips but said nothing. Hannah—their eldest, at thirteen—rolled her eyes and plucked her cell phone from her pocket. Jake struggled to tamp down his frustration at their lack of enthusiasm. He couldn’t blame them, really; this was taking way longer than he’d anticipated. At least their middle child, Aidan—who was, at present, twirling in place with his arms out while making airplane noises—seemed content to let his dad fritter away the last Saturday of summer vacation. 


“Just a little longer, guys—I promise.” 


“Uh-huh,” said Hannah without looking up from her phone. 


“You know,” he said, gesturing toward the crowded overlook behind them, “some people actually come here of their own accord.” 


“They’re probably just waiting to see somebody jump,” Hannah muttered. 


Aidan stopped spinning. His face lit up with glee. “They let you jump off the bridge into the water?” 


“No!” Jake and Emily said in unison, a moment of parental telepathy. 


“Your sister was just kidding,” Emily added, flashing Hannah a stern look. 


“No, I’m not.” She waved her cell phone at her mother. “Says here sixteen hundred people have leaped off it to their deaths since it first opened. A record forty-six in 2013 alone.” 


Aidan’s expression turned worried. “Wait—the people who jumped died?” 


“Don’t listen to her, buddy—she’s just messing with you. Hannah, stop being morbid. C’mon,” Jake said, heading farther down the path, “I think the photo was taken over here somewhere.” 


The photo was of Jake’s parents—Jake’s favorite picture of them, in fact. Forty years ago next month, they’d driven down the coast from Eugene on their honeymoon and asked a passerby to snap the shot. Over time, the colors had washed out, lending the photo a slightly magical quality, and their pose—his father’s hands thrust into the pockets of his jeans, his mother clinging to his arm, their hair mussed by the breeze—exuded effortless cool. The photo felt like a secret window to a foreign land, and the people in it were so young and hip, Jake had trouble reconciling them with the hopeless squares who’d raised him. Looking at it, he couldn’t help but wonder how he must appear to his own children. 


Jake thought it would be cute to stop off on their way home from Disneyland and re-create the photo as a video to wish his parents a happy anniversary, but it had proved harder than anticipated. First, they got stuck in the Bay Area’s brutal traffic. Then the city was socked in with morning fog. Once the fog burned off, Jake had trouble finding the right spot. It was no wonder Emily’s patience was wearing thin. 


Now, though, things were looking up. The day was clear and bright. The sky behind the bridge was a field of blue, unbroken save for the gulls that circled overhead. A lone tugboat chugged across the choppy bay. The temperate ocean breeze blunted the sun’s rays and dashed the surf against the rocks. Sea spray filled the air with saline and cast fleeting rainbows at the water’s edge. It looked like a postcard come to life. 


Jake raised a hand to halt his family and checked the view against the photo again. This time, he smiled. 


“Gather up, guys—we’re here!” 


“Finally,” Hannah said. 


“Hannah!” her mother chastised, more out of reflex than disagreement. 


“What? We’ve been walking forever.” 


Jake patted his pockets, looking for his phone. It wasn’t there. He cursed under his breath. 


Emily shot him a look that could have stopped a city bus. “Don’t tell me you left it in the car.” 


“Okay,” he said, flashing her a crooked grin. “I won’t tell you.” Normally, she found his goofy sense of humor charming. Today, though, she didn’t seem amused. 


Hannah held her cell phone out. “Here, use mine. Your camera app sucks anyway.” 


“Thanks, kiddo,” Jake said—not remembering until her expression darkened that she’d asked him not to call her that anymore. It seemed like only yesterday that she was greeting him at the door when he came home from work with a squealed “Daddy!” and a knee-height hug. 


He opened her camera app and toggled it to video. Then he took a big step backward, trying to fit everyone into the shot. “Aidan, squeeze in closer to your mom. Em, Sophia’s got her fingers in her nose again. Hannah, no bunny ears, okay? Once I start recording, I’ll count down from three, and we’ll all yell happy anniversary!” 


“Dad,” Aidan said, “aren’t you going to get in here with us?” 


“I’d love to, buddy, but somebody’s got to work the camera!” 


“But Nan and Papa had a stranger take their picture.” 


You know, Jake thought, the kid had a point. He looked around for someone to hit up, but his prospects were slim. A trio of cyclists rode past, headed toward the bridge. A teenage couple sat hand in hand to one side of the trail, staring moonily into each other’s eyes. A woman jogged by in a blur of neon green, her face flushed, her exposed skin gleaming with sweat. None of them looked as if they’d welcome the interruption. 


Then Jake spotted an older gentleman moving their way. His face was pallid, his gait halting. Despite the day’s warmth, he wore a tweed driving cap and khaki trousers, an argyle sweater over a collared shirt. His clothes hung baggily around his scrawny frame, like dry-cleaning on a wire hanger. Jake thought he looked lonely—the kind of guy who might feed pigeons in the park. 


“Excuse me, sir? Would you mind holding my daughter’s phone so my family can record an anniversary message for my parents? It’ll only take a second, I swear.” 


The man looked at the phone and then at Jake. His eyes were the pale blue of faded denim. “Sorry,” he said, “but I ain’t much for gadgets. I got no idea how to work that thing.” 


“That’s fine—I can press record. All you’ll have to do is point it.” He thumbed the button on the screen and held the phone out to the man. 


The man hesitated for a moment, as if searching for some way to decline politely. Then he shrugged and shuffled over. When he took Hannah’s ridiculous, bedazzled phone from Jake, he did so gingerly, as if it might break. 


Jake trotted over to his family. Tousled Aidan’s hair. Turned to face the camera. Put his arms around Hannah and Emily. “Are we all in the shot?” 


The old man peered into the phone’s camera lens as if it were a viewfinder. “I dunno,” he said, “I can’t see shit.” 


Aidan giggled. Emily reddened and gave Jake a gentle elbow to the ribs. Jake forced a smile and said, “I think you’re holding it backward.” 


“What? Oh, hell.” He turned the phone around. “There you are. Wait—does that mean I’m on your video now?” 


“Don’t worry—we can cut that bit when we get home. Ready, guys?” 


One by one, all save the baby murmured their assent. 


“Three . . . two . . . one . . .” 


But they never did record their message. 


Because that’s when the tugboat slammed into the bridge’s south tower and exploded. 










Chapter 2 


Michael Hendricks tossed back his drink and slammed the shot glass onto the dark-stained bar. “Hey, barkeep: another whiskey.” 


The young woman to whom he’d spoken looked up from the table she was wiping clean and replied, “I’m not a barkeep—I’m a waitress.” 


He squinted dubiously at her. She was in her late teens or early twenties. Her freckled face was free of makeup, and her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She wore a heather-gray T-shirt with the restaurant’s logo on it, and jeans cuffed high enough above her ballet flats to show her ankles. “You’ve been pouring me drinks all afternoon, haven’t you?” 


“Yes.” 


He yawned and scratched idly at the scruff on his jaw-line. It’d been weeks since he’d last shaved. “Then I fail to see the difference.” 


“The difference is, I’m not a barkeep—I’m a waitress. I’m just covering the bar until our real bartender comes in at five.” 


Hendricks peered around the dining room. Its walls were adorned with lobster traps and colorfully painted buoys, lacquered stripers, and woven fishnets dyed green-brown by use. The tables were empty. A few still needed tidying, but most were reset for dinner already—flatware wrapped in white cloth napkins, clean water goblets waiting to be filled. The lunch rush, if you could call twenty-odd patrons that, had cleared out hours ago. “I’m sorry—is my drink order pulling you away from all your other customers?” 


“Nope. I’m just saying drinks aren’t really my area.” 


“Ain’t like shots of whiskey are difficult to make.” 


“Apparently, they’re easy enough to drink.” 


Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on Hendricks. “Ah. I see. You think I’m hitting the sauce a little hard.” 


“Not my business,” she replied. 


“No disagreement there.” 


“I mean, it’s a little early, is all. Most folks aren’t even off work yet.” 


Hendricks went to check his watch, only to discover that he wasn’t wearing one. His eyebrows gathered in obvious puzzlement. “Yeah, well, I’m retired.” 


“Retired from what?” 


From running false-flag missions for the U.S. government, he thought. From killing hitmen for a living once he got back home. “From giving a shit about what anybody thinks of me getting drunk in the middle of the day,” he said. 


She sighed and changed tactics. “How about a bite to eat, at least?” Her tone was solicitous and optimistic. Hendricks pegged her for a chronic overachiever, unaccustomed to failure. 


“How about you pour me another goddamn whiskey?” 


“Fine.” She ducked behind the bar, fetched a bottle of Early Times from the well, and refilled Hendricks’s shot glass. Then she poured him a cup of coffee from the thermal carafe beside the register. “On the house,” she said. 


“Look, kid—” 


“Cameron,” she said. 


“Look, Cameron,” he corrected himself, “I appreciate the effort. But you don’t know me, and you couldn’t begin to understand the shit I’ve been through. You’ve got no idea why I’m here or what I’ve lost.” 


“I’ve also got no idea how you’re still upright. Just take the coffee, okay?” 


Hendricks picked up the coffee and took a sip. It was lukewarm and tasted of plastic. He made a face and set it back down. Then he raised the brimming shot glass in Cameron’s direction. 


“Cheers,” he said. But before he brought the drink to his lips, she shook her head and stormed away. 


He watched her round the corner at the far end of the bar and disappear from sight. Seconds later, he heard the kitchen’s swinging double doors bang open. Once they’d clacked shut behind her, leaving Hendricks certain she couldn’t return without him hearing, he dumped the shot into the potted ficus tree beside him. 


He’d been coming to the Salty Dog—a quaint, clapboard-sided seafood joint overlooking Long Island’s Port Jefferson Harbor—for three weeks, always parking his ass on the same stool from noon to closing. In that time, the ficus had been outdrinking him three to one. He was amazed he hadn’t killed the thing by now. Every once in a while, he made a show of spilling a shot across the bar, in part to establish himself as a sloppy drunk, and in part to explain the smell this corner had taken on. It must’ve worked, because no one in the place had said five words to him until today, when the new girl decided to take pity on him—and even she’d been here a week before she gathered the nerve. 


Hendricks figured she was just some overzealous undergrad, bright-eyed and idealistic, who’d yet to learn that the broken people of the world rarely wanted to be fixed. And although he was plenty broken, it was a life of violence—not booze—that was to blame. 


The shot disposed of, the waitress gone, Hendricks watched the anchored sailboats bob like seabirds on the bay. He was happy for the momentary quiet. It didn’t last. 


A shadow fell across the restaurant’s storefront. Hendricks swiveled in his stool and saw a black Range Rover roll to a stop at the curb. A spray-tanned side of beef in wraparound sunglasses climbed out of the backseat. Then he pushed open the Salty Dog’s front door and stepped inside. 


He wore a polo shirt two sizes too small for him and a pair of garish madras shorts. Canvas loafers, each the size of a rowboat, encased his feet. If his getup was intended to help him blend in with the yacht-club set, it fell well short of that goal. His nose was misshapen; his ears were cauliflowered. There was no doubt in Hendricks’s mind that he was hired muscle. 


The man took off his sunglasses and looked around the restaurant. Hendricks feigned indifference, swaying drunkenly atop his stool and idly spinning his empty shot glass on the bar like a top. The man eyed Hendricks in his frayed khaki shorts, rumpled button-down, and sweat-stained Titleist ball cap and apparently dismissed him. Hendricks looked like half the drunks in every ritzy-zipcode bar from here to Hilton Head. 


The man flipped the sign in the front window to closed, shut the curtains, and took up a position by the door. Another guy of the same make and model entered and headed toward the kitchen without a word. Along the way, he rapped on the restroom doors and checked inside. When he entered the kitchen, Hendricks heard the chef’s surprised tone quickly give way to friendly recognition. They conversed a moment—Hendricks couldn’t make out the exact words, but by the sound of it, the chef was introducing him to the new girl—and then he returned to the dining room and gave his buddy a nod. 


The man beside the door parted the curtain slightly and gestured to someone outside. The door swung open once more. Hendricks half expected another spray-tanned goon, but instead in walked a handsome thirty-something man in a linen shirt, seersucker shorts, and leather flip-flops. His complexion had a Mediterranean cast, and his high cheekbones, tousled hair, and cultivated stubble made him look as if he’d stepped out of a men’s magazine. Once the door closed behind him, the Range Rover pulled away. 


“Good afternoon,” he said to Hendricks. “My name is Nick Pappas.” 


“James Dalton,” Hendricks lied. “But my friends call me Jimmy.” He’d taken the name from Patrick Swayze’s character in Road House as a nod to an old friend. Hendricks never used to put much effort into coming up with aliases, but his buddy—and former partner in crime—Lester had always taken great pride in it. Every one of ’em was an in-joke, a reference. 


Lester had been murdered almost a year ago. Keeping the tradition going was one way Hendricks chose to honor him. Waiting in this upscale tourist trap for Pappas was another. 


“And what should I call you,” Pappas asked, “James or Jimmy?” 


“The jury’s still out on that,” Hendricks said. “After all, we just met. But I’ve got to hand it to you, Nick, you make one hell of an entrance.” 


Nick laughed. “Not everywhere, I’m afraid. Here I can afford to, because I own the place.” 


Hendricks knew that, strictly speaking, that wasn’t true. On paper, the Salty Dog was one of many restaurants owned by a company called Aegeus Unlimited, which had a PO box in Delaware, a bank account in the Caymans, and a board composed entirely of people who’d died before they reached majority—at least, if the Social Security numbers on the articles of incorporation were to be believed. But then, there were loads of reasons the head of the Pappas crime family might like to keep his name off the paperwork. 


Hendricks looked from Pappas to his goons and back. “I gotta ask—am I in some kind of trouble? ’Cause if your waitress wanted to cut me off, all she had to do was say so—she didn’t have to bring you all this way.” 


Pappas smiled, showing teeth of gleaming white. “Not at all. My arrival here has nothing whatsoever to do with you. The fact is, James—and, understand, I’m not saying this to brag—I’m a very wealthy man, with business interests around the globe. Hotels. Restaurants. Construction. Waste management. As such, my schedule can be quite demanding. From time to time, I need a break—a few hours spent consuming good food and drink in good company. It affords me the opportunity to decompress. Today is one of those days.” 


“You always close down the place when you come in?” 


“I do. I find it discourages unwanted interruptions.” 


Unwanted interruptions was a funny way of saying People trying to kill me, Hendricks thought. 


Even among criminals, Nick Pappas was legendarily paranoid. Hendricks supposed he would have been too if his family were as fucked up as Nick’s was. Until recently, the Pappas crime family was small potatoes—ignored by the larger New York outfits because their business interests were limited to Astoria’s Greek community—but their reputation for infighting was positively Shakespearean. 


Nick’s uncle Theo had assumed control of the family business eleven years ago after Nick’s grandfather took a tumble down the stairs of his Crescent Street town house and broke his neck. It was Theo who discovered the body and called it in. 


A year later, Nick’s father, Spiro, took over when Theo was found facedown in his morning yogurt, a bullet in his head. Though there were six people in the house at the time—family members all—and to a one, they claimed to’ve neither seen nor heard a thing. 


Spiro had ruled until three years ago, when a hit-andrun left him in a persistent vegetative state. Nick and his five siblings spent months after his so-called accident jockeying for control of the family. By the time Nick claimed the throne, one of his brothers was dead, and his little sister had fled to points unknown. 


Hendricks imagined Pappas family holidays were pretty tense. 


Jealousy aside, Nick’s remaining siblings had little to complain about; they’d profited mightily with him at the helm. His business acumen had expanded their empire exponentially and elevated the Pappas clan from small-time crooks to major players on the national scene. 


Pappas’s meteoric rise didn’t go unnoticed by New York’s other crime families. Some threatened war, but most saw him as a kindred spirit, which was how he’d wound up the youngest voting member in the history of the Council. 


The Council was a group of representatives from each of the major criminal outfits operating in the United States. Though their organizations were often rivals, Council members convened whenever their respective organizations’ interests aligned. 


Killing Hendricks was one such interest. 


Hendricks’s business model was . . . unconventional. When someone was marked for death, Hendricks would make sure that person’s would-be killer wound up in the ground instead—so long as the intended victim paid up, that is. Ten times the price on the client’s head was his going rate. Always up front, nonnegotiable. 


His buddy Lester, with whom he’d served in Afghanistan, was the operation’s tech guy. He ID’d the clients and gathered intel on their targets. Hendricks handled the wetwork. For a while, business was booming. Then the Council caught wise and sent a hitman to hit him back. The man they sent—Alexander Engelmann—was tenacious, sadistic, and hard to kill. Hendricks managed to do it, barely, but not before the bastard tortured Lester to death. Ever since, Hendricks had dedicated every waking moment to determining who, exactly, was on the Council so he could take them down. 


But without Lester’s computer chops to rely on, Hendricks was forced to resort to old-fashioned detective work, and leads were scarce. Council members ran tight ships. Their street-level employees were largely kept in the dark, and those in their inner circles knew better than to run their mouths. Those who did usually wound up dead. 


Thankfully, Pappas’s crew was new to this and not as disciplined as they should be. Thirty-six hours into a meth bender, one of his lieutenants blabbed to a call girl he was sweet on. Hendricks had saved that call girl’s life once—she and her first pimp didn’t part on the best of terms, so he’d paid a guy five hundred bucks to take her out—which meant she was more than happy to pass along what she had learned. 


“I guess this is my cue to leave,” Hendricks said to Pappas, knowing damn well that it wasn’t. He’d been watching Pappas for months, trying to figure out how to get close to him. Pappas never went anywhere without his personal security detail. He had several properties he split his time among—a penthouse in midtown Manhattan, the family home in Astoria, freestanding houses in Guilford and Oyster Bay—none of which had his name on the paperwork, and each of which had its own dedicated security staff. He varied his daily routine to avoid ambushes. He wasn’t married. He had no children. His girlfriends were under constant lock and key. 


But a few times a month, he liked to pop into one of his restaurants for a lavish meal. 


Even then, though, Pappas was careful. He showed up at odd hours and never called ahead. When he arrived, he locked the doors behind him and picked up the tab for everyone already inside. Hendricks had figured the best way to get close to Pappas was to be inside one of his restaurants when he got there—and soft-pedaling his interest in staying would get him closer still. 


“Not at all!” Pappas said. “Have you eaten?” 


Hendricks feigned confusion at Pappas’s interest. “I haven’t,” he said. 


“Then I insist you stay. We’re having one of everything sent out. Would you care for a drink while we wait?” 


“I wouldn’t turn one down.” 


“Excellent. What’s your poison?” 


“Whatever gets the job done. Today I’m drinking whiskey.” 


“Milos,” Pappas said, “do me a favor and fetch our new friend James a drink.” 


One of Pappas’s men ducked behind the bar, reached up, and grabbed an unopened bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue from the top shelf. The pistol he wore at the small of his back showed as he did. When he cracked the seal and poured Hendricks three fingers—a hundred bucks’ worth at most establishments—Hendricks licked his lips with exaggerated anticipation. 


“Please,” Hendricks said to Pappas, “call me Jimmy.” 


Pappas beamed. His men smiled too and appeared as at ease as hired goons could ever be while on the job. That was good, helpful. 


They wouldn’t look so happy when the night was through. 










Chapter 3 


Special Agent Charlie Thompson hovered awkwardly on the threshold of her parents’ kitchen. The dangly earrings her mother had gotten her for Christmas tugged uncomfortably at her ears. Pots bubbled on the stove. The air was warm and humid and redolent with spice. 


“There must be something I can do to help,” she said. 


“Don’t be silly,” her mother replied. “Kate and I have this well in hand. Why don’t you go bring your father a beer?” 


Thompson’s face creased with worry as she watched Kathryn O’Brien mangle the onion she was trying to dice. “You sure you’re up to this?” 


O’Brien cocked an eyebrow at Thompson and smiled. “You heard your mother,” she said. “Beat it!” 


Thompson shrugged and grabbed two cans of Narragansett from the fridge. Then she headed out to the garage. 


The overhead door was open, the cars, as ever, in the driveway. A workbench took up half the narrow space, and tools hung from pegboards above it. Thompson’s father crouched over a partially disassembled lawn mower, his hands blackened by grease. 


Thompson popped the top on both beers and handed one to him without a word. Foam gathered on his mustache when he drank. 


“You gotta work on this right now, Pop?” 


“Is there something else I oughta be doing? Ain’t like your mother wants me in the kitchen.” 


“Join the club—she just threw me out too. Asked Kate to stay, though.” 


“You don’t look pleased.” 


“A little leery, is all.” 


“Why?” he snapped. “You think your mother’s gonna say something inappropriate and embarrass you?” 


“No,” Thompson said carefully, “I’m worried Kate’s gonna take off a finger. Her knife skills leave a bit to be desired.” 


“Oh.” He looked chastened. “I’m sure your mother will watch out for her.” 


Thompson’s parents were Catholic. When she came out, they’d been as supportive of her as their faith allowed—but she’d never brought a woman home before. She’d been worried how her parents would react to O’Brien ever since they got serious last fall. It’s why she’d postponed the meetthe-parents trip three times already. It’s why she’d nearly canceled when the alarm went off this morning and then twice more on the drive from DC to Hartford. 


She sipped her beer and watched her father tinker with the lawn mower. “You talk to Jess lately?” she asked. 


Jess was Thompson’s baby sister. Four years out of college and trying to make it as an artist, whatever that meant. Near as Thompson could tell, it mostly meant couch surfing, binge drinking, and emotional breakdowns. 


“Not since she and the new guy—Tree? River?” 


“Leaf.” 


“Leaf. Right. Not since they left for Costa Rica. You?” 


“I Facebook-messaged her the other day. She said she’d be back in time to see us this weekend. Guess she was mistaken.” 


“You know Jess,” he said gruffly. “Never been so good with schedules.” He removed the hex nut from the mounting bolts and yanked the mower’s carburetor free. Fuel puddled on the floor. “Son of a whore!” 


“Something bothering you, Pop?” 


“Yeah—I forgot to clamp the goddamn fuel line.” He rectified the error and pushed the mess around with a rag. 


“Seriously, what’s wrong?” It wasn’t like him to lose his temper. “Is this about me and Kate?” 


Her father wiped his hands off on his pants. “It’s not my place to say.” 


“Pop, I’m asking. What is it?” 


“She’s your goddamn boss, Charlie, that’s what!” 


Ah. There it was. She should have known. 


Thompson’s dad was a captain with the Hartford PD. A real nose-to-the-grindstone kind of guy. He’d joined the force straight out of high school. Climbed the ranks from lowly beat cop to head of precinct. To him, chain of command was sacrosanct. 


“What’re you saying? You think your daughter’s fucking her way to the top?” 


“I’m not saying it, but you’re a fool if you think others aren’t.” 


“Let them talk. I honestly don’t give a shit.” 


“No? You should. Some of them hold your career in their hands. And speaking of, you ever stop to think what happens when the two of you break up? She holds all the cards, Charlie. Odds are, you’ll wind up pushing paper in some shitty basement office in East Bumfuck.” 


“That’s not gonna happen, Pop.” 


“Yeah? How the hell do you know?” 


“Because, goddamn it, Kate and I are getting married! So whatever you really think of her—of me—you could at least pretend to get on board.” 


She hadn’t meant to snap. Hadn’t meant to tell him that way. 


And she certainly hadn’t meant for Kate to overhear. 


O’Brien stood in the doorway to the garage, one hand still on the knob. It was clear by the look on her face that she’d been there awhile. 


Thompson struggled for words. A blotchy flush crawled up her father’s neck. 


“Kate, I—” 


“Later,” O’Brien said. “I just got a call from HQ. Something’s happened in San Francisco. We have to go.” 










Chapter 4 


Jake Reston forced himself onto his hands and knees. His vision was blurry, his thoughts a muddle. He couldn’t hear a thing over the ringing in his ears. 


He struggled to recall where he was, and why. The back of his neck was hot and tight, like he’d been out in the sun too long. Ditto the portions of his arms and legs his T-shirt and shorts failed to cover. When he was nineteen, he’d spent his summer break from college laying pavement with a road crew. Shoveling hot-mix asphalt for ten-hour stretches in the August heat, fumes rising off the molten sludge, proved a recipe for heat exhaustion, and despite his best efforts to stay hydrated, it had leveled Jake more than once. This felt similar, which led Jake to wonder if heat exhaustion was what had caused him to collapse today—but oddly, given his apparent sunburn, it wasn’t all that warm outside. 


As Jake’s vision cleared, he noticed a mangled bike frame beside him on the trail. Its paint was blistered. Its seat and back wheel were missing. Its front wheel spun lazily on its axle, the bare rim clotted here and there with chunks of smoldering rubber. He couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to the bike’s rider. 


The dirt beneath Jake was spattered red. He raised a hand to his face. When he touched his nose, a jolt of pain made him recoil. He probed again more gingerly; it seemed to be crooked. A sticky gash caked with dirt and clotting blood ran across it. Blood seeped from both his nostrils. 


Jake brushed the loose dirt from his face and hands. He ran his tongue over his upper teeth and spat out grit. The fog in his head lifted some, and flashes of memory returned. He tried to piece them together, but important bits were missing and they didn’t quite line up right, like the fragments of a broken glass. They were on their way home from Disneyland, he remembered, when they’d stopped off to re-create his parents’ honeymoon photo, and then . . . and then . . .  


Wait. They. He and Emily and the kids. 


Adrenaline surged through his system and brought his thoughts back to the here and now. They’d found the spot. Posed to record the video. Then something hit him from behind. And then blackness. And then this. 


Fear twisted Jake’s guts. He looked around. The effort made his head pound, his vision swim. There wasn’t much to see, anyway—the air was choked with thick dark smoke that seared his lungs with every breath. 


Jake tried to stand. The world seemed to wobble around him, and he was forced back to his knees. “Hannah! Aidan! Emily!” he shouted, his voice a dry croak, loud enough to strain his vocal cords, yet so faint that he could barely hear it. 


There was no reply. He crawled upslope a ways and tried again. This time, he heard something. His name. High-pitched, frightened, questioning. Emily, he realized. 


Jake scrabbled toward her on all fours. Put his hand in something sticky. Recoiled when he realized it was a rivulet of blood. 


He followed it back to its source. It wasn’t Emily, but a woman clad in neon-green gym clothes. Jake vaguely recalled seeing her jog by before whatever happened had happened. Her exposed flesh was red and angry. A twisted hunk of metal jutted from the back of her head, charred black at the edges, bloody hair matted all around. 


“Emily!” he screamed. “Where are you? Talk to me—are the kids with you? Are you okay?” It occurred to him he ought to hear Sophia crying. His heart tapped out a brittle rat-a-tat against his rib cage. 


“I’m over here! I, uh, think I fell.” She sounded dazed, rattled, not herself. “Sophia’s here with me!” 


“Where are Hannah and Aidan?” 


“I—I don’t know!” 


Jake crawled toward the sound of his wife’s voice, limbs protesting the whole way. He found her hovering over Sophia, who lay silent and unmoving atop Emily’s windbreaker. Emily’s forehead was sliced open and bled freely into her eyes. 


“Oh God. Is she . . .” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence lest uttering the words might make them so. 


“She’s breathing,” Emily answered, her voice high and tremulous from worry, “but unconscious, and she’s got a goose egg on the back of her head. I . . . I must have landed on top of her when I fell.” Her chin quivered. Grief warped her features. “I know I shouldn’t have moved her, but I couldn’t leave her lying in the dirt.” 


He put his hands on her face, palms to cheeks. “Look at me. This isn’t your fault. Whatever happened leveled all of us. And I promise you, Sophia’s going to be just fine.” Emily nodded. Blinked back tears. Put on a brave face. He wondered if her bravery felt as hollow as his did. 


Jake knelt over Sophia. Placed a hand against her tiny chest and took heart in its steady rise and fall. Patted her cheek gently and said, “C’mon, little one—wake up for us, okay?” 


Sophia didn’t stir. He patted her cheek once more, harder, and when that didn’t work, he shook her gently. He was about to try again when Emily placed her hands on his to still them and shook her head. “Careful,” she said, and only then did he realize he’d been on the verge of going too far, of shaking her too hard—his panic taking over. 


And then, by some miracle, Sophia opened her eyes and began to cry. 


Jake had never heard a sound so beautiful in all his life. 


But his relief was short-lived. With Sophia awake and responsive, his priorities shifted. 


“Em, think back. When you fell, did you see Hannah and Aidan?” 


She frowned as she struggled to remember. “No. I don’t think so. They weren’t with you?” 


He shook his head. “No. We got separated somehow, and when I came to—I—I don’t know. Help me up. I’m going to go find them.” She grabbed his elbow, and with her support, Jake found his feet. “Hannah!” he bellowed, fighting the urge to cough. “Aidan! Tell me where you are!” 


“Dad!” It was Hannah, strong and clear. “Dad, we’re over here!” 


He stumbled toward them, a smile breaking across his filthy, bloodied face when he saw shapes in the smoke resolve themselves into his children’s forms. Hannah sat with Aidan’s head in her lap, stroking his hair as he wept. They’d bickered the whole drive here, he recalled, but now she was there for him when he needed her. For a moment, Jake was overcome with pride; he felt as if he’d just been offered a glimpse of the amazing woman Hannah would become. 


“Are you two all right?” he asked. Aidan shook his head, his tears carving arroyos in the dirt and ash that caked his face. 


“I’m okay,” Hannah said, though she was scraped up pretty good, “but Aidan’s leg is broken. I don’t think we can move him without help.” 


She was right, Jake realized. Aidan’s leg extended away from his body in an unnatural zigzag. Bone, jagged and gore-streaked, protruded from his shin. 


“Where are Mom and Sophia?” Hannah asked. 


“Back that way.” 


“Are they . . .” 


“They’re fine. We’re all going to be just fine,” he said, putting a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You hear me, buddy?” Aidan nodded, and his sobbing abated some. 


Jake knew Aidan needed medical attention, but he was worried that if he left to get help, he’d never find his way back here. Reflexively, he reached for the pocket where he normally kept his cell phone, but it wasn’t there. Right, 


he thought, I left the damn thing in the car, and Hannah had to lend me hers to take the video. It couldn’t have gone far. 


He looked around—the ocean breeze taking mercy on him and dispersing the haze some—and spotted it lying a few feet from them at the path’s edge, its bedazzled edges sparkling, its screen a dark reflection of the sky. 


He ran to it. Dialed 911. The phone rang twice, and then the call was dropped. 


Jake tried again, muttering, “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” as it began to ring. This time, an operator answered. “Oh, thank God,” he said. “My family and I are on the trails just up the hill from Fort Point, overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge. There was some kind of explosion.” 


“We’re aware of the situation, sir,” the operator said. From the tension in her voice and the clamor behind her, it sounded like half of San Francisco had called it in. “Are any of you hurt?” 


“My son’s leg is badly broken. I think he’s going to need a stretcher.” 


“Are you in immediate danger?” 


Jake looked around. The nearby trees were scorched bare. Ash rained lazily from the sky. “I . . . I don’t think so.” 


“Okay. Just stay put, then. Help is on the way.” 


“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you so much.” 


Jake trotted back to Emily, who held Sophia close and tried to calm her. Brought them over to where Aidan lay and told Emily the EMTs were coming. Jake was so overcome by everything that had transpired—and so relieved his kids were safe—he never stopped to wonder where the gaunt old man who’d been holding Hannah’s phone had gone. 










Chapter 5 


So he says, ‘Nicky, I’d like to introduce you to my uncle.’ And I reply, ‘Your uncle? Thank Christ—I thought that was your mother!’” 


The table erupted with laughter. One of Pappas’s henchmen, Milos, slammed his palm down on the dark-stained wood so hard, their plates jumped. The other, Dimitris, just chuckled and shook his head. The two of them looked so alike that, for a time, Hendricks couldn’t tell them apart. Eventually, though, he was able to keep them straight, partly because Milos was by far the more gregarious of the two, his wide eyes dopey and inattentive while Dimitris’s were sly and watchful, and partly because Dimitris had an ugly scar that snaked around his right biceps and disappeared into his shirtsleeve. Hendricks had seen his share of scars like that during his black ops days. It was a shrapnel wound—which meant Dimitris was ex-military. 


They’d been sitting here for nearly two hours, the table littered with picked-over plates of steamed mussels and fried calamari, grilled shrimp and baked stuffed lobster—even the remnants of a salt-crusted sea bass, roasted whole and filleted at the table by the chef. Bottles littered the table too. Ouzo for Dimitris—Barbayanni, a brand that Hendricks had never heard of before today. Cruzan Rum for Milos, who drank it straight—wincing every time—once his compatriots teased him for cutting it with Diet Coke. Johnnie Walker Blue for Hendricks. A bottle of an unpronounceable Greek red wine for Pappas. 
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