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	 Men die because they cannot join
the beginning to the end. 
—ALCMAEON






TWO YEARS AGO


‘End of the honeymoon,’ Emily said. ‘You tired of me yet?’


‘Absolutely.’ Ben Forsberg watched her standing at the sink at the rental house’s kitchen, smiled as the light from the Maui
sun played across her face. ‘I’ve already called several divorce lawyers. Probably be best if we didn’t sit together on the
flight home.’


‘And I thought it was just me.’ She gave him a glance over her shoulder, bit at her lip, fought down the grin. ‘This marriage
was a huge mistake.’


‘I’m consumed with regret.’

She flicked water at him and came to the kitchen table where he sat. She slid into his lap and he took her in his arms. He
gave her a long, slow, unhurried kiss. She kissed him back, ran her foot along his calf, and then stood.


‘I was kidding,’ he said.

‘I know, Einstein. Go shower. You smell like golf.’

‘What does golf smell like?’

‘Sweat, grass, sunshine, and frustration. Usually in that order.’

‘What’s the smell of frustration?’ he asked, starting to laugh.

‘You’ll soon know,’ Emily said, ‘if you don’t go shower. You’ll be one highly frustrated new husband.’ She gave him a small, chaste kiss and a light pat on his rump as he stood.


‘I love it when you threaten me,’ Ben said, kissing her again.

‘Not a threat, sweetie, go get cleaned up. It’s my turn to fix us lunch. Then we’ll have dessert before we have to go to the
airport.’ She touched his lips with her finger and smiled.


‘I don’t want to go home,’ he said. ‘I’m not ready for you to turn back into the Queen of Spreadsheets.’

‘Or you to be the King of Contracts,’ she said. ‘We could just stay here and never go back to work.’

‘Be poor and homeless in Maui. Brilliant idea.’ He leaned back from her. ‘Work is overrated.’

‘Except for bringing us together. Speaking of which, I need to call Sam before we leave for the airport.’

‘Remember? No work calls. I’ve kept my side of the deal.’

‘Yes, well, I’ll keep my marriage vows to you but everything else is negotiable. Go shower.’ She kissed his finger with its
new band of gold. ‘I like you in nothing but your wedding ring.’


He headed for the shower, glancing back at her as she finished washing her hands. His wife. He smiled big but he turned his
head so she wouldn’t see his grin. She’d think he was being silly.


He showered fast, trying not to think of the real world that awaited back in Dallas. He toweled off, hearing her wrap up a
conversation with their boss, laughter in her tone. He heard her hang up, then water jet into the kitchen sink. He slipped
on his simple gold wedding ring, its slight weight welcome on his finger, and pulled the towel around his waist. She’d mentioned
dessert with a twinkle in her eye. Maybe they’d have a treat before lunch, make love in the kitchen, the sort of crazy out-of-bounds thing two normally proper workaholics did in their honeymoon’s
last hours.


He smoothed his hair flat in the mirror. He heard the glass shatter, a loud tinkle. ‘Babe?’ He remembered her toes tickling
his calf when they kissed. If she’d dropped a glass, she’d be risking those bare feet. ‘Babe? You drop something?’ He slid
his feet into his sandals.


Ben hurried into the kitchen. Emily lay sprawled on the tiles, as though a hand had slammed through the window and shoved
her to the floor, leaving a wet, red, huge fingerprint on her forehead.


‘Emily.’ Ben knelt by her, his voice soft as prayer. Calm, not screaming, because this couldn’t be. They had to make love,
eat lunch, get to the airport. ‘Emily. Please. Wake up—’
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Nicky Lynch lay low on the building’s roof, steadying the sniper’s rifle, watching the two targets arguing out the last moments
of their lives. He stared through the crosshairs, waiting for the shot when he could take both the geek and the big guy in
rapid fire. Rush jobs made him nervous; he hadn’t had enough time to prepare. His body was still on Belfast time, six hours
ahead of Austin, Texas. He blinked. Stay focused, he told himself.


‘You going to shoot today?’ Jackie’s voice whispered into his earpiece. His brother waited in the lobby of the office building
across the street, anxious for Nicky to work his double-shot magic so Jackie could go inside Adam Reynolds’s office and finish
the job.


‘Radio silence,’ Nicky said into his mouthpiece.

‘Any day now.’ Jackie’s impatient sigh made an electronic crackle in Nicky’s ear.

‘Silence,’ Nicky repeated into his microphone, keeping his annoyance in check. Killing took only a second, but precautions,
so that the job went cleanly, took time. Jackie was too restless; he had the impatience of a fever.


Nicky put his mind back to the kills. The angle into the office where the two men argued wasn’t ideal, but the client had
been quite specific in how he wanted the job done. The big guy, standing near the window, wasn’t quite close enough … and Nicky had to complete the hit with the first shot. Jackie would be in the office less than a minute
after the two men were dead, and he did not want either man breathing when his brother stepped inside to plant the goods.
Especially the big guy. Nicky didn’t want Jackie within ten meters of that man.


If the two would just stop moving. The honking, stop-and-start traffic of downtown Austin jerked on the street nine stories
below him. A distant rumble touched the sky; a spring storm deciding whether to grant a cooling rain. He tuned out the noise,
because the prime chance for the kill shot might come at any second. The office was large, its narrow windows divided by white
limestone. He was at the same height as the targets, but he had to hide close to a roof air-conditioning unit and the angle
was awkward.


He frowned. Best if the two stood in the same slender window frame, close together, but the pair stood off from each other
like wary lions. The geek wore a scared frown, as though he were shoving aside all the numbers and facts in his oversized
brain and searching for unused courage. The geek damn well should be scared, Nicky thought. Nicky had read the notes about
the big guy with a mix of admiration and shock. It wasn’t every day you got to kill such an interesting man. Nicky had killed
thirty-six people but none so … accomplished. He almost wished he could have bought the big guy a pint, chatted with him,
learned from him, soaked in his exploits. But the very best ones, he thought, always kept their secrets.


Now the big guy laughed – Nicky wondered what the hell was funny – and the big guy moved halfway into one window’s frame.
But not far enough for a certain shot.


And then the geek pulled a gun from his desk and aimed it at the big guy. Nicky held his breath. Maybe they’d do his job for him, kill each other, and he could just watch.


‘Stay back,’ Adam Reynolds said. The gun made for an unfamiliar weight in his hand – he had purchased it only three days before,
a necessary precaution. He had spent five hours on the Internet researching the right pistol. But he hadn’t spent nearly enough
time practicing how to shoot. Adam’s lungs tightened with fear, his back prickled with heat, his tongue seemed coated with
sand.


This was what happened when you went hunting for dangerous people. Sometimes they found you instead. Just keep him at bay,
Adam thought. Help was on its way.


The gun did not seem to make the big man standing near the window nervous. ‘Give me that before you shoot off a toe or finger
or something even more valuable, Adam.’


‘No,’ Adam said. He flicked the man’s business card off his desk and tossed a bound proposal at the man’s feet. ‘Take back
your stage props, asshole. You’re nothing but a con man.’


The big man shrugged. ‘So I lied to you. You’re a liar, too. Let’s stop lying.’

‘You first. What’s your real name?’

The big man laughed. ‘I’m nobody.’ 

‘No, the problem is you’re too many different people, mister.’ Adam straightened the gun, steadied his grip. ‘You’ve got more
names than a cat’s got fleas. I found them all. Every alias you’ve used in the past few months. I want to know who you really
are.’


The big man’s gaze narrowed. He took a step away from the window, a step toward Adam. He kept his hands at his side. ‘Deal, Adam. I’ll tell you who I really am and who I work for if you tell me who hired you to hunt me down.’


‘I have the gun so I will ask the questions and you will answer them.’

‘Yes, Adam, you do indeed have the gun,’ the big man said, as though that fact didn’t really matter to him.

Adam swallowed. ‘What’s your real name?’

‘My name’s unimportant. What matters is why you’re searching for me, who paid you to look for me. That’s the only reason I
arrived on your doorstep, Adam, is because you were looking for me.’ He crossed his arms. ‘Did it occur to you that maybe
I’m one of the good guys?’


‘I … I know what you are.’ Adam’s voice broke. ‘You’re a terrorist. Or you’re connected to a terror group.’

‘Oh, God, you could not be more mistaken,’ the big man said. He laughed. ‘You’re kind of book smart and street dumb all at
once, aren’t you?’


Adam shook his head. Put both hands on the pistol’s grip to fix his aim.

‘Adam, this is why you’re in trouble. You had to break a number of laws to find me and all my aliases: banking laws, privacy
laws, federal statutes protecting classified material. All that data you used to find me scattered among databases where you
have no clearance or access. Someone gave you that access. Tell me who and I promise you’ll be safe and protected.’


‘Sit on the floor, put your hands on your head,’ Adam said. ‘I’ve already called a friend of mine in Homeland Security. They’re
on their way here, so if you hurt me …’


‘Hurt you?’ The big man frowned. ‘Doubtful. You have the gun.’ He took a step forward. ‘Brilliant computer programmers don’t just suddenly start finding people who never want to be found. Who do you work for?’


‘I’ll shoot. Please. Stop.’ Adam didn’t sound convincing, even to himself. ‘Please.’

The big man risked another step toward Adam. ‘You’re way too nice a guy to shoot me and I’m not going to hurt you. So give
me the gun, genius, and let’s talk.’


Nicky watched through the crosshairs. The big guy was moving forward, slowly, and the geek was suffering the tortures of the
weak, not wanting to shoot a fellow human being. Hell. Then a thought occurred to Nicky: What if the geek did shoot the big
guy? Will I get paid if I don’t shoot them and one kills the other?

The thought panicked him. He glued his eye to the scope. Take the shot, leave no wiggle room for the client to argue the fee
or debate whether or not services were rendered. He needed the money.


The big guy came forward, moving toward the geek, calm. The geek lowered the gun a fraction of an inch.

Both men in the same window now. The big man reaching for the wobbling gun. Don’t wait.


In two seconds, Nicky Lynch calculated the ramifications of the choppy wind gusting hard from the bend of Lady Bird Lake that
hugged Austin’s downtown, did the math for the deflection of the glass, touched his tongue to the roof of his mouth, and fired.


The big guy dropped. Nicky pivoted the barrel a fraction, fired, saw the geek jerk and fall. Stillness in the room, twin holes
in the window. He watched for ten seconds, then pulled back from the lip of the office building’s roof. Below him people hurried
on their late afternoon errands, unaware of death in their midst: suited men and women walking toward the Texas state capitol, most with cell phones grafted to their ears; a street musician braying a Bob
Dylan song, strumming a guitar in front of a case dotted with spare change; a huddle of workers awaiting a bus. No one looked
up at the muffled sounds of the shots.


It had gone all right, for two such difficult shots. He ducked behind the air-conditioning unit, wiped his hands on the maintenance
uniform he wore. He dismantled the rifle with practiced grace. He tucked the rifle’s parts into a duffel bag and headed for
the roof stairs. ‘You’re clear,’ he said into the mouthpiece to Jackie.


‘Heading in,’ Jackie said. ‘Going silent.’

‘Silent.’ Nicky signed off. Jackie tended to chatter and Nicky didn’t want him distracted.

A boom of thunder crackled, the waiting storm starting to rise, the breeze electric with the sudden shift.

Bizarre requirements, Nicky thought, but the client specifically wanted the job done this way: Murder the targets from a safe
distance and then leave a manila envelope on the geek’s desk. The money was caviar-and-champagne good, enough to keep him
in liquor and books for a stretch of several months in St. Bart’s. He needed a vacation. Jackie would use his share of the
money for hunting down rare Johnny Cash vinyl recordings and spend time scribbling more bad songs. Jackie and his music. Waste
of time. Maybe Nicky’d talk his brother out of frittering away his cash, get him to come drink in the Caribbean sun. You wanted
warmth after you killed, Nicky thought as he reached the street.


In his earpiece, Jackie got the all-clear from Nicky and summoned the elevator. A crowd of pinstriped lawyers walked in from the street, pooling around him, chatting, waiting for the elevator doors to open.


Damn, he thought. He didn’t want to be remembered so he let the lawyers crowd the first elevator that came. He thumbed the up button
again, and waited an extra ninety seconds for an empty elevator. He rose to the top floor alone. The hallway was empty. No
one had heard the silenced shots – no one, at least, had emerged from the neighboring offices in panic to crowd the hallways.
Good – no one would remember his face as he completed his errand. This assignment, although a rush job, was big; the targets
were important. Do it right, he thought, and you’ll shut up Nicky’s carping.

Jackie approached the suite; the sign read ‘Reynolds Data Consulting.’ The office door was locked and he opened it with a
lockpick in under ten seconds. He pulled his steel blade free from his coat, just in case either man was spasming out the
last of his life. But he wasn’t going to stab unless necessary. Not even for fun. A knife wound would confuse the police.


He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The office was silent. Jackie put the large envelope under his arm. The
geek lay in sprawled surprise beside the desk, blood spreading from his head, mouth slack, eyes finally vacant of brainstorms.


Orders were to leave the sealed envelope on the desk. But first Jackie stepped behind the desk to take a peek at the big guy.

Across the street, Nicky Lynch shouldered past a crowd of techies spilling out from the parking garage ramp, heading for early
drinks in the Warehouse District. He walked up the ramp and took a left. He pressed the remote for his Mercedes, beeped open the trunk. He put the rifle case inside and slammed the trunk closed. As he slid behind the wheel and
started the engine his earpiece crackled, Jackie yelling, not making sense. ‘He’s gone!’


Nicky glanced into the rearview just in time to see the big guy running up behind the car, drawing a gun from underneath a
jacket. For a half second, shock seized him. Then he ducked for the loaded Glock he kept under the seat and closed his fingers
around it. The driver’s window exploded; agony lanced his shoulder.


This was not happening. Impossible. The shot had been true …

‘Who sent you?’ the big guy asked.

Nicky’s mouth worked; his arm didn’t. He fumbled for the gun with his good hand.

‘Last chance. Answer me,’ the big guy said.

Nicky lifted the gun with an angry grunt. The answering barrage sprayed his life’s blood across the dashboard and the front
windshield.


Jackie, run, Nicky thought, staring at the red mist, then died.


The big guy stood at the shattered window and fired four neat, tidy shots for insurance into Nicky Lynch’s chest and head.
Adam Reynolds’s gun went warm in his hand.


‘Always make sure, mister,’ the big guy said. He swallowed the bile in his throat. Today had gone all wrong. Time to walk
away from the whole mess. Wrap up the package for the cops.


Let the police chase a nobody. He took a business card from his pocket and tucked it into Nicky Lynch’s bloodied jacket. He
wouldn’t need it anymore. He hurried away from the car, hiding his gun under his light jacket, taking the staircase. Someone would spot the bullet-riddled car within minutes.


He walked out onto the sidewalk as a light, gentle rain began to drop from the marble-gray sky.

One steet over, Jackie ran in a panicked pell-mell from the building, sprinted hard toward the garage, dodging traffic and
old-lady shoppers and coffee-swilling lobbyists. Cars slammed on brakes, honks jeered him as he sprinted into the street.
He slipped his knife into his jacket pocket, his hand closing hard around the Glock under his wind-breaker, scanning the faces
behind him, scared. He kept the folder of photographs clutched under his arm. He heard a woman shriek as he hurried up the
ramp. He braked on his heels and peered around the concrete pillar. A woman and two men huddled around the Mercedes, a smear
of red on the windshield. One of the men was on his cell phone, calling 9-1-1. The woman had her hand clamped over her mouth
as though repressing a scream.


Jackie stepped close enough to see there was nothing he could do.

Nicky was dead.

Jackie’s throat closed on itself. He remembered to breathe. He turned away, stumbled down the ramp. The police would be here
within moments. He fought every urge to go to his brother and fold him into his arms, swallowed the need to drop to his knees
and cry.


The big guy wasn’t dead.

But, Jackie thought with a hot rage in his heart and tears crowding his eyes, he soon would be.
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‘We’re in deep trouble,’ Sam Hector said. ‘Ten-million-dollar contract choked this morning.’


‘I’m sorry, Sam,’ Ben Forsberg said into his cell phone.

‘It’s a deal with the UK government to provide additional security for their embassies in four east African countries,’ Hector
said. ‘I can’t lose another big contract, Ben. I’ve sent you the details and I want you to go through the information tonight.
All vacations must end.’


‘Sure.’ Ben was close to home, the top up on his BMW because as he approached Austin the spring sky clouded with rain. He
wished that Sam hadn’t called it a vacation. Ben no longer took vacations; he had alone time, away time. He’d only been away for six days. ‘I’m ready to go back to work.’


‘Thank God, because the deals are drying up,’ Hector said. ‘I wish you would come back to work for me full-time. I need you.’

‘How’s the negotiation with the State Department coming?’ Ben wasn’t interested in rehashing that conversation; he liked working
freelance now and living in Austin. The Dallas office reminded him too much of Emily.


‘Another precarious situation. We’re in disagreement on five or six points. Undersecretary Smith is being intractable on the level of training that our security personnel have to have for the next Congo assignment while not wanting
to pay a commensurate price. Which is bullshit. Congo is amazingly dangerous right now. They need us and she’s being obstinate,
thinking she can handle it with regular government personnel.’


‘I’ll talk to her.’ Ben didn’t expect the negotiations to be prolonged; the security situation in Congo was deteriorating,
terrorism on the rise; the State Department personnel stationed there needed a greater level of protection, and a contract
with the professional soldiers of Hector Global was the cheap and fast answer. Hector Global did several million dollars’
worth of business with the State Department each year, providing armed security for its employees; a new rising conflict in
Congo was a tragedy, but an opportunity as well. Someone had to protect the diplomats, and no one could do a better job than
Hector Global. ‘If the situation there deteriorates, it might help us close the deal – she’ll get scared.’


‘I like scared people because we’re in the business of making fear go away,’ Hector said.

‘You still want to use that as a motto,’ Ben laughed. ‘Fear is not a good slogan.’

‘Whatever. I also suspect she’s stalling so she can get you back up to Washington again.’

Ben moved into another lane, headed north on MoPac, the major north-south artery for west Austin. He exited into the suburb
of West Lake Hills so that he could take back roads home to central Austin; the infamously slow Austin traffic had already
begun its daily dragging shuffle.


‘Ben? Did you hear me?’ 

‘Sam. Don’t kid, you know I’m not ready for—’

‘You cannot live in this bubble you’ve created for yourself.’ Now Sam Hector sounded less like a client and more like a chiding father. ‘You just spent five days alone, Ben, at a resort known for catering to people twice your age. Emily
would not want you isolating yourself.’


Ben said nothing. He had found it best to endure this kind of advice in polite silence.

‘Ms. Smith has asked me about your interests, how often you come to Washington, what food you like to eat. As soon as our
negotiations are done, I suspect she’ll ask you out the next time you’re in DC.’


‘Does she know I’m a widower?’

‘I told her. But not every detail. That’s up to you.’

‘E-mail me Smith’s concerns on the contract and I’ll craft our response.’

Sam Hector was silent for a moment on the other end of the line. ‘Forgive me. I’m only trying to be helpful. We all worry
about you …’


‘Sam, I’m really fine. And I’ll talk to you tomorrow morning.’

‘Take care, Ben.’ Sam clicked off the phone.

No woman had asked him out in the two years since Emily died, and he had no plans to ask out any woman. He tried to imagine
how he’d react to an invitation. He had nothing to give, nothing to share, nothing to say. A slight cold terror touched his
skin. He lowered the car’s window, let fresh air wash over his face as he turned off the highway toward home. He clicked on
the radio: ‘A bizarre shooting in downtown Austin today left two dead …’ the announcer said and Ben switched off the radio.
He did not like to hear about shootings. Two years after his wife’s death, the very word twisted a knife in his spine, brought
back the horrible memory of Emily sprawled dead on the kitchen floor, a bullet hole marring her forehead.


Random, pointless, for no reason, some unknown idiot firing rounds at empty houses. He eased his grip on the steering wheel, tried not to remember.


Ben lived in Tarrytown, an older and expensive neighborhood on the west side of Austin. His house was small by the neighborhood’s
increasingly grandiose standards – Tarrytown had been invaded by mega-mansions, towering over the original houses on the cramped
lots – but the limestone bungalow suited him. He pulled into his garage just as the simmering storm broke into soft rain.
His flower beds needed springtime tending and the yard could use a mow, he thought.


Ben went inside his house and set his duffel bag on the kitchen floor. He grabbed a soda from the refrigerator and headed
back into his office. He cracked open the laptop and downloaded five days’ worth of e-mail. Most of his clients knew he was
gone this week so there was less than normal. He saw an encrypted note containing the specifics of Sam’s hot UK deal. He frowned
at a couple of messages: a request from a business magazine reporter to respond to allegations of security contractor malfeasance
involving a company he’d never worked with; three e-mails from people he didn’t know, protesting the use of private security
forces in Iraq and Afghanistan; and e-mails from six people with military and security backgrounds, looking for work with
Hector, asking him for advice and help.


Where there were millions at stake, and guns involved, controversy always loomed. He understood people’s concerns about private
contractors being used in war, but the reality was that the government was offering big-dollar contracts, and people of both
dubious and high integrity went after them. Hector Global was one of three hundred private companies offering security and
training services in Iraq alone. Ben was careful to work only with the contractors with good records and highly professional staffs. Many of them, other than his biggest client, were new,
staffed by former soldiers and unused to navigating government deals. His guidance made it easier for them to win favorable
terms.


There were well over a hundred thousand private security contractors on the ground in Iraq, training security forces and police,
protecting facilities and dignitaries. The money was excellent. Ben had helped Sam Hector grow his company into a three-thousand-employee
behemoth in the security world, with thousands more independent contractors on call, to provide everything from security to
computer expertise to food services.


A soft red 6 glowed on his answering machine’s readout. He decided to deal with the rest of the real world after he took a
shower. Technically, he was still on his alone time, he told himself.


Ben showered and rubbed a towel hard across his skin. The mirror showed a bit of early spring sunburn on his nose and cheeks,
from his lake walks; he was of Swedish descent, and the sun wasn’t always gentle on his pale, slightly freckled skin. He smoothed
out his thick thatch of blond hair with a comb of his fingers, brushed his teeth, and decided not to shave over the sunburn.
He dressed in jeans, tennis shoes, and a long-sleeved polo shirt. He reached for the soda he’d left on the counter and then
the doorbell rang, a low, long, almost mournful chime.


Two people stood on his bricked porch. Ben had been around enough government agents in his work to recognize them as such
– the stance, the careful neutral expressions. One was a petite, dark-haired woman in her early thirties, wearing an expensive,
tailored gray suit. She had brown eyes and a mouth set in a frown, and when Ben opened the door, her gaze was so fierce that he nearly took a step backward. The man next to her was thin and silver-haired,
expressionless.


Behind them, Ben saw a car, with two thick-necked men in suits and sunglasses standing at attention near the passenger door.

‘Mr. Forsberg?’ the man said.

‘Yes.’

Both showed photo IDs. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Strategic Initiatives. It wasn’t a division at Homeland
Ben recognized from his consulting work, like FEMA or the Secret Service. ‘I’m Agent Norman Kidwell. This is Agent Joanna
Vochek. We’d like to speak with you.’


Ben blinked at the badges. Kidwell was in his forties, with a hardscrabble face that was alien territory for a smile, dark
eyes that gave a glance more calculated than kind, a suggestion of granite under the skin of his jaw.


‘Okay. About what?’ Ben asked.

‘It would be better if we could talk inside, sir,’ Kidwell said.

‘Uh, sure.’ He wondered if one of his clients had messed up, gotten dodgy with a contract with Homeland. But they couldn’t
just call him? He opened the door wider. The two agents stepped inside.


‘How can I help you?’ Ben shut the door.

‘Let’s sit down,’ Kidwell said.

‘Sure.’ He went into the kitchen and they followed him, Vochek staying very close to him. He noticed her glance surveying
the room, as if mapping every exit. ‘Would you like a soda or water?’


‘No,’ Kidwell said.

‘Heading on a trip, Mr. Forsberg?’ Vochek pointed at his duffel bag.


‘No, I’ve just gotten home.’ He sat at the kitchen table. Kidwell sat across from him. Vochek stayed standing, planting herself
between him and the back door.


‘Where have you been?’ she asked.

‘Marble Falls.’ It was a small town an hour west of Austin. ‘My parents’ condo.’

‘Were your parents with you?’ Kidwell asked.

‘No. They’ve both passed away.’

‘Were you alone?’ She crossed her arms.

‘Yes. Are you going to tell me what this is about?’

Kidwell opened a notebook and rattled off Ben’s full name, his birth date, his social security number, address, and home phone.
‘All correct?’


Ben nodded.

‘You have an office phone?’

‘I work out of my home; my cell serves as my office number.’

Kidwell kept his gaze unwavering, as if a thread connected his eyes to Ben’s. ‘Do you have any other cell phone accounts?’

‘No.’ He suspected he was about to be dragged into a bureaucratic mud hole; clearly a client had screwed up in a contract
with Homeland and he was going to have to endure endless protocol before these two tight-asses got to the point.


‘You advise government contractors,’ Kidwell said.

Ben nodded and tried a cautious smile. ‘Is one of my clients in trouble?’

‘No. You are.’ Kidwell tucked his chin into the V of his hand, between thumb and forefinger.

‘Because?’

Vochek leaned against the wall. ‘Do you have a client named Adam Reynolds?’

‘No.’


‘Do you know him?’ Vochek asked.

Her insistence on the word know made him more cautious. ‘If I’ve met Mr. Reynolds, I don’t recall it.’


‘He designs software for the government. A one-man shop, but highly effective,’ Vochek said. ‘He’s a very smart guy.’

‘Then I’m sorry I don’t know him.’ Sweat broke out along Ben’s legs, on his back, in the cups of his palms. He tried another
awkward smile. ‘Listen, I sincerely want to help you, but unless you tell me why I’m in trouble, I’m phoning my lawyer.’


Kidwell pulled a photo from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table to Ben. ‘Do you recognize this man, Mr. Forsberg?’

Ben guessed the photo had been taken at a distance and then computer-enhanced, colors sharpened, details made clear. It showed
a man, short and stocky, glancing over his shoulder as he walked down a busy street. He wore a hat pulled low on his head,
its brim dripping rain. He was adjusting his collar against the wet and the wind, and his fingers were surprisingly delicate
and long.


Ben pulled the picture close again, inspected the man’s face, racked his memories. ‘I don’t recognize him, I’m sorry.’

Kidwell said, ‘Nicky Lynch.’

‘I don’t know him.’

Kidwell scratched his lip. ‘He looks meek. He’s not. His father was a torturer and gunman for the IRA before he died, and
Nicky took over the business. When Northern Ireland got boring after the disarmament, Nicky went for hire. He’s one of the
most feared freelance assassins in the world. We believe he’s done all sorts of nasty work for hire: training al-Qaeda snipers
in Syria, eliminating political resistance leaders in Tajikistan and Pakistan, killing judges and witnesses in Mexico and Colombia for drug cartels.’


‘Now I definitely don’t know him,’ Ben said.

‘Are you sure?’ Vochek asked, with a doubtful tone.

‘Jesus, yes, I’m sure. What the hell is this?’

‘This afternoon we believe Nicky Lynch killed Adam Reynolds, here in Austin. Mr. Reynolds had called me in Houston at noon,
asked me to come immediately to Austin, on a matter of national security,’ Kidwell said.


Ben looked up from the unassuming face of the killer in the photo and shook his head. ‘What does this asshole have to do with
me—’


‘You tell us, Mr. Forsberg,’ Vochek interrupted. Now she leaned forward, put her hands on the table, her face close to his.
‘Because Nicky Lynch was shot to death and your business card was in his pocket.’
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Your business card was in his pocket. The sudden hush in the room took on a weight.


‘Explain why Nicky Lynch had your business card, Mr. Forsberg,’ Kidwell said.

Ben found his voice. His lungs felt filled with lead. ‘It has to be a mistake …’

‘I can think of two possibilities. One, you are associated with Lynch. Two, you are being targeted by him.’ Vochek shrugged.
‘Which is it?’


‘This is a sick joke, right? Please, because it is seriously not funny.’

‘Not a joke,’ Kidwell said. ‘We believe Lynch shot Reynolds through his office window with a high-powered sniper rifle from
across Colorado Street.’


Through a window. Sniper rifle. Emily lying on a floor. The words, the memory, made the world swim before his eyes. He squinched his eyes shut, took a deep
breath. ‘No … this has nothing to do with me …’


‘We found a proposal with your letterhead on the floor of Reynolds’s office,’ Vochek said. ‘Help yourself, Ben. Cooperate
with us.’


‘But I didn’t know him.’ Ben sank back to the chair.

‘Give me your phone,’ Kidwell said. Ben slid the smartphone to him and Kidwell handed it to Vochek. ‘Find out his recent calls.’ She started clicking through the menus.


Ben rubbed at his forehead with his fingertips. A slow burn of anger lit in his chest, piercing the haze of shock. ‘If I don’t
know him, then your second option … is someone wants me dead. There’s just no reason.’ He suddenly wanted Kidwell to nod,
to agree, but the poker face stayed in place.


‘Do you have any enemies?’ Kidwell asked.

‘Enemies? No.’ It was the kind of grab-your-guts question the police asked him after Emily died, and when he looked up at their faces
he saw the familiar stain: suspicion. The same poisonous frowns the police in Maui and later Dallas had worn while talking
to him after Emily’s murder. Suspicion had already doused his life once with acid. Not again. Not again. ‘Who killed Lynch?’


‘We don’t have a suspect.’ Vochek glanced up from studying the list of recent calls on Ben’s phone. She held his gaze with
her own piercing stare, then went back to studying his call log.


I’m the suspect, he realized.


Kidwell slid another picture to Ben – a snapshot of Ben’s business card. Blood smeared the edges. The listed business number
wasn’t his cell number, but his home number had been jotted in pencil.


He tapped a finger on the picture; hope rose in his chest. ‘That’s not my business phone.’

‘According to the cellular company, you opened a cell phone account with that number last week,’ Vochek said.

Ben shook his head. ‘I sure as hell didn’t. What about this proposal you claim I wrote?’

‘It outlined getting government contractors, including several of your clients, to finance Reynolds’s ideas for new software
products.’



‘I never wrote it.’ Ben shoved the photo back at Kidwell. ‘Anyone could copy my logo off my Web site. Forge a proposal to
make it appear it came from me, print a fake business card.’


‘They could. But why?’

He had no answer, and as his shock morphed into anger, he decided to turn the questions back on them. ‘If this is an investigation,
why aren’t the Austin police or the FBI here to talk to me?’


Ben saw a glance he couldn’t read pass between Vochek and Kidwell. ‘Due to the highly sensitive nature of this case and how
it could impact on national security, we have jurisdiction over your questioning,’ Kidwell said.


‘How exactly does this impact national security? I think I better—’ But Vochek cut him off.

‘This week you were scheduled on Adam Reynolds’s Outlook calendar, three times. Explain.’

Ben shook his head. ‘I told you, I was in Marble Falls.’

‘Just an hour away.’ Kidwell said. ‘You could drive back and forth with ease.’

‘Could have but I didn’t.’

‘So Reynolds’s calendar is complete fiction?’

‘As far as me being scheduled, yes.’

Silence for ten long seconds. ‘I’m going to give you a single chance to come clean, Mr. Forsberg. Do you know of any terrorist
threat that Adam Reynolds uncovered?’ Kidwell asked.


‘No. None. I swear to God I don’t.’

‘You see my problem.’ Kidwell stood. ‘Adam Reynolds did significant work for our government, and he was murdered today by
a man with known terrorist ties. Your name is the only name tied to the killer and the only name that’s all over Reynolds’s
office and calendar. Now, by our simple but effective geometry, that means you have a suspected terrorist tie.’


Ben’s breath stopped, as if a noose had closed around his throat. ‘You’re wrong.’

‘I’d like to search your house.’

Ben shook his head. ‘What Homeland office are you with – Strategic Initiatives?’ He remembered the notation on their badges.
‘I never heard of your group, or any of these people you’re trying to connect me with. I want my lawyer here, and I want you
to get a warrant.’


‘Neither is necessary,’ Kidwell said.

Vochek knelt close to Ben’s chair. ‘Cooperate with us, Ben, and I’ll do everything I can to help you.’

‘The only help I want is from my lawyer.’ He stood and reached for the phone. Kidwell wrenched it from his hands, drew a gun,
aimed it at Ben’s forehead.


Ben stepped back, nearly stumbled over his chair. ‘Oh, God … are you crazy?’ He raised his hands, palms high in surrender,
suddenly afraid to move. This could not be happening to him.


‘You’re not calling anyone.’ Kidwell noticed the blinking answering machine and hit the play key. Six messages. The first
three were from various friends, inviting Ben to dinner and to a UT baseball game and to go to the movies this weekend; then
there was a message from a telemarketer about a survey about the automotive market; a reminder from the library that Ben had
an overdue book; and then the sixth message, spoken by the slightly nasal, tense voice of a stranger.


‘Hi, Ben, it’s Adam Reynolds. Just confirming our meeting at four this afternoon. I’ll see you in my office. Call me at 555-3998
if you need to reschedule.’


Silence in the room, just the beep and the computerized voice on the recorder saying end of messages.



‘Ben.’ Kidwell looked past his gun at Ben. ‘You’re a deal maker. I strongly urge you to make a deal with us.’

Panic hummed in Ben’s skin. ‘I swear I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know anything. I don’t.’

‘Let’s get him to the office, Agent Vochek. And get a computer forensics team from Houston to search every square inch of
this house. I want it all – papers, computer files, phone records, everything this asshole’s touched.’


‘I’m not going anywhere with you.’ Ben took a step back from the gun.

Kidwell lowered the gun toward Ben’s legs. ‘I’ll shoot you in the kneecaps and we’ll take you out on a stretcher.’ He gestured
with the gun. ‘Your choice.’


Ben stared at the gun and then slowly turned and followed Vochek to the front door.

Outside the two guards waited in the backseat of the government car. The wind and rain from the brief thunderstorm had passed;
the wind gusted a cooling breath.


Ben got into the car. The guards sat on either side of him, Vochek driving, Kidwell in the passenger seat. As Vochek pulled
the sedan away, Ben glanced back through the tinted windows as his lawn sprinklers surged to life and began to shroud his
house in mist, like a vanishing memory.


One of the guards stuck a gun into his ribs. ‘Sit straight, eyes ahead, don’t move.’

This isn’t right, Ben thought and through the shock a horrifying notion occurred to him: Maybe these people weren’t with Homeland
Security after all.






KHALED’S REPORT – BEIRUT


Nothing is as it seems. That idea is the deepest truth in this sorry world. And now I am about to live this truth, because
my whole life is going to become a carefully constructed lie.


Why?

Because I write these words with my brothers’ blood on my face.

Oh, I washed the stains off weeks ago. No remnant of their loss remains on my skin for anyone to see. But their blood is there.
Always, an invisible mark on me.


The only cure is to avenge them.

My bosses want me to write my story as to why I have taken on this most dangerous work. I can assume that my words and my
handwriting will be analyzed, to see if I’m worthy, to determine my loyalty, to do a psychological evaluation to see if I’m
made of – to borrow an Americanism – the right stuff.


I am an unlikely candidate, I know, to become a fighter. I was the baby of the family, the one who my brothers Samir and Gebran
always tried to protect, to shield from the bully, to walk home from school, to give advice so I didn’t make an ass of myself.
Which I am, confession time, prone to do. I do not think I am particularly smart or brave. I am angry.



My bosses should know exactly what they are getting in me. I studied chemistry for a while, then changed to business and finance.
I like the cleanness of math; it is much less messy than life. I am too formal in social settings (and probably in my writing)
but too easygoing with those that I love. I don’t like loud people. I love old Westerns. I can be a fool but I am not foolish.
I can be angry but I am not mad.


And now, I think I can kill and not weep.

Let me say this about my brothers: I do not blame them. They both always did what they felt was right in this world. Gebran
was a music teacher, a talented guitar player. Samir worked at a bank, generous to a fault. They had no idea of the danger
they were getting into, I suspect, but I am walking in, both eyes open, facing paradise.


Samir and Gebran were two and five years older than me, and they had a different set of friends. More political, more fiery.
I was more concerned with video games and girls than defiance of Israel or Palestinian statehood or the Islamic struggle.
No one in Beirut is surprised that I am supposedly moving to Europe for school, not after what happened to my family.


No one can ever know that I’m actually going to America to do my work.

So here is what happened: Samir and Gebran had, as I said, a different set of friends, far more firebrand than my lazy loafing
clique.


I don’t want to go when my brothers invite me to go see a buddy of theirs named Husayn who lives near Rue Hamra – but my brothers
are insistent and I have, sadly, nothing better to do.


On the car ride there from the southern suburbs in Beirut where we lived with our parents, Samir turns to me in the backseat and says, ‘Husayn works with a special group.’


We are driving past buildings bombed out in the last fighting with Israel, mounds of rubble slowly being cleared so the buildings
can rise again before they are bombed back down to their foundations. An endless cycle. Will it take twenty days or twenty
years? It doesn’t matter, it will happen again. The cycle never ends. ‘A special group,’ I say. I do not think my brother
means the Special Olympics or volunteering with the elderly or any other helpful pastime.


‘Yes, a group. Called Blood of Fire.’ 

‘Sounds like a charity,’ I say sarcastically.

Samir ignores the edge in my voice. ‘It has been dormant for several years. Husayn is bringing Blood of Fire and its ideas
back to life. It is not a charity but it … does good work.’ Samir peers at me through his glasses, as though my reaction
might be printed on my head, like a news feed.


Good work. I’ve heard that term used before, a justification for bombing and killings and terror. Fear worms through my guts. That
sunny afternoon, I had no use for violence. None. What did it ever accomplish? The knife in the hand doesn’t buy security
when the other man has a bigger knife. Perhaps you get in one stab and then you’re done … unless that stab pierces to
the heart.


But I am a different boy in that backseat as we trundle toward fate, and I say, ‘So, what, Hezbollah not good enough for him?’
Like I am making a joke.


Samir and Gebran don’t laugh.

‘Your friend is, what, a terrorist?’ Try using those words together, terrorist and friend in the same sentence. Putting breath around those words feels like a pipe inching through your throat.



‘Terrorist, no, it’s the wrong word,’ Gebran says, in the patient voice he uses to teach guitar chords to ten-year-olds. He
doesn’t suggest an alternate term.


‘You said you wanted to have peace in Lebanon,’ Samir says, watching me. ‘So do we. Peace across the Arab world.’

Sweat lies cold against my ribs. I thought we were going to his friend’s house for a casual dinner, nothing more. This is
more. A whole new world of more, and I want no part of it.


I want to say, Mama and Papa will kill you for buying into this, which is true, but I don’t. Maybe the trick is that I need to see this friend of my brothers. See how he’s played them into
joining his cause and then dismantle his approach with reason and a dose of brotherly guilt, convince them both it is a bad
idea.


Strange, how a stray thought, a word unspoken, a whim followed, can change your world. If I’d told Gebran to pull over. If
I’d told them, no, turn the car around, I want to go home. If I’d had a bit of courage to stand up to them immediately.


Husayn lives in a small apartment a couple of blocks away from Rue Hamra and its busy stores and crowds of tourists. The apartment
reeks of onion and cinnamon and cigarette smoke but is well furnished. Books, in Arabic and French and English, crowd the
shelves. Husayn looks like a man who practices his scowl in front of a mirror. He is thin like a weed, dark, with a soft,
fleshy mouth. But in his eyes a flame stands, a fire that makes your bones twitch under your skin. I wonder if he is high
or crazy.


Only eight or nine people are at the apartment; the only one I talk to for longer than five minutes is a young man with a
scar marring the corner of his mouth; his lip looks twisted. He tells me his name is Khaled, same as mine. He seems nervous, also like me. Food and drinks, and I am introduced all around, the baby brother. Or am I the promising
candidate? I nod and smile and shake hands and try to keep my hands steady.


They talk, but they do not start chatting of plots or bombs or retribution. They talk of politics – hatred for the Israelis,
disdain for Syria, aggravation and fury with the West. They sound like old men, not young firebrands. The cigarette smoke
thickens like a cloud because the windows are kept shut at Husayn’s insistence. I notice, after twenty minutes, that I am
the recipient of many sidelong glances.


This is a test.

Fine. I wish to fail the test. I smoke my last cigarette, sip at tea, and tell Samir that I’m walking down to the corner store
to get some more cigarettes.


‘I have cigarettes,’ he says, fumbling at his pocket. 

‘Not the kind I like.’ Whatever brand he offers, I will instantly hate.

‘Poor students shouldn’t be picky,’ Husayn says. Next to him, the boy with the scarred mouth nods, gives me a nervous smile,
and offers to walk with me.


‘No, I’ll just be a moment,’ I say. I give a false-note awkward laugh. I want out of the room. Maybe I’ll take a bus home
and tell Mama and Papa that their two oldest sons have lost their minds. I excuse myself and walk into the rain.


The store sits on the corner. I buy the cigarettes and I stand under a store awning, the warm honey of smoke calming me, in
no hurry to return, watching the pedestrians a block away on fashionable Rue Hamra. My brothers. Getting involved with a wannabe
terrorist-slash-bookworm who lives in an expensive apartment. Madness. I start to build the arguments in my mind, the words I will use to tell them they’re making a mistake. Blood of Fire, what a name. I imagine the drive home as my brothers
will try to convince me that they’re serving justice. Perhaps they are. Yes, I understand their frustrations with the political
system, with the West, with the rest of the Arab world, and …


The blast sounds more like a truck coughing up a ton of grit, more a rumble of machinery than death. I have heard explosions
before. This one’s boom grabs my bones. I freeze and then horror fills my skin. I am running down the street, the cigarette
crushed between my fingers and I don’t feel the cinder scorch my hand.


The boy with the scarred mouth, the other Khaled, smacks into me, knocks me down, slams a foot into my chest as he keeps running.
I get up and run toward the apartment building.


Smoke from Husayn’s building roils into the rain. The third floor, where Husayn’s apartment is. Was.

A body, burning, crumples from the window. Falls, arms cartwheeling, smashes into the rubble-filled sidewalk as I run toward
it.


Gebran. I start to scream. His arms that carried me burning, his fingers that strummed Bach and folk songs burning, his dark
curly hair burning. He lands in front of me, ten feet away. I land on top of him to smother the flames. I don’t feel his flames,
I don’t feel pain, I feel his death pass through me.


Hands grip me and pull me up from Gebran. A mask of surprise covers his dead face. Smoke wafts from his shoulders, his hair.
Sirens wail. I bolt up the stairs, fighting against a surging tide of panicked tenants fleeing the building.


The floor is a ruin. Husayn’s apartment and the one next to it are destroyed. The fire rages in the two apartments, but from the stairwell I see fragments of the dead: The remains of an arm smeared along the floor. A head and the shoulders
of one of Husayn’s friends, burnt and torn. A fetal-shaped crisp that was once a person.


And Samir. The edge of the blast caught him; perhaps he was coming out of the apartment to fetch me on my cigarette errand,
to lecture me on my rudeness for leaving and not hurrying back. He is crumpled against a far, unsteady wall, legs bent like
wind-churned twigs, his face pale, gore seeping out of him as though he is melting, his whole body turning to blood.


I kneel by him, try to pick him up, and he starts to come apart. He is beyond broken.

‘Kill … kill them …’ His lips manage to shape the words and he looks at me as though he doesn’t know me and he dies.

The ceiling begins to collapse and I run down the stairs. Out into the streets, past the sirens and the fire engines, smeared
with my brothers’ blood, I run home.


Mama and Papa are standing at the doorway, watching me stagger toward them. The television is full of the bombing. I have
to find the words to tell them Samir and Gebran are dead. I don’t even remember what I say. Probably, ‘Samir and Gebran are
dead.’


Papa shakes his head, keeps shaking his head. Mama screams. They are lost in their grief and shock; they clutch at me, suddenly
their only child.


When they can speak – when I can speak – they ask questions. No, I do not know why the apartment was bombed. No, Husayn, I
had never met him before, he was my brothers’ friend. No, I only went to get cigarettes, I was only gone a few minutes. Papa
starts to wheeze in shock.



‘Who did this?’ I ask, kneeling before the television to watch the news footage. ‘Who has claimed responsibility?’ Because
whatever division of the police or counterterrorism group has killed Blood of Fire will surely be trumpeting their victory.


Through his tears, Papa shakes his head. No one has claimed it yet.

Then that means the Israelis, the CIA, perhaps a rival cell. I think of how Hamas and Fatah, in the Palestinian camps, happily
murder each other.


‘Who is this terrible friend, this Husayn?’ Mama demands. Then she is screaming a new trill of grief, because Papa’s hand
closes over his shirt, disappointment in his eyes but also a surprising relief. He slumps into his chair.


We call an ambulance. I am calm on the phone. Me bloodied and singed and battered, Papa dead in his chair, Mama clutching
my arm. We stand, looking at Papa in his recliner, my hair smelling of burnt blood, Mama sobbing.


Our world is gone. Gone, in an hour. I want to kill someone for the first time in my life, and I don’t know how to, who to
hunt for, who to hate.


The police talk to me in the days and the weeks that follow. I am questioned for hours. I can give them nothing. I never say
the words Blood of Fire aloud. The papers argue that the murdered men were a peace-committed organization, cut down by the Mossad or the CIA. No
arrests are made.


No one knows who the boy with the scarred mouth is. Rumors fly: The boy was an American agent, an Israeli-bribed traitor who
planted the bomb and made his escape, nothing proven. But now I know the truth.


Mama sits at her window and moans and cries and the sound of it will drive me slowly insane. The sound of her grief cuts me slow and deep, like a sword drawn over my back again and again, laying all my pain and hate and anger bare.


That night, I make a simple vow. Those who destroyed my family will pay, with blood spilled a thousand times more. My promise
sounds ancient. It feels modern. Timeless. Hatred doesn’t seem to expire.


It is why I am coming to America, and am eager to do my duty.
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Teach put a motherly hand on the big man’s shoulder, ran her other one across his burr of hair. ‘You literally dodged a bullet.’
The relief in her face was vivid. ‘Pilgrim.’ Teach leaned close to him. It wasn’t his real name but it was the name she had
used for the long, dark ten years of working together, so it was as real as anything else in his jigsaw life.


Pilgrim nodded. ‘I must have moved just enough as he fired and it saved me. I felt the shot pass by my head. I hit the floor
and the sniper thought he’d taken me.’ Pilgrim stepped past Teach into the den in the rental house, which stood on a quiet
bend of Lake Travis, near Austin. Teach and her assistant Barker had already started tearing down the scant equipment in the
safe house: erasing the laptop’s drive, looping cables. They always packed lightly so they could vanish quickly. She told
Barker to finish loading up the cars.


Pilgrim sat at the table, rubbed the back of his head as though the bullet had left a trail in his hair. ‘I should have just
kidnapped Adam, forced him to tell us how he found us, who he worked for.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t like losing, Teach.’


‘We couldn’t tip our hand early that we were watching him. You made the only approach possible.’


‘Whoever he works for didn’t want him talking.’

‘You should have brought him back here.’ This from Barker, stepping back inside the house to pick up a box containing eavesdropping
equipment. Pilgrim wondered if the kid had wiped the milk off his lip. He couldn’t be more than twenty-three or so, bespectacled
and thin. He had more opinions than experience.


Pilgrim ignored him. ‘Adam thought I was a terrorist. God only knows what he told Homeland.’

‘I’ll derail that with a few phone calls.’ Teach’s face was normally florid, a little plump, but now her skin was pale and
her mouth a thin slash of worry. She was in her fifties, slightly built, bookish, with a polished Southern accent. ‘This sniper—’


Pilgrim said, ‘I recognized his face. Nicky Lynch. Rumor was he killed two CIA officers three years ago in Istanbul.’

‘I remember,’ Teach said. She stood next to him, inspected his head as a mother might a scrape. He shrugged her off. ‘Hon,
give me info on his car.’


Pilgrim described the car, gave her the license number. ‘I’m sure it was a rental, paid for under a false name. Or stolen
for the job.’


‘Barker, track the plate when we get out of here.’ She nodded at Barker, still standing in the corner. ‘Let’s get the bags
in the car, hon. We’re heading back to New York.’


Barker nodded. He paused at the door. ‘I’m glad you’re okay, Pilgrim.’

‘Thanks.’

Teach waited for Barker to step outside and closed the door behind him. ‘You nearly get shot and you don’t call me immediately?’

‘I’m having a really unpleasant idea. Only you and me and Barker knew about the operation. And foreign gunmen don’t just show up in a place like Austin. Someone had advance word of our operation.’


‘Barker’s clean.’ Teach went to the window as if to regard Barker afresh as he loaded the car. ‘Did Reynolds give you any
information before he died as to how he found us?’


‘No.’ He went into the bedroom he’d used, started packing a few essentials into his bag.

Teach rubbed her temples. ‘Whoever Adam Reynolds was working for has obliterated his tracks. Barker’s found nothing unusual
in Reynolds’s life: no unexplained money, no accounts, no suspicious e-mails or phone calls, nothing. Which scares me. We’re
talking very smart, very dangerous people.’


‘Clearly. They killed their own boy genius for talking to me.’

‘It narrows the suspects.’ She shrugged. ‘Terrorist organizations. Organized crime. Drug cartels. Foreign intelligence services.’
She offered a wan smile. ‘No shortage of people who hate us, hon.’


Pilgrim went to the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face. A ghostly heat tingled in his hair, left over from the bullet,
as though its close path had singed his scalp. Just imagination, he told himself, and he stuck his fingers under the cool
jet of water. He didn’t want Teach to see his hands shake. It was strange to think how close he had come to his brains painting
the walls and the desk and the surprised face of Adam Reynolds. The poor dumb brainiac.


Pilgrim dried his face. ‘Reynolds. All he wanted to do was good.’

‘Exposing us is not in the national interest,’ she said. ‘It’s necessary for our work that we remain unknown.’

Pilgrim shook his head. ‘I’m tired of what’s necessary. Necessary sucks. I want to do what’s decent.’


She put her hands on his shoulders. ‘Pilgrim, you do. Every day. You’re tired and rattled. You’ll feel better when we’re back
home. We’ll regroup, plan our next move.’


‘Screw the next move. Suppose there’s evidence in his office about the Cellar. Something I didn’t find. What do we do? Hide?
Take up new names and new lives, again?’


‘You knew what our work was when you signed up. You knew it entailed sacrifice …’

‘Don’t lecture me about sacrifice. Sacrifice implies a choice.’

‘You had a choice today.’ Teach crossed her arms. ‘You should have let Nicky Lynch believe he succeeded. Track him and see
who the hell hired him. Instead you pull brainless macho crap. You probably liked him realizing he’d missed.’


‘Yes. I’ll long treasure the surprise on his face before I blew him away.’

‘Lose the sarcasm. You didn’t analyze the situation and I want to know why.’

He sat on the edge of the bed. ‘I didn’t think because – I don’t want to do this work anymore.’ The realization was clear
in his head, unexpected but sharp.


She came to him and touched his arm, and it made Pilgrim remember the old days, when she first found him, offered him a choice
better than a lifetime in a dank hell-hole of a prison that smelled of ancient stone, tears, and blood. ‘You’re just shaken—’


Pilgrim shrugged off her hand. ‘I’m done. Adam Reynolds found me, when no one else ever has. He knew the aliases I used on
the jobs in India and Canada and Syria. He could have plastered the news channels about us. We can’t hide anymore.’



‘Wrong. We simply find out how he found us.’

‘I don’t want to work for the Cellar anymore. I want a normal life.’

Her frown deepened. ‘Stop this nonsense. You’re not resigning, Pilgrim.’ Teach was like a mother who didn’t hear what she
didn’t want to hear, he thought. ‘We’re dead if our aliases can be exposed. I know you well enough that you won’t walk away
from us while we’re under attack.’ She picked up her phone, started punching in a number.


He heard his own words again: I want a normal life. He touched his pocket; the notebook was there, where he always kept it. He wanted to go to the lake’s shore, sharpen a pencil,
draw the face as he remembered it, as he dreamed about it. But not now.


Pilgrim clicked on the television, surfed to a news channel. CNN showed an aerial shot of a downtown Austin building, police
securing the scene. The reporter said one man was confirmed dead in a sniper shooting and another death in a nearby parking
garage might be related. No mention yet that the dead guy in the garage was a known assassin. No release of Reynolds’s name
yet, it was too early. The talking heads droned on, the reporter on the scene parceling atoms of worthless data and trying
to make her words meaty and relevant.


Teach got off the phone. ‘We’ve got seats on the evening flight to La Guardia.’

Pilgrim made a walking-away gesture with his fingers. ‘Have a good trip.’

‘You can’t resign …’

Barker stepped into the bedroom doorway. He straightened his glasses. ‘Good Lord. Are you quitting?’

‘False alarm. It’s the shock of nearly getting shot,’ Teach said.


‘Your timing sucks.’ A strange smile touched Barker’s face.

‘That’s what I said, he can’t leave us now …’ Teach started. She turned to Barker and she stopped. Her body blocked Pilgrim’s
view of the young man and he stood.


Barker held a Glock 9-millimeter. Aimed at them. 

Pilgrim felt disjointed, still blinking from the surprise of surviving a sniping, and the slight, bespectacled Barker reminded
him of poor, foolish Adam Reynolds and he thought: nerds with guns. Then his survival instinct kicked in, an engine in his chest, and he calculated – eight feet to reach Barker, with Teach
between them. He couldn’t get to Barker before Barker shot Teach.
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