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“The pony express enterprise continued for about two years, at the end of which time telegraph service between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans was established. Few men remember those days of excitement and interest. The danger surrounding the riders can not be told. Not only were they remarkable for lightness of weight and energy, but their service required continual vigilance, bravery, and agility. Among their number were skillful guides, scouts, and couriers, accustomed to adventures and hardships on the plains—men of strong wills and wonderful powers of endurance.”


—Seventy Years on the Frontier, Alexander Majors










ONE



Rachel Stanfield paused, not sure she heard her husband correctly, but wanting as always to give him the benefit of the doubt. Grateful for the distraction of a sound outside, she peered through the kitchen window but saw nothing. Another stray cat, maybe, the second prowling around in two days if so. She hoped that wasn’t going to become a thing, a concern to raise with the neighbors they still barely knew.


At least it was Thursday, she thought with a sigh, studying the bag of power greens on the counter. The week had felt impossibly long. And now this: what seemed like the prelude to an argument when all she wanted to do was relax, chat about their days over dinner, and burrow into The Crown.


Composing herself and trying not to frown, she turned her attention to Glenn. She knew he hated it when she frowned. It was something she was working on as a show of good faith. Despite how much he frowned, nearly every hour of every day. Especially, for whatever reason, these days.


“Not to nitpick here,” Rachel said. “But did you just say, ‘Going through a phase’?”


Glenn, seated on a light oak stool at the kitchen island, studied her before taking a sip of his Dewar’s neat. His second of the evening if you were counting. Which Rachel was, if only because she was so desperate for a drink of her own.


“I did. Because that’s what I think it is.”


Cautiously, Rachel said, “Really? You think four Ds and an F are a ‘phase’? One of the Ds is in Spanish, by the way, which is a little ironic.”


“Yeah, that one’s a head-scratcher. But that’s Abby. You know how she gets. Once she sets her mind to something, there’s nothing stopping her.”


Rachel reached under the counter for a colander and placed it in the sink. She dumped the greens in and ran them under water for a count of ten. Finished, she bounced them up and down, shaking off the loose drops, then placed them between two paper towels to soak up the rest of the moisture.


“Yeah, but,” she said.


“But what?”


“Well, that whole ‘setting her mind to something’ deal? That’s a phrase usually associated with an accomplishment of some kind. As in, ‘Once she set her mind to making the team, there was nothing stopping her.’ ” She hesitated, then plunged ahead. “I’m not as familiar with it as an excuse for trashing grades. Especially at . . .”


Glenn frowned and gulped from his glass. “Go ahead. Say it. Especially at these prices? I assume that’s the direction you’re going?”


“It crossed my mind, yes,” she said, immediately regretting the comment. Before Glenn could respond, she rose on her tiptoes to retrieve the wooden salad bowl from the cabinet. She gave the greens a last pat, spilled them into the bowl, and retrieved a yellow pepper and waxy red tomato from the refrigerator. She cut the pepper in half, dug out the seeds, began slicing, and said, quietly, “For the record, I don’t begrudge the tuition—”


“Really?”


She paused, taken aback. “You know, there’s no need to raise your voice.”


“I’m not raising my voice.”


She took a breath. “But—you’re doing it right now. I don’t appreciate it. I’m on your side here, in case you’ve forgotten.”


“I’m not—” He stopped, voice still elevated. Rachel looked at him with both curiosity and concern, feeling her heart go out to him despite her annoyance at his tone. The look on his face was troubling—a combination of worry, anger, and something else, amorphous and ever-shifting, like an undefined illness—that nothing she did or said recently seemed to ameliorate. A look that more and more came and went like black clouds crowding out the sun, spoiling his handsome, still boyish face.


“Hey. Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” he said.


“It just seems like something’s on your mind.”


“I said I’m fine.”


“Okay, then,” Rachel said, not convinced. “In that case, back to Bellbrook real quick. I just want you to understand where I’m coming from. I don’t mind the tuition. I really don’t. It’s worth every penny. The teachers alone. And the resources there. My God. I guess all I’m suggesting is that there’s such a thing as a two-way street, and I’m not sure Abby always gets that. And if she’s so unhappy, we already live in a perfectly good school district.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning there’s other options if she’s miserable. We can work with her.” She hesitated. “I can work with her. I’d like that.”


Glenn steepled his fingers on either side of his glass as if examining a religious artifact. “Who says she’s miserable?”


“I just assumed. All those texts she’s been sending?” Rachel slid the diced peppers into the salad bowl with her knife—pausing again, sure she heard a sound; stupid cats—and turned to the tomato. “How much she hates Bellbrook? Begging to come home? And now, I mean, these grades? It’s just natural, isn’t it? If she’s unhappy, what incentive does she have to do well?”


“Well, you . . .”


Rachel pulled up. “I what?”


“Nothing.”


“No—go ahead.” She put the knife down. “I’m listening.”


“I said it’s nothing.” Almost, but not quite, shouting.


“Glenn?”


He lowered his voice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I shouldn’t have—”


She folded her arms. “You shouldn’t have implied that I’m successful but not happy?”


“I’m sorry,” he repeated.


“For what? Speaking the truth?”


“Rachel—”


Eyes brightening, she waved Glenn off from further conversation, sliced the tomato loudly—the knife clack-clack-clacking on the cutting board—slid the segments into the salad bowl, and set the bowl on the island. She sighed. Leave it to Glenn to see straight through to her heart, to put his finger on the crux of the matter keeping her up at night. Maybe not in the most tender fashion, but attentive to her inner turmoil even as he brushed off whatever was weighing him down these days.


She turned away, distressed by the look on Glenn’s face as it dawned on him how much he’d hurt her. She grabbed the wooden tongs they brought home from last summer’s trip to Mexico and set them into the bowl. She went to the refrigerator and pulled out the steaks, the sight of the marbled red meat turning her stomach for a moment. She knew Glenn would work his usual magic on the grill and in a few minutes—assuming his nightly moodiness faded and they moved past this . . . discussion? Disagreement? Argument?—she’d soon be enjoying a better-than-restaurant-quality porterhouse. Things were better now that she was into the second trimester. Still: there was just something about the texture of raw meat.


She pushed the salad bowl to the side, placed the plastic-wrapped plate of steaks beside her husband, and said, “I’m sorry. I overreacted. That’s a fair observation. It still feels like I made the right decision, but I know I’m not always a happy camper. You shouldn’t have to put up with that.”


“Rachel—”


“It’s just that I’m worried about Abby and I took my concerns about her out on you—not cool.”


“And I shouldn’t have said what I said. I know things have been hard. You know if you ever want to go back—”


She waved him off once more. Despite the job challenges she faced, there was no point going down that path again. What was done, was done. For good reason. She poured herself a glass of water, and said, “In my defense, all I was trying to say—my own situation notwithstanding—is sometimes you have to work hard in spite of how much you dislike the process. A lot of the time, if I’m being honest about it, and that was true even before I took this job.”


“Really?”


“Yes, really,” she said, wondering if in fact that were true.


“You don’t sound convinced.”


“There’s no need to patronize me.”


“I’m not patronizing you.”


“Sorry,” she said, retreating. “I know you’re trying to help.” The stove timer sounded just then and she welcomed the distraction, sliding over to turn off the heat under the potatoes boiling in the copper-clad Williams Sonoma pot, part of a wedding-gift set from Glenn’s mother. Donning oven mitts and grabbing the pot—ignoring Glen’s offer of help—Rachel said, “I’m only saying that sometimes it feels as if Abby doesn’t understand how the world works. That she equates being happy with doing well, to her detriment.”


She emptied the potato water into the sink as she stepped back to avoid the billow of steam, and then replaced the pot on the stove. Then, against her better judgment, she blurted out, “And sometimes I think we’re to blame for that.”


“What are you talking about?”


“How easy we’ve made it for her. She sees this”—Rachel swung her arm in an arc around the kitchen—”and everything else around here, and she takes it for granted. She doesn’t see the effort it requires to maintain what we have. It’s no wonder she doesn’t care about her grades.”


“In other words, we haven’t made her feel guilty about wealth?” Anger back in Glenn’s voice, like a toxic chemical drifting into a formerly pristine stream.


“That’s not what I’m saying. And please stop shouting.”


“I’m not shouting,” Glenn said, nearly shouting. “And isn’t what you’re saying is I’ve made things too easy for her? I haven’t explained the way things work?”


“No,” Rachel said, mind awhirl, wondering how they arrived at this moment, the precipice of a fight, and whether Glenn’s moodiness or her uncertainty about, well, about everything, was more to blame. “That’s not what I mean.”


“Sure about that? She’s my daughter, after all.”


That stung, after everything they’d been through. “Our daughter,” Rachel said. “Ours. You know that’s how I feel.”


“Sometimes I have my doubts.”


And that’s my fault? Rachel thought, suddenly furious. She found herself on the cusp of voicing those words aloud, the fate of their restaurant-quality meal be damned. She never got the chance. One moment Rachel was pondering the complications of life as a stepmother, her concerns about Glenn, a gnawing sense that things would never be the same again at work—her mind racing—and the next she stood, transfixed, as the back door opened and four masked men walked in off the deck, dressed from head to toe in black.


“The hell are you—” Glenn managed, rising from his stool before the tallest and widest-shouldered of the four swung a gun against his head. He collapsed, folded onto the island, and fell to the floor.


Despite the terror flooding her insides, Rachel rushed to Glenn’s side. “Who are you?” she screamed. “Get out. Get out.”


The thinnest of the four pulled off his mask and stared emotionlessly at her. She looked at him, recognition striking like an electric shock, and thought she might throw up.


“You.”


“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”










TWO



They were seated on the black leather living room sectional, hands zip-tied behind them. Finn, the man who’d pulled off his mask in the kitchen, had drawn the curtains closed, presumably to shield them from their neighbors’ prying eyes. Though that was a bit of a joke, Rachel thought as the horror of their situation sank in, considering how spread out the houses were here, each on its own half-acre of lawn and gardens. Just the kind of privacy they sought when they upsized thanks to Rachel’s new salary.


Two men stood behind Rachel and Glenn respectively, guns held loosely at their sides. Finn sat in Glenn’s wingback on the other side of the glass-top coffee table, face neutral, his own gun resting on his right thigh. The fourth man, the one who hit Glenn, stood behind Finn. The remaining three men had also removed their masks. Which Rachel knew instinctively was a very bad sign.


“Who are you?” Glenn said for what must have been the fifth time since coming to with a moan. Finn had repeatedly ignored Rachel’s pleas to dress his wound and give him something for the pain.


Finn said nothing. Just stared.


Glenn said, “Is this about Xeneconn? If it is, you’ve made a big mistake.”


Finn didn’t speak. After a moment, Rachel said, “Glenn—it’s not about Xeneconn.”


“What?” Glenn said, turning his head with difficulty.


“I said, it’s not about Xeneconn.”


“How do you know that?”


“I just know.”


“But how—”


“You should listen to your wife.”


They looked up. Finn had spoken at last.


“Tell us what’s going on,” Glenn mumbled, still struggling to form words. “If it’s not about Xeneconn, why are you here?”


His phrasing, the way he posed the question, caught Rachel’s attention. As if something about Glenn’s company would give these thugs a reason to be in their house. But that didn’t make any sense—


Before she could finish her thought, Finn, said, “Why not ask Rachel? Or should I say, Attorney Stanfield? She and I both know why I’m here.”


“She what?” Glenn turned to Rachel. “Do you know this man?”


Hesitantly, she nodded. “Sort of.”


“Sort of? What’s that supposed to mean?”


“He’s the one I told you—”


“It means it’s time to get down to business,” Finn said. He shifted in his chair and studied Rachel with a frown. She summoned all her remaining courage and faced him, taking in the short-cropped black hair, the scar on his left cheek, and the slightly weak chin, as if a sculptor crafting a bust had run out of clay at the last minute. The face that had so unnerved her the first time she saw it, two days earlier.


“To review,” Finn said. “You conducted a deposition within the last six weeks with a woman named Stella Wolford. I have asked you repeatedly, and professionally, for a copy of that deposition. You in turn have refused my request.”


Rachel couldn’t help herself. “Professionally?”


“Way I see it, yes.”


Rachel recalled the multiple phone calls and emails and texts that she received from Finn in recent days, each more demanding than the last, culminating in his appearance by her side in the cereal aisle at Whole Foods Sunday morning. Making his case in person, he called it. She called it stalking and told him to go to hell.


But quibbling seemed a fool’s errand at this point. Her only focus now was hoping she could see her and Glenn through this without further injury.


“As I’ve explained,” Rachel said, forcing herself to keep her voice calm, “it’s a proprietary document that I can’t release because it hasn’t been filed.”


“And as I’ve explained, who cares? I still want it.”


Rachel persisted. “A lawyer with a legitimate connection to the case could file a motion with the court to participate in the litigation. It’s possible that—”


“Yes, yes,” Finn said. “I already told you there’s no such lawyer on my end. And having asked repeatedly, and professionally, you’ve forced my hand and now, with regrets, I have to make other arrangements. Namely—you have sixty seconds to produce the document or we’re going remove your husband’s fingers. One for every minute of delay.” He nodded at the man behind Rachel, who responded by pulling a pair of pruning shears from his pocket and opening and closing them three times. Slice. Slice. Slice.


“At least tell me why you want it?” Rachel said, voice rising. “What possible interest is it to you?”


“Fifty-five seconds.”


Rachel’s mind raced, trying to discern why this brute, this lunatic, could possibly want the deposition of a low-level employee at a health-care company who had been fired for poor performance and for some reason believed she had cause for a wrongful termination lawsuit. What the hell was she missing here?


“Forty-five seconds.” Finn gestured at Pruning Shears, who walked around to the front of the couch, sat beside Glenn, and reached behind his back for his bound hands.


“Rachel,” her husband said weakly.


Rachel felt tears well up. Not for her or Glenn or even their unborn child. But for Glenn’s daughter. Their daughter. She imagined a school counselor walking into a classroom and searching out Abby—obstinate, mouthy, opinionated, brilliant, beautiful Abby—and gesturing with a grim look to follow her into the hall. Honey, I’m afraid I have some bad news. No, not her daughter. But yes, goddammit. Her daughter.


“Thirty-five seconds.”


“All right, all right,” Rachel said. “I mean, this is insane. And so illegal. But okay.”


“Thirty.”


“I’ll need my laptop,” she shouted. “It’s in my black briefcase, in the office off the kitchen.”


“The deposition is on it?” Finn said.


“Not on the laptop. It’s on a company server I can access remotely. It’ll just take a minute to get through the firewall.”


“I’ll need a copy.”


“I can download it for you. Or print it out. Whichever is easiest.”


“Both, please. And just to be clear, if there’s a trick involved, like a silent electronic trigger, something that alerts someone—the same punishment applies. Understood?”


“Yes,” Rachel said, perspiration pouring down her back, dampening her blouse. “No tricks. I promise.”


Finn nodded at the big man, the one who hit Glenn, and he left the room. A minute passed. Rachel heard what sounded like furniture being overturned. She snuck a glance at Glenn and the look they shared, the mutual understanding that they might not survive the night—all four men unmasked, so their IDs were of no concern—tore her heart in half. After two long additional minutes the man returned. He handed the laptop to Finn.


“Also, I found this.” His voice deep and rough, like a longtime smoker with a heavy cold. Rachel looked in disbelief at the gun in the man’s hand.


“Interesting,” Finn said, taking the weapon. He turned to Rachel. “This doesn’t seem like the kind of neighborhood where you need a gun. What’s it for?”


Rachel looked at Glenn. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen it before.”


“Is that right?” He pointed it at her and then at Glenn. “So it just magically appeared?”


“Unless you put it there.”


“Why would I do that? I have plenty of guns already.”


“Well, it’s certainly not mine.”


“Is it yours?” Finn said, directing the question at Glenn.


“Go to hell.”


Rachel flinched at Glenn’s response. Was he saying that—


“I’ll take that as a yes,” Finn said. He handed the weapon back to the big man. “We’ll talk more about that later. Right now, I need that deposition.” He looked at the man with the pruning shears. The man nodded, approached Rachel, reached behind her, and cut the ties binding her hands as she involuntarily yelped. While she flexed her numb fingers in relief, Finn handed her the laptop.


“Make it fast.”


Hands trembling, Rachel opened the computer and powered it up. Beside her, Glenn watched, suppressing an occasional groan.


“Well?” Finn said.


Jesus, Rachel thought, smelling the rank odor of fear rising on her. She clicked in vain on the wireless icon. This was all they needed.


“There’s something wrong. I can’t log on.”


She expected Finn to lash out at her, or worse. Instead, to her surprise, he swore under his breath and nodded at the big man. He disappeared around the corner. A moment later the connection reappeared.


“Working?”


“Yes,” Rachel said. “What did you—”


“Deposition. Now.”


In less than five minutes, Finn eying her every move, Rachel was in her firm’s document bank and clicking on Stella Wolford’s interview.


“There.”


Finn picked up the laptop and read for a full minute, scrolling down three screens as he did. Finished, he handed Rachel the laptop and gave her a flash drive. “Save it, and print it.”


Ten minutes later, Finn pocketed the drive and scanned the sheaf of papers that Rachel’s home office printer spat out.


“Satisfied?” Rachel said.


“Not really. This would have been so much easier if you cooperated from the beginning. The delay makes me think you’re hiding something.”


“There’s no delay,” Rachel protested. “I’m not hiding anything. Like I told you a million times, it’s proprietary information you’re not entitled to in the first place.”


“Regardless, my suspicions now require more questions. Starting with—where is Stella Wolford?”


“I have no idea. I’m not even sure where she lives.”


“Well, I am. In fact, it just so happens that the address here”—Finn waved the print-out at Rachel—”matches our records. Yet she can’t be found. Why is that?”


Rachel blinked away tears. “How should I know?”


“Interestingly enough, her lawyer said the same thing. And look what happened to him.”


Rachel’s stomach contracted. “What are you talking about? What happened to her lawyer?”


“Next question,” Finn said, ignoring her. “What do the numbers ‘twenty-two seven’ mean to you?”


“‘Twenty-two seven’?”


“You heard me.”


“Nothing. What do they have to do with anything?”


“What about you?” The question directed at Glenn.


“Nothing,” he mumbled.


Finn sat back, glancing through the sheaf of papers once more, before raising his eyes to Rachel.


“Why do I think you’re lying?”


“I’m not lying. I have no idea what those numbers mean.”


“A neutral observer might suggest you have every incentive to lie. Especially about those particular numbers.”


“But I’m not. We’re not.” Despite everything they were going through, Rachel was growing angrier and angrier at Finn and his unwillingness to believe her. Like she’d lie in a situation like this. “You’ve got the deposition now, not that I have any idea why you’d need it. There’s no ‘twenty-two seven’ in it, except a page number or something. If you could tell me more about what you’re looking for, maybe I could help.”


Instead of answering her, Finn said to Pruning Shears, “Bag.”


The man lifted a black nylon duffel bag off his left shoulder and placed it on the coffee table with a loud clunk.


“Open it.”


The man—gaunt face, dimpled chin, blond buzz cut—stepped forward and unzipped the bag. Without instruction, he removed a series of smaller cloth bags. After a minute, Rachel found herself looking at several items spread across the coffee table. A set of gleaming scalpels. Two spools of black wire. A small butane torch. Three pairs of pliers—parrot nose, needle, and diagonal—and a power drill fitted with a bit almost as wide as a finger. As she watched, the man set the pruning shears alongside the tools.


“My associate here”—Finn nodded at the man—”has made a study of using tools like this to extract information. He is very good at what he does. Gifted, I might say. So—this is your last opportunity to tell me the truth before he takes over. Stella Wolford’s whereabouts. And ‘twenty-two seven.’ Simple enough.”


“I don’t know anything about Stella Wolford and I don’t know anything about those numbers,” Rachel said, enunciating each word as she struggled to keep it together. When Finn arched his eyebrows, she said, “I’m telling you the truth.”


“Please don’t hurt her,” Glenn said. “Take me but leave Rachel alone. She’s pregnant, for God’s sake. I’m begging you.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Finn said. “But at this juncture that would be a matter of water under the bridge.”


Rachel turned to Glenn, meeting his eyes again. Wishing he hadn’t revealed that particular piece of information. Ready to chastise him. But the look on his face stopped her, and she felt her stomach shrink at the sight of his wound, the blood and the bruises, and at the love—and fear—she had for him at that moment.


Finn rose from the chair. “Basement,” he said to the trio. “Him first. Make her watch—duct tape her head in place if you have to. Whatever. You know the drill.”


“No,” Rachel shouted. “I swear. I’m telling you the truth—we don’t know what you’re talking about. Please—”


She stopped midsentence as the man who remained behind them reached over her head in one smooth motion and gagged her, knotting the cloth so tightly and painfully she thought for a moment she might pass out.


“Wait,” Glenn shouted. “I have money. Lots of it. Millions. Anything you want.”


Even in her terror, Rachel stared at her husband in disbelief. Millions? What was he talking about?


An instant later Glenn’s voice was also cut short, his own gag pulling his bruised face into a terrified rictus.


“Move it,” Finn said. “We don’t have all night. I’ll be down in a second. Everything they know—understand?”


The man with the bag nodded, unable to disguise a smirk.


“Oh, and?” Finn said.


The man waited.


“See if he’s telling the truth about the money. If he is, get all the bank information. That might come in handy.”


The man nodded, a look of almost blissful contentment coming over him.


Screaming through her gag, Rachel struggled in vain as the man who hit Glenn yanked her roughly to her feet, gripped her upper arms in his huge hands, and pushed her toward the door to the furnished basement below. Soundproofed, in case they ever played loud music. She watched the second man, a big redhead, yank Glenn off the couch, then stared in terror as the man with the nylon duffel bag gathered up his tools. God, she thought, eyes filling with tears. How the hell could this be happening?


“Hup-hup,” Finn said.


Rachel tried to escape from her captor’s iron grip, but it was hopeless. She might as well free herself from the crumpled remains of a wrecked car.


All at once, she felt her will to fight drain away as surely as water flowing down a storm grate. She prayed that—whatever else happened, for their sakes but also for what Abby would come to learn—that their deaths would be swift.


Why struggle? It was no use.


It was over.


At that moment, the doorbell rang.










THREE



“Hold it,” Finn said.


Stone and Paddy, on Rachel and Glenn respectively, paused in their movements as quickly and smoothly as if he’d depressed an off switch. You could always tell good training, Finn thought. They waited, eyes not on the door but on Finn. Good dogs. Which was funny in a dark way, if you thought about it.


“Are you expecting someone?” Finn said.


Rachel shook her head.


“You’re sure?”


She nodded, maybe a little too fast. She could be lying. Or she could be losing it from the fear, which Finn knew from experience was likely flooding her gut like poison. He crossed the room.


“Listen carefully,” he said, making no effort to disguise the irritation he felt at the interruption. “If you raise your voice, cry for help, whatever, I’m going to spill Glenn’s intestines across the floor. Understand?”


She nodded again. He signaled Vlad, who retrieved a screwdriver from his duffel bag of goodies, and, ignoring Rachel’s whimper of terror, used it to undo the gag’s knot. Finn frowned at the relief filling her eyes after the restriction was removed, but he didn’t have long to dwell on the fact.


The doorbell rang again.


“Who is that?” Finn said.


“I don’t know,” she whispered.


“You’re lying. Like you did about Stella Wolford. And the numbers. And the gun in the office.”


“Please. I’m telling the truth. I have no idea what the hell ‘twenty-two seven’ is or means.” She glanced at the door. “And I have no idea who that is. We don’t know the neighbors. We get all our packages at our offices. We never order food.”


“Liar.”


“No—” she said, then stopped as he held up a warning finger.


The problem was, Finn wasn’t so sure this time. Something in Rachel’s eyes told him she was as startled by the bell as he was. That she really didn’t know who was at the door. Whether she was telling the truth about Stella Wolford’s whereabouts or 22/7—he had his doubts—was another matter. The difference now, of course, was he was seeing hope on Rachel’s face for the first time since he walked in from the deck, while all he felt was annoyance at a complication.


Either way, it was an unwelcome interruption at the worst possible moment. Not that Jason would care either way. Finn could bank on that.


Because Jason cared about one thing only, as Finn knew all too well.


The doorbell rang again, a deep gong that was starting to grate on Finn’s nerves.


Who rings a doorbell three times?


“Basement,” Finn said, making his decision. “Vlad and Paddy. Park them—don’t do anything yet. Not a fucking sound, understood?” He turned to Stone. “You’re with me.”


As Vlad and Paddy disappeared around the corner with their prisoners, Finn gestured to Stone to position himself just out of sight in the dining room. Finn jammed his gun into his waistband and slowly opened the door.


“There you are,” the man standing before him said. “Was starting to think no one was home.”


Finn stared at the figure in front of him.


“May I help you?” he said at last.


“Hopefully. Delivery for Rachel Stanfield?”


The man was slight, no more than five ten, with a thin, spare frame. Wire-rimmed eyeglasses, brown eyes, wearing, of all things, a Rochester Red Wings ball cap. His expression halfway between boredom and complacency. The man had on gray nylon hiking shoes, faded beige cargo shorts, and a black T-shirt under a tan utility vest equipped with multiple pockets. In his left hand he grasped a clipboard holding a single sheet of paper. Finn looked past him and saw a large white SUV, emergency lights blinking. An older model Suburban, if Finn had to guess, though in the fading light of the central Indiana dusk he couldn’t be certain. The car was parked nose first in the direction of the main road, which—it occurred to Finn—raised two concerns.


First, the man had turned around after reaching the house so he was facing the road, making it easier to drive off when he was done with his delivery. Not totally strange but—unusual. Second—and this was more striking—he had driven onto the lawn to get around their van which they had parked halfway up the long asphalt drive before disembarking and sneaking around back. Odd, for sure. Why not park behind the van and walk up?


Not liking what he was seeing, Finn returned his attention to the stranger.


“Ms. Stanfield isn’t home at the moment. I’d be happy to sign for whatever you have.”


“Appreciate it. But delivery has to go to the name on the invoice.”


“I don’t expect her for a while.”


“I understand. Rules are rules.”


Frustrated, Finn considered his options. Starting with dropping the man where he stood. Tough luck for the guy, but oh well. One to the head and one to the neck, let Stone deal with the mess while Finn oversaw the basement interrogation. It would complicate matters, obviously, but there was more at stake here than the disappearance of a shrimpy delivery guy. Though Finn’s eyes tended to glaze over at Jason’s apocalyptic monologuing, he still embraced Jason’s message like any good red-blooded American would. Should.


What stayed Finn’s hand in the moment was the blinking of the SUV’s lights. It made him wonder if the man was alone. It also spoke, somehow, to a schedule, to the notion that the man was part of an interconnected delivery system and his vanishing might set off alarms sooner than Finn would like.


“Sorry,” Finn said. “Who do you work for? Like, Amazon?”


“Oh gosh, nobody that big. I’m independent, actually.”


“Independent?”


“That’s right. I work for myself.”


“And Rachel—Ms. Stanfield—is expecting you?”


“Not really sure.”


“What?”


“I said, I’m not sure. Whether she’s expecting me, I mean.”


“Why not?”


The man furrowed his brows at the question. Raising his right hand—Finn flinched at the gesture—he adjusted his ball cap. “I just deliver stuff. In this case I suppose it’s possible she’s expecting me, but I’m not a hundred percent sure.”


Finn felt his blood pressure rising. Nothing about this felt right, yet the slight deliveryman could scarcely be deemed a threat. Bottom line, though, was that Finn didn’t like all the time he was wasting just standing here.


He said, “Well, who’s it from, if I may ask.”


“You can’t.”


“I’m sorry?”


“I said, you can’t ask. Not being rude or anything, but the origin of deliveries is confidential. Rules again.”


Finn squeezed his right fist open and shut as he fought the temptation to reach for his gun. “You said you were independent?”


“That’s right. I’m a freelance courier.”


“So these rules—whose are they?”


The man deliberated a moment. “Mine, I guess.”


“Can you at least tell me your name—so I can tell Ms. Stanfield when she’s available,” he added.


“Sure. It’s Merc. Merc Carter.”


“Okay. So, listen, Mark—”


“Sorry. It’s Merc. Not Mark. Short for Mercury. Don’t worry. I get that all the time.”


“All right, Merc. Where is it, then?”


“Where’s what?”


“The delivery. All I see is a clipboard.”


Instead of answering, Carter said, “Any idea what time Ms. Stanfield might be home? I’m on a bit of a tight schedule. I’m supposed to be in Louisville later tonight.”


What. The fuck. Like he needed this shit right now, Finn thought.


“I don’t actually know when she’ll be back,” he said, casting a quick glance behind him. “You’re welcome to come inside and wait if you want.”


“Kind of you. But no thanks.”


As Finn turned back around, he saw to his surprise that Carter was three feet farther from the door than a couple of seconds earlier. He had backed up without a sound in the instant Finn took his eyes off him. So quickly and silently it didn’t seem natural, as if three or four frames were missing from a movie reel of the scene.


Weird, Finn thought.


“You’re sure? Make you a cup of coffee while you wait? Or something stronger?”


“Appreciate it, but I’m sure,” Carter said. “I’ll just sit in the car and get some paperwork done, if it’s all the same to you. You’re sure you can’t ballpark when she might be here? In case I have to adjust things on my end? Other deliveries, I mean.”


“I really can’t say. You could leave me your number if you want and I can have her call when she arrives.”


“I’ll just give it a few minutes, thanks.” Carter turned and walked back to the SUV before Finn could say anything else.


Finn stood on the door’s threshold and watched Carter climb inside the car. He half expected Carter to start the engine and drive off, which would have been both a relief and possibly a further complication. But, true to the strange little guy’s word, the vehicle stayed put, emergency blinkers flashing steadily on-off, on-off. As far as Finn could discern, Carter was just sitting there, examining his clipboard.


“Everything okay?” Stone growled when Finn was back inside, standing in the living room with a puzzled look on his face.


“I’m not sure.”


“Not sure why? Sounds like he’s just a guy in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“Maybe.”


“Maybe?”


“I don’t know. I don’t like it.” He told Stone about the positioning of Carter’s vehicle.


“Okay then,” Stone said. “So, what now?”


Finn weighed his options. He thought about Stella Wolford and 22/7 and Jason’s geeky but lethal instructions—no muss, no fuss, no witnesses—and the couple in the basement, awaiting a fate no one—except Finn, and Vlad, of course—would wish on their worst enemy. He thought about what Carter said, that he was on a tight schedule. Well, Finn was on a tight schedule, too. One that didn’t have room for unexpected developments, no matter how minor. Especially ones involving a freelance delivery guy who—assuming that’s what he really was—seemed like he was making those bullshit rules up on the spot.


Finn pulled the curtain aside and glanced out the window at the SUV. Was it his imagination or was Carter staring at the house? He made up his mind in that moment.


“Go ahead and handle it,” Finn said to Stone, tipping his head toward the door. “I’m pretty sure he’s alone but be careful, just in case. There should be room in the garage for his car. If not, park it in the back. It’s not going to matter either way.”


“Got it,” Stone said, approaching the door, gun at his side. “Anything I need to know? About the guy, I mean?”


“Well, he’s got that funny name,” Finn said, reviewing the Merc/Mark thing.


“Anything else?”


“Nothing,” Finn said, distracted, mind already on the basement. “Absolutely nothing at all.”










FOUR



Carter sat in the Suburban, the second game in a three-game Jays-Mets series on the radio, and massaged his forehead with two fingers. Fortunately, the headaches were rarer and rarer, mostly triggered these days by interruptions to his routine. His personal canary in a coal mine. Which meant, like tonight, paying special attention to the precipitating event. In fact, he thought about calling in the episode with the guy at the front door to his uncle but determined he probably didn’t have time. He was right, although he ended up with an extra minute he hadn’t counted on.


Right, because initially he assumed the guy who answered the door, the one with the Iowa-shaped scar on the left side of his face and the gun concealed in his waistband, would have made the move himself. He seemed like the kind of guy in charge—and there was no question he was in charge of whatever Carter had stumbled upon—who would want to take care of loose ends himself. The kind of perfectionist Carter could appreciate under different circumstances.


Instead, he earned the extra minute after the guy in charge delegated the job to the gorilla currently walking down the drive and toward the Suburban. Carter decided that was less a miscalculation on his part than a testament to the fact that a lot was going on inside that house. At least as far as Carter could infer. Because good managers, perfectionists or not, handed things off to subordinates when things got busy.


The gorilla arrived at the driver’s side door. Carter watched out of the corner of his eye as the man—features suggesting Nordic ancestry, icy blue eyes, pitted face that hinted at a bad case of childhood acne or a brush with a powerful accelerant—tapped on the window with a gun. Carter ignored him and instead dipped his right hand into the lower right-hand pocket of his utility vest and gripped the item inside. Another tap, a little louder this time. Carter continued to ignore him. A third tap, pretty forceful, the kind that made him worry the glass might shatter à la one of those emergency glass breakers you saw on YouTube. Like the one on Carter’s key ring, in point of fact.


The tap was followed by a summons in the hoarse voice of someone who apparently ate gravel for breakfast, washed down by sand.


“You. Open the door.”


Carter turned up the radio as the count went to 3-2 at the bottom of the first inning with two on base. Man. The Jays’ pitching this year. They’d better—


“Hey,” the man said.


Oh well, Carter thought. He depressed the power button, lowered the window, shouted “Boo,” squeezed his eyes shut, and emptied the canister of Mace in his hand into the man’s face. The effect would have been funny if the situation weren’t so serious. Caught off guard by Carter’s shout, the man gasped involuntarily and in so doing increased by upwards of twenty percent the amount of capsaicin-infused particles driven into his lungs. Happened every time. Carter wasn’t exactly sure why. He was sure it was explained back in his BIT days, but obviously that had been a while. It was something to do with reflexes, or fight-or-flight, or nerve impulses. Something like that. Nothing to dwell on now.


Wrapping his fingers around the canister, Carter opened his eyes and drove his right hand into the man’s nose, wincing as he felt bone break and cartilage tear. But not his. In almost the same motion he shoved the door open hard and fast, slamming it into the man’s head, now bowed as he struggled with the combined effects of the spray and a broken nose.


Carter hopped out and kicked the guy where it counted, waited for him to involuntarily fold in half—they always folded in half—and kneed him in the head. As the man crumpled, Carter planted his right foot between the man’s shoulder blades, pushed him flat onto the asphalt, flipped around and straddled him. In the same motion he pulled the man’s gun free from his right hand where, impressively, it remained despite what had just happened to him.


“Gah,” the man groaned.


Carter tossed the gun into the grass and retrieved a pair of heavy-duty twenty-four-inch zip ties from a pocket on the left side of his utility vest. Moving fast, he bound the man’s hands behind him, pulling tightly enough that he could see the skin on his wrists pinch white. Next, he yanked off the man’s thick boots and repeated the drill on his feet, joining two zip ties together to be sure they circled around fully. The guy had really thick ankles.


Working quickly as the man emerged from the pepper spray haze and the blows to the head and began to struggle, Carter undid the laces on the right boot and then reached for a pair of latex gloves from an upper vest pocket. Snapping them on, he used the thick leather lace as a gag, wrapping it across the man’s mouth three times. It was good quality leather; they were nice boots. Carter was glad for the gloves as a gush of tears and snot continued unabated while he worked.


Satisfied, he knelt and examined the man, who despite everything was squirming and making angry, guttural noises.


Carter leaned in.


“Listen.”


The man turned his head and stared at Carter through bloodshot eyes that held rage and the threat of violent death.


“If you don’t stop moving I’m going to kick you in the head.”


The man growled a threat indecipherable through the gag, though the intent was clear enough.


“I don’t think you’re following here,” Carter continued. “I said, I’m going to kick you in the head if you don’t stop moving. What I’m trying to convey is you’ll probably lose an eye, but that’s not the worst part. The problem with orbital socket fractures is sometimes a splinter of bone dislodges into the brain and then you’re drinking dinner through a straw for the rest of your life. Do you understand?”


After a moment the man stilled. Carter nodded to himself in appreciation. One nice thing about professionals is they weren’t into maverick behavior. They understood where you were coming from. Of course, the problem with professionals in a situation like this is they were a lot like silverfish. Where you had one, you usually had more. Which meant that whatever was going on in the house, whatever he had walked into, wasn’t over yet. He was sure of it.


“Okay then.” Carter returned his attention to his captive. “I’m going to ask you some questions. While I do, focus on the concept of socket fractures. Understood?”


No response. But the man, head resting at an angle on the cool asphalt, never took those icy blue eyes off Carter, committing every inch of his face to memory. It would have been a disconcerting feeling if Carter weren’t so accustomed to it.


“Question one. Is Rachel Stanfield alive?”


Slowly, the man nodded.


“You thinking about those fractures?”


Nod.


“Sticking with that answer?”


Another nod.


“The thing is, I have a delivery for her and she’s the only one who can take possession. It would screw up everything if she couldn’t. Also, I’ve never missed a delivery, so it’s a point-of-pride thing. Long story short, it’s important that she’s in a position to sign for it herself. You following?”


The man didn’t move for a moment. Finally, he nodded once more.


“All right then.” Carter knew the man might be lying, uncertain of what the reaction would be if he acknowledged that the intended recipient of Carter’s delivery was dead. But Carter was banking on the fact that this guy was not somebody accustomed to approaching a target as soft as a deliveryman and a moment later finding himself trussed like a hog on slaughtering day. It was an unexpected turning of the tables which probably, at least for the moment, highlighted the consequences of not telling the truth.


“Question two. How many others?”


No reaction for a moment. Carter watched indecision flicker across a pair of merciless blue eyes. Asking about a victim’s status was one thing. Revealing your strength to an enemy was another thing altogether. I get it, Carter thought. Been there. Finally, the man blinked twice, slowly, so as not to confuse his meaning.


“Two others, besides you?”


The man nodded decisively, to show he was cooperating.


“Good man. So Rachel Stanfield’s alive, and there are two other guys besides you inside. Armed, I assume?”


Another nod.


“Anyone else?”


A hint of confusion clouded the man’s face.


“Anyone else in the house besides Rachel Stanfield and your two colleagues.”


Slowly, the man nodded.


“Husband?”


Nod.


“Any kids?”


A shake of his head.


“Any pets? A dog? Anything like that?”


He shook his head again, though Carter detected something different in the man’s eyes this time. Something about the question of a dog had triggered a reaction, a flickering of the eyes, though Carter couldn’t read it.


“Sure about that?”


Nod.


“Rachel Stanfield, her husband, your two guys, and that’s it.”


Nod.


“I appreciate your forthrightness,” Carter said, retrieving his blackjack from a right-hand side vest pocket and lightly bludgeoning the back of the man’s head. Once certain he was out but not, you know, out, he walked around to the man’s feet, grabbed the zip ties binding them, and dragged him away from the Suburban and onto the lawn. Weighing his options, Carter positioned his prisoner behind a landscaped plot of ornamental grass and mums. Satisfied the man was safely hidden, at least for the time being, he picked up the man’s gun—an efficient Ruger—removed the magazine, and unchambered the live round. He returned to the Suburban’s driver’s side door, opened it, and set the weapon and ammunition on the passenger seat.


And took a breath. And glanced at his watch. Five minutes had passed since the first tap on the glass window with the gun. He looked at the front door of the house. He had, he figured, under a minute before it opened again. Before the next guy up came through. The next guy of at least three, he was guessing, since there was no question the man sent to kill him—the man now lying unconscious on the lawn—had lied about the number of accomplices inside. Carter didn’t blame him; he would have done the same thing himself. Had done, in fact.


The only question was whether Carter waited for the next guy to emerge or just barged inside himself. He needed to decide fast because he had a couple of things to do first. Also, because he figured that if Rachel Stanfield really was alive, she probably didn’t have much longer if something didn’t happen quickly.


Because: professionals.










FIVE



Mom? What’s wrong? I couldn’t understand your message.


Mom?


Your father, she whispered.


Mom . . . ?


As a kid, Carter had it all figured out. Finish high school, wait for the scouts to call, put in his time in the minors—first choice the Red Wings, obviously, but he wouldn’t be choosy. Lots of options. Durham Bulls, of course, because who didn’t love the movie? Columbus Clippers also sounded good, mainly because his mom’s brother, Uncle Bill, was a big fan and always treated him to a game on their annual summer visits. Or maybe the Pawtucket Red Sox, mostly because he loved saying the name of the city. Pawtucket. Pawtucket. Pawtucket. Heck, even the Iowa Cubs would do as a start. He’d only spend a year or two in the minors anyway. After that, he’d be in the big dance, with his choices (in reverse order): the Mets, the Indians, the Reds, the Brewers, and the Blue Jays. People raised their eyebrows at the Toronto option until he explained his father was born there and that, after the Rochester Red Wings, it was practically Carter’s hometown team.


Yeah, Carter had it all figured out. Except for the part about breaking his left ankle his junior year as he tried to stretch a single to a double and collided with a beefy second baseman from McQuaid High who was no more willing to cede the plate to a scrappy bantamweight like Carter than a concrete pillar might yield to a speeding bicycle.


The irony, that Carter was known for his baserunning. Mercury had turned out to be a perfect name for a speedster. The fact that his mailman father, in a fit of uncharacteristic ebullience, named his son after the original mailman—the messenger of the gods—paying dividends on ball fields.


Until the accident.


So that was that.


The consolation prize—second-string shortstop at SUNY Geneseo, the only school that would even look at him—didn’t bear thinking about most days. Sure, he was probably stronger physically in the aftermath, especially after his father and his uncle, fed up with Carter’s moping, marched him into the basement, forced gloves onto his hands, and started him on the punching bag they went in on together. Nevertheless, he nearly quit the team the week before his sophomore season until his father talked a bit of sense into him.


“Remember what I always say, Merc.”


“Which is what?” Cupping his flip phone to shield it from the breeze on a mild March morning as he trudged to class.


“There’s only two kinds of baseball. Playing baseball and—”


“And not playing baseball,” Carter said, finishing the thought. “Yeah, I get it.”


And he did, though he didn’t credit his father for the good advice in the moment.


Which was too bad, since it wasn’t long after that that he lost the chance to credit his father for anything ever again.


“Hang on,” Finn said, eyeing the scalpel in Vlad’s right hand.


“What?” Vlad said impatiently, hunched over Rachel.


Finn listened but upstairs was quiet. Which was the problem.


“I said, hang on.”


“What’s wrong?” Paddy chimed in.


“Shut the fuck up and hang on.”


It wasn’t the lack of gunshots. Stone would have used his suppressor, or wrestled the delivery guy inside the garage and done it there, out of earshot. That wasn’t the issue. It was how much time elapsed since Finn had dispatched Stone to deal with the interruption. Finn prided himself on his internal clock, an ability to measure almost to the second the passage of minutes or hours, a gift going back to childhood—what there was of it. After their last firefight, Vlad let down his guard long enough to remark, “Only four minutes? Felt like twenty.”


Wrong. Three minutes and forty-seven seconds.


Now, almost exactly seven minutes had passed. But where was Stone? He was not a man prone to delays. That was one of many reasons Finn tapped him for this job.


“What’s going on?” Finn said to Rachel.


Bound tightly to a chair, hands behind her, eyes bright, she moved her head back and forth, the motion almost imperceptible.


“One more time. The guy. What’s he delivering?”


She shook her head again.


“You’re lying. Delivery guys don’t just show up like that.”


Another shake of her head, more vigorously, like trying to rid herself of a bothersome fly. Those bright eyes berating him. Finn glanced at Glenn. He sat bound in his own chair opposite his wife, eyes dull with pain from the untreated wound on his face. Eyes that remained unwaveringly fixed on Rachel. Finn saw in that expression an unusual devotion. A caring that he planned to exploit if he could ever get to the task at hand. But he still faced the same problem as before.


On the one hand, he was convinced that Rachel knew more about Stella Wolford and the secrets she was hiding than she was letting on. 22/7, etc. Yet he also felt certain, thanks to an internal compass almost as accurate as his timekeeping ability, that she was telling the truth about the deliveryman’s appearance.


He made his decision and spoke to Paddy.


“Go see what’s going on.”


“Now?”


“No. Three days from now. Yes, now. Make sure everything’s all right up there.”


Paddy hesitated for a moment, looking at Rachel and Glenn. The expression on his face clear as day: he didn’t want to miss anything down here.


“Got it,” he said after a beat too long. “Anything to watch out for?”


Finn recalled Stone’s own query along those lines. He replayed the way Carter retreated those three steps when Finn’s back was turned. Not a very delivery guy–type move, if you thought about it.


“Be careful. There’s something off about him.”


“Off how?”


“I’m not sure. Keep your eyes open.”


“Always,” Paddy said, and headed for the stairs.


Finn turned to Vlad, who waited expectantly, scalpel in hand, his opened duffel bag beside him on a footstool.


“Let’s change things up,” Finn said.


“Change?”


“Tick tick.”


“Really?”


“Just in case.”


“Kind of hard to go back if we do.”


“A risk we’ll have to take.” Vlad nodded, keeping his face blank, and reached into the bag.


[image: image]


The cutout was all Tomeka. Classic move on her part. But keeping it in the Suburban—Carter had his uncle to thank for that.


It really was an amazing likeness, even for a life-size, blown-up, cardboard-mounted photograph. But however they worked it, the image remained clear, the color separations intact, his features hardly blurred at all. Certainly, at a distance the resemblance was overwhelming. A gag that Tomeka came up with for Carter’s fortieth birthday party, greeting people as they walked into the house, and which ended up in more selfies than the real Carter. Afterward, it stayed in the living room for a week until he had to decide what to do with it. That’s when his uncle stepped in. He was the one who suggested a notch by the beltline to allow the cutout to be folded in half for easy storage in the rear of the Suburban. Since then, it had come in handy more than once. And again tonight, propped by the back of the SUV, a facsimile Carter standing with his hands on his hips and a rare smile on his face.
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