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For Heather


“It's hard to go through life without killing someone.”

— Richard Ford, Canada
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I am waiting for someone to kill me.

Tonight would be a good night for it. There was a breeze ­earlier, but the air’s almost still now, just a lazy sway in the tops of the trees, nothing that could divert a bullet from its path. The moon is almost full, high enough in the sky for a sniper to slip into position with ease, but not so high that I would be likely to see them. A month ago I’d have been invisible from the knob of the hill opposite, but the leaves have begun to colour and drop, and now the forest canopy provides a clear shot from a mile or more.

The house isn’t mine. It belonged to Sixteen, my predecessor, sixteenth in a lineage of professional killers stretching back to the Romanovs. Some started as spies, others as traitors, ­saboteurs, idealists, policemen and in one case an orphan plucked from the streets of St Petersburg. But all of them ended the same way: elbow-deep in the blood of their fellow men and, sooner or later, their own.

The bearings on which the world turns need grease. We are the grease. We’re flies who gorge on and dispose of the world’s shit, maggots who clean out its festering wounds. We’re the safety valve that stops the boiler exploding, the control rods that prevent another Chernobyl. We’re little Dutch boys with our trigger fingers stuffed in the dyke of history.

Or some crap like that anyway.

A number is a vanity plate awarded by acclamation of your peers. It’s like being voted Prom Queen or ­Advertising ­Executive of the Year (Southern Region), only for killing. In the old days we worked alone, on the tip of a hat or the touch of a nose, rewarded with diamonds sewn into the hems of jackets, suitcases full of used notes, bearer bonds, or that hoary old standby, a numbered account in Zurich. Now? Crypto, wash trades of non-fungible tokens, bogus real-­estate ­transactions, offshore corporations, and the services of ­professional money launderers.

We also take cash.

Killers like us are the tip of an iceberg of death and betrayal, a perverse riff on the Hollywood star system with its moguls and day-players and marquee names. Top billing brings a hefty payday, but you’re only as good as your last job, and there’s always some starry-eyed motherfucker clawing their way up towards you on the greasy pole with plans to retire you permanently.

One through Fifteen were all dead by the time I was born. None of them expired in their sleep, or expected to. Sixteen’s dead now, too. I didn’t kill him, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Once he was dead, I took his place, his routines, his identity.

He was Sixteen.

I am Seventeen.

Somewhere out there is someone who means to become Assassin Eighteen .

The road they must travel passes directly through me.

I wish they would hurry up.
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Officially, I’m retired, at the grand old age of a lot younger than you think. I have no handler, no infrastructure, no protection, no access to the kinds of jobs I used to do, nor any desire to do them.

The old me burned so bright you had to look away. For the best part of a decade he criss-crossed the world with a Welrod VP9 packed into a shoulder holster. It’s comforting, solid, Hollywood-quiet thock was heard – or rather, wasn’t – on all six continents, and beyond the Arctic ­circle. But that version of Seventeen killed too many people for reasons he didn’t understand. He used to say that the first time you kill someone, you kill your old self. You’re no longer that person. 

He was half right.

Yes, you kill yourself, but not all at once. You annihilate yourself by attrition, until there’s nothing left except The Thing That Kills. You’re a hunter, tracking prey across a ­frozen lake, ice thinning as you follow tracks into the rising mist. Then behind you, there’s a crack, and you turn to see a fissure in the surface rushing towards you. You run, but every step takes you further from shore until the ice finally splits beneath your feet and plunges you into the darkness.

That’s where I am now.

The darkness.

I have no digital footprint.

No internet.

No cellphone.

No credit cards.

No Netflix.

No porn, except for a dog-eared pile of Shiny Housewives I found in Sixteen’s basement.

I’ve listened to all his records.

I’ve watched all his DVDs.

I’ve tried drinking.

I’ve tried not drinking.

I’ve taken up smoking just so I can give it up.

I’ve grown roses.

I’ve grown zucchini.

I fucking hate zucchini.

I’m nothing.

I’m less than nothing.

A handful of dust. A cipher.

A negative number.

I am the square root of negative fuck all.

The house is sited for defence, an isolated split-level mid-­century ranch-style perched on top of a hill, looking down onto the stub of a zero-horse town below. On the far side of the road that meanders down to the gas station, a forest rises up to overlook the big picture windows that stare out over the valley. The eight-foot electrified steel fence surrounding the property, along with buried vibration sensors and armoured steel doors, means any kind of frontal assault would be ­suicidal. The forest is clearcut a hundred feet back at every kink in the road as it descends, making an attempt at an ambush equally foolhardy. All of which leaves exactly one possibility: a thousand-­yard shot from the knob of the hill opposite.

Tricky, but by no means impossible, especially with the light blazing in the wood-panelled room behind me, carefully positioned to ensure I form a perfect silhouette.

My social circle isn’t a circle. It’s a dot, consisting of one person: Barb, who runs the ramshackle motel on the single road out of town. There used to be two, but the girl with green eyes left six months ago and is never likely to return. I don’t have the stomach to say much more, except that she’s better off without. Whether the reverse is true is a matter for long nights of staring at the bottle. But she’s gone, and our paths are never likely to intersect again.

I still have cable, and I pick up The New York Times and The Washington Post a couple of times a week. But what I read tells me the world of espionage has changed, moved online. ­Cryptography, ransomware, chained zero-day malware attacks, bulk collection, keyword analysis, AI pattern recognition, auto­nomous weapons, remote sensing, side-channel exploits.

I understand the words, know what these things are, but I have no interest in them.

Mine is the world of flesh and blood, and more blood. Of handshakes and hard drinking and bullets in backs. Hotel rooms wired for sound. Silenced weapons and lean muscles and fast cars. Explosions and flesh wounds, zip-tied wrists and beatings in alleyways. False passports and cover stories, blackmail and drunken illicit loveless sex. Nights in police cells, interrogations, escapes. Dead drops and suitcases full of cash. Billionaires and plots, shadowy cabals, private yachts and islands. Dictators in cross-hairs, impossible shots, and falls from high places.

Maybe the world I belong to no longer exists.

Maybe there’s no longer a place for someone like me.

Maybe that’s a good thing.

Before he died, Sixteen told me why he’d barricaded himself in this shag-piled hermitage. He was afraid, not of some swaggering young pretender coming to snatch his crown, but of the ghosts, the shades of his victims who gathered at his bedside at night to torment him. He kept a pistol in a drawer in the kitchen, a single round chambered, in case the clamour of the spooks ever got too loud.

I’ve ghosts of my own now, too many to count, and sometimes in the silence of the early hours, I too hear them whispering. Once in a while I open the drawer and stare at the revolver, or pick it up and feel the weight of it in my hand. There have been times I’ve put it to my head to imagine what it would feel like to simply not exist any more, and how, if at all, that would be different from how I live now.

 But then I slip the safety back on and replace it in the drawer.

Because I don’t mind dying. Just not like that.

I don’t miss it, the life.

I miss it like hell.

But I’m done with killing for no reason. That road only ever arcs back to here, to the four walls of a dead man’s house, where my only companions are vengeful spirits and a loaded revolver in a drawer.

What I need is a purpose. A cause.

And so for a hundred and seventy-four nights in a row, I’ve stood at the tall picture window with the light blazing behind me, resting my head against the glass, feeling the cool of it on my forehead, holding my breath a minute at a time as if by sheer force of will I could summon a bullet out of the darkness that would call me back to life.

I’m about to turn away for the hundred and seventy-fifth time when I see the muzzle flash.
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From the top of the hill opposite to the window is a thousand yards. A high-velocity round leaves the muzzle at around two thousand miles per hour, which makes the flight time around a second. Average human reaction time to a visual stimulus is a quarter of that. All of which means I have ample time to literally dodge the bullet.

But I don’t.

Because I’ve made a pact with the universe, kismet, fate, whatever you want to call it.

If the bullet finds its target, fine. Whoever pulls the ­trigger will become Assassin Eighteen  and wear the number like flair on a ­server’s uniform – SMILE if you like HEADSHOTS!!! Mine will be hung up to fade, the jersey of a forgotten hotshot ­fluttering from the rafters of an empty arena.

But if the universe lets me live, it will release me from the darkness.

It will mean I still have a place in the world.

And as a result, I will practise not security-by-obscurity, but security-by-being-totally-fucking-out-there. I will drive and most likely wreck monstrously overpowered supercars. I will travel to far-off lands, and perform unlikely stunts of parkour under fire from automatic weapons, eluding the forces of the world’s deadliest nation-state intelligence agencies.

I will, on occasion, save the world.

There’s just one problem.

The shot is fucking perfect.

The bullet hits me squarely between the eyes.
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I am dead.

The end.
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My vision swims, then slides into focus. Apparently, whatever circle of hell I’ve been dispatched to has popcorn ceilings and a fan that wobbles in exactly the same rhythm as the one in ­Sixteen’s house. Frankly, I was expecting more from the afterlife.

Either that, or I’m not dead after all.

There’s no bullet hole in the window, just a spidering ­crater on the other side. According to the invoice I found in the basement, the windows are Level 7 bullet-resistant glass-clad polycarbonate, rated to stop five hits from a NATO round.

A professional sniper, some wannabe Assassin Eighteen , would have accounted for all of this. They’d have used a .50, a shell that can pierce steel plate armour or six inches of ballistic glass. And they’d have aimed for the body, a guaranteed kill since the shockwave from a bullet that size will turn your viscera into dog food.

But what hit me was smaller, and a headshot. The glass stopped the bullet, and transferred all its kinetic energy to me, like a hammer to the face.

I put my hand to my mouth. It comes away with blood, and a tooth.

I stumble to my feet, still dizzy from the blow, and kill the lights.

Whoever pulled the trigger just gave me my life back.

When I find them, I’m going to thank them, then I’m going to kill them.

Just not in that order.
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I roar out of the basement on a 4x4, FLIR goggles perched on my head, a Sig Sauer across my back. The shooter must have seen the window shatter, then watched me struggle up. But they didn’t try a second shot, so either they chose to retreat or, more likely, figured I would respond by attacking, and needed time to prepare for an open battle.

From the top of the hill there’s only one obvious bail route, a rutted forest track that empties onto the highway twelve minutes away. If he goes that way he’ll likely escape, and I’ll be forced to track him down like a dog, but if his intention is to become Assassin Eighteen , he has no choice but to stand his ground and fight to the death.

He, his, him. Why do I think it’s a man?

It’s not like there aren’t women in the profession, but the first amongst them, Bernier, is dead now, chainsawed most of the way in half a year ago by the girl with green eyes, an act which she refused to allow to define her. The second, ­Osterman’s girl, Kovacs, forced me to put a bullet in her in a hotel room in Berlin, with her musk still clinging to my skin. And the third, most dangerous of all to me in every way, has been silent now for almost a decade.

I circle round to where the bush drops down into a hollow hidden from the top of the hill. He’ll track me by the engine noise, but this way I’ll both remain out of view, and deny him the escape route to the road. Less than a minute later I make the swale, and ditch the ATV.

I pull down the goggles and move silently through the trees. With a year to prepare for this, I know the forest like the contours of my own face. Still hidden by the ridge, I spiral up towards the knob of the hill, using a hidden trail I cleared of brush to keep my footfalls silent.

Every few seconds, I stop and listen. There should be only silence, the forest ambience, and if I’m lucky the snap of a branch or twig under a tactical boot.

But that’s not what I hear.

It’s breathing. Fast. Panting, almost. And something else. The rustle of leaves under feet. Did whoever it is team up? If so, why are they moving like amateurs? But these aren’t the noises of men in tactical gear. They’re lighter. Much lighter.

I crest the ridge, silent and cautious. Nothing on the ­goggles. I pull them off to get a better all-round view. And ahead of me something glints in the moonlight.

It’s a sniper rifle, a Sako TRG 42. Finnish, high quality. In other circumstances a fine choice. But the Sako is chambered for a .300, and its effective range is maybe 1100 yards. The house was already at the edge of its envelope, and once you factor in the near certainty my windows were ballistic glass, the chances of a kill with it were essentially nil.

There’s only one reason anyone skilled enough to find me and brave enough to pull the trigger would use a weapon like this: because the shot was a feint, designed to draw me out.

Well, here I am. So why hasn’t he made his move?

The breathing is all around.

It’s starting to creep me out.

I pull the goggles back on. Nothing.

And then I see it.

A flash of light. A glow.

Body heat.

Just not a human body.
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It’s a wolf.

And another.

And another.

An entire pack, circling, hunting, maybe drawn here by the crack of the sniper rifle.

Christ, what a way to end.

Here lies Seventeen, eaten by wolves.

And then I realise.

It’s not me they’re hunting.

It’s someone – or something – else.

Their shapes glow green all around me, eyes bright. They’re focused on a gnarled old maple, edging forward under the leadership of a full-grown alpha, so intent on their prey they don’t notice me circling the trunk to see their intended kill.

I don’t know what it was I was expecting to see.

My attacker?

A hunter who disturbed him, whom he killed?

A wounded deer?

Bigfoot?

Whatever it was, it wasn’t this.

I have to push up the goggles to make sure it’s not an equipment malfunction.

Because pressed up against the tree is a child. 

A girl, maybe nine years old, wearing forest camouflage, face painted black.

She’s utterly, completely terrified.

The wolf pack chooses that moment to attack.
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I could hit half of them with the automatic, but the rest of the pack would devour her. So instead I empty my magazine into the trees and stars, shells ripping through foliage, bringing branches and leaves cascading down. The noise splits the night in half, and the wolves hurtle away in panic, tearing through undergrowth into the darkness. I snap the goggles back on and pivot around, hoping they’re gone, but instead they regroup in an arc a hundred yards away, hungry and still intent on a kill. But the big alpha is nowhere to be seen.

I quickly click in a fresh magazine. Killing animals who are simply following their instincts gives me no pleasure. But the kid’s life is worth more, even one who just tried to kill me.

I turn back to the tree to tell her not to be afraid, that I’ll protect her.

But she’s gone.

In the corner of the goggles, I see a flash of human body. I spin round. She’s running fast, straight towards a group of three wolves, the alpha among them, invisible to her in the dark.

‘Stop!’ I yell.

She doesn’t.

The three animals break into a run towards her. Behind me, the rest of the pack charges, baying. She’s caught in a pincer movement, and she still hasn’t seen anything.

No matter how I trained, I never broke ten and a half seconds on a hundred-metre sprint. Even that demands Olympic-level dedication, and a body graced with the genetics to achieve it. I’m currently carrying an automatic rifle, pistol, and ammunition, wearing boots, night vision ­equipment and body armour, but I swear my pace is under ten as I pound towards her.

I’m still too slow.

At the last moment she sees the three wolves, a wall of teeth and fur hurtling towards her. She stops dead and screams, a nine-year-old’s scream of abject terror. As the alpha leaps to attack her, jaws wide, I snatch her up with one arm and use the rifle in the other to slam it away.

The huge animal thumps to the ground and scrambles to its feet. The girl writhes and squirms under my arm as I turn to face the wolf, not just hungry, now, but furious at being humili­ated. I glance behind me to see the pack creeping closer. I fire into the trees again, but they’re used to it now. The alpha lopes forward again, muzzle pulled into a snarl, then breaks into a run.

The kid struggling under my arm makes one-handed aim with the Sig Sauer impossible, so I drop it and pull my pistol, but by the time I have it unholstered the wolf’s already airborne, leaping towards us. A moment before it strikes, I nail it between the eyes, and its dead weight slams into me, a hundred and seventy pounds of feral stink that knocks me off my feet.

As I push it off in disgust, the girl slithers out of my grasp. I flip over and grab for her ankle, but her foot slips out of the shoe and sock. I drop the pistol and flail at the bare foot with my other hand, but she bites down hard onto the knuckle, digging at it with tiny, sharp nails. I hold fast, fumble for the pistol with my free hand, and flip back over again to face the wolves. They’re edging forward again, but they’ve forgotten me. It’s the alpha they’re interested in now, sniffing the still-warm body of their dead king.

I fire a single shot into the air, and they scatter, leaderless and afraid.

I jam the kid under my arm like a football and head back to the 4x4.
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I have no experience with children. I was barely one myself, dragged from flea-bitten motel to flea-bitten motel by my junkie hooker of a mother, Junebug, who never treated me as a child so much as a friend and partner in crime. I functioned as her lookout, confidant, and banker – I looked after the money she earned, counting it, stuffing it into a battered Sesame Street lunchbox and setting aside enough to pay for the motel room and make sure we had enough to eat that week. But I was also her supplier, a go-between who ferried cash to men in sagging cars and dilapidated apartments.

I don’t remember a time when Junebug wasn’t some ­version of an addict. There were weeks when she fought it as bravely as I’ve ever seen anyone battle anything, and ­others when she gave herself up to it entirely. Her life was a ­continual struggle to claw her way out of the quicksand of her own ­history – a childhood desecrated by her religious nut of a father with the silent assent of her mother, an existence she fled at ­fifteen. But like quicksand, the harder she fought, the deeper she sank.

By the time I was eight or nine, I had an acute sixth sense for cop cars and undercover vice detectives. I knew how to lie to CPS, family court judges, and anyone who asked a question I didn’t feel like answering. I watched the ebb and flow of her afflictions. I doubt Junebug was ever diagnosed, but I’m guessing she was what DSM describes as Bipolar II. She’d have periods of sunny optimism, make elaborate plans for our future, save money, buy new clothes, and pull herself together almost entirely. We’d eat healthy food, and she’d read self-help books she shoplifted from the shelves by the grocery store checkouts. She’d lay off the junk, which meant she’d work more than usual, and her clientele would improve. That meant they paid more, and as a result the Big Bird tin under the bed would fill with tens and twenties instead of the usual crumpled fives and singles.

Those were the good days.

But then another day would arrive. I got to know when it was coming because she’d get quiet, and some days instead of working she’d sit on the bed and cry for no reason. And I ­realise now that she was still fighting, but that she knew inside the battle was already lost, and it was only a matter of time before she surrendered again. She also knew I’d put up a fight, so she’d raid the lunchbox while I was asleep. I knew the signs well enough to hide it, or take most of the money out of it and put it somewhere else, but there are only so many places to conceal contraband in a shithouse motel room, and a junkie knows all of them.

She’d already be high by the time she got back from wherever or whoever it was. I’d wake to find her stumbling back into the motel unit, and at that point the best I could do would be to keep her awake and, if that failed, stop her choking on her own vomit. And the cycle – it varied from a few weeks to a few months – would begin again.

When I was nine years old, a man murdered her in front of me, and after that I was no longer a child in any sense other than the physical.
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The girl fights me like a wildcat all the way back to the house. I can barely steer the ATV, trying to hold her tight enough that she won’t escape without hurting her or breaking any bones.

I make it as far as the front door, but as I close it behind us, she wriggles out of my grasp. I manage to block the exit, but she disappears inside the house. By the time I get the door locked, she’s gone. Fifteen minutes of humiliating hide and seek follows, looking under beds and in closets, behind doors and even under the cushions of the sofa. Then as I head down into the walk-out basement, with its gym and armoured cabinets crammed with weapons and explosives, I hear tiny footsteps behind me. I spin around in time to see the bathroom door slam shut, and the sound of the lock.

There’s no window, which means she’s not going anywhere, so I deposit myself on the top step of the basement stairs, finally with a moment to think.

It was the kid who pulled the trigger, I’m sure of that: I could smell cordite on her as I wrangled her from the ATV to the house. But a nine-year-old girl didn’t carry twenty pounds of rifle, scope and ammunition on her shoulder up from the road, choose a firing position, and line up a perfect shot on the window. She wasn’t the one who figured out where to find me, but whoever did didn’t even bother to tell her she should get the fuck out of Dodge once she’d taken her shot. And something tells me she has no particular ambition to become Assassin Eighteen .

So who is she? A proxy? A way of taking a shot at me with no jeopardy?

Who sent her? Why choose a child? Because she didn’t understand the risks?

If so, who wants me dead, if it’s not to claim the crown?

If not, what the hell was the point of any of it?

More baffling than any of that: what the fuck am I supposed to do with a nine-year-old girl?

I need answers. And I know a lot of interrogation ­techniques. The things you saw in Abu Ghraib – stress positions, waterboarding, electrocutions, dog attacks, sleep deprivation – they were the tame stuff. The real showstoppers were developed out of sight in mediaeval dungeons, Nazi interrogation centres, Syrian prison cells, or the basement of the Kremlin.

But there isn’t a single one I am willing to use on a kid.

I listen at the bathroom door for a few seconds. There’s a snuffling inside that might be crying. I knock gently on the door, and it stops.

‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. But I need you to open the door.’

I can just make out breathing, fast and shallow and scared.

The bathroom door is flimsy, and I could simply break it open. But to get information, I need the girl to trust me, and that means she has to be the one who opens it.

‘I’m just going to sit here,’ I tell her through the door. ‘Until you’re ready to open it.’

I prop my back up against the door, and stay there for an hour. As I listen in silence, the shallow breathing slows and becomes steady, deep even.

After almost ninety minutes, I hear a little snore.

I guess even tiny assassins need their sleep.

There’s a tiny hole in the doorknob so that you can open it from outside. I find a screwdriver that fits and, as quietly as I can, turn the lock. I listen for a change in the breathing, but it doesn’t come. Gently, I push the door open. In the darkness I can just make out her shape at the other end of the room, huddled between the bathtub and the washbasin. There’s something in her hand, but I can’t make out what, so without taking my eyes off her I find the light switch with my hand and softly click it on.

Big mistake.
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The girl snaps upright, and I see what’s in her hand.

It’s a cut-throat razor.

She backs up against the wall, brandishing it, charcoal face paint streaked with semi-dried tears, glaring at me with a feral intensity that’s part defiance and part fear. 

My eyes flick over to the still-open bathroom cabinet. The vintage razor was yet another piece of Sixteen’s old fart ­persona. I should have junked it with the rest of his ­detritus months ago, but I never thought of myself as a long-term ­resident, and as his guest, even if he was dead, it seemed wrong to throw out his stuff. We had our differences, to say the least, but he was maybe the last person left on earth who could understand what it means to be me.

In some stupid way I felt like this place was a shrine to him.

Well, that’s where sentimentality gets you, I guess.

A nine year-old girl is not a major challenge to disarm, but I’m trying to build trust here, so instead I hold up my hands to show that they’re empty.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ I tell her again, and move towards her, as slowly and unthreateningly as I know how, palms out.

She doesn’t move, her eyes locked on mine.

I’m just six feet away now.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ I repeat. ‘Just give me the razor.’

I keep coming. She realises she’s cornered, because her eyes dart about, and her hand trembles. Maybe it’s just her arm getting tired, or maybe it’s fear, but it doesn’t matter, because as I reach out to take the razor, she suddenly puts it to her own throat.

In her eyes, a look that says, believe me, I’ll do it.

I put my hands up again, and back off.

The razor doesn’t move.

‘Please. Just put the razor down,’ I say.

The razor doesn’t move.

‘I just want to know why you tried to kill me.’

The razor doesn’t move.

‘Can you tell me your name?’

A thought occurs to me.

‘Do you understand English? Just nod if you do.’

She doesn’t.

Fuck.

I try German, Italian, Spanish, French and Arabic. All I get is a blank stare, but I swear there is a flicker of understanding on the fourth. On a hunch, I try one more time.

‘Tout va bien. Je ne vais pas te faire de mal.’

Her eyes tell me she understands. The razor barely moves, but I can see that it no longer presses as hard against her skin.

I point to myself. ‘Seventeen. Je m’appelle Seventeen. Et toi?’

Her lips move and she says something but it’s so quiet that I can’t hear it.

I make to move closer, but I see the razor press into her skin again, so I back off.

‘Ton nom. Tu t’appelles . . . ?’

‘Mireille,’ she says. Her voice is tiny, scared.

‘Mireille,’ I repeat. ‘C’est un joli nom. Tu parles Français?’

She nods.

‘As-tu peur de moi?’

She nods.

‘Tu n’as pas besoin d’avoir peur. Je te le promets.’

She lowers the razor a fraction, still unsure.

We stay like that for a moment. I’m at a loss for what to do next, but then it hits me. She must have been out in the forest for hours, waiting to take her shot, but around her there was no sign of any food, no candy wrappers, no canteen, nothing.

‘As-tu faim?’ I say.

She nods.
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Sixteen, for all his macho bullshit, had strangely childlike tastes, and shoved at the back of his cupboards and freezer is a panoply of junk: Cap’n Crunch™ and Lucky Charms™, Alphaghetti™ and Zoodles™, Twinkies™ and Suzie Qs™, Hot Pockets™ and Pop-Tarts™.

I gather the boxes and packets on the counter, fetch a TV tray from the lounge and set about assembling the ­unhealthiest smorgasbord on record. As I pour milk into a bowl of dayglo cereal, I glimpse a small face peeping out of the gap in the bathroom door I left ajar. But the moment I look round she darts back out of view.

I take the tray and head over, push the door open. She’s back in position, jammed between the bathtub and washbasin, razor still in her hand. But her conviction’s gone, and when I put the tray down for her to see what it carries, her eyes widen into childish ‘O’s of desire.

I retreat, settle with my back against the door, and wait.

She eyes me suspiciously, then slowly approaches the tray, sniffing at it like a cat, the razor all but forgotten. With her free hand she pokes a Hot Pocket, smells it, then puts it down again. She does the same with a couple of the other items, then looks up at me with a question in her eyes.

‘It’s for you,’ I say in French. ‘Eat whatever you want.’

The kid’s not just hungry, but famished. She works her way through the whole tray with methodical efficiency. First the bowls of cereal, then the pasta and toaster pockets, finishing with the cakes. Her determination is mixed with curiosity, ­sampling each item as if it was an alien substance, or possibly toxic, then once she’s satisfied it’s edible, wolfing it down in one go.

There’s a feral quality about her to be sure – not least the way she fought me, or threatened to slice her own throat open with the razor. But she doesn’t have any of the tells of an abused or discarded child. She doesn’t guard her food the way I learned in children’s homes. She has no visible scars. Her nails are trimmed and her hair is neatly cut. The fact that North American junk food is new to her suggests a life lived differently, and maybe better.

I spot a pink plastic bobble in her hair.

Whoever she is, however she ended up here, one thing’s clear: somebody loves or loved her until very recently. And with the realisation, a wave of déjà vu breaks over me.

She could be me at the same age.

Once Junebug was dead, there was no-one left to protect me from all the horrors that, two decades and an army of corpses later, found me holed up in a dead man’s house with only a loaded revolver for company.

I feel no anger. Just a weird, distinctly alien, desire to ­protect her.

She’s still wearing the camouflage jacket, but as she raises a bowl to drain the last trickle of sugary milk, I notice a bump at the front, as if something was stowed there. It’s not a weapon – I’d have felt it when I carried her in – so I say in French:

‘Mireille, what’s in your jacket?’

She looks up, suspicious.

‘I’m not going to take it,’ I say. ‘I just want to see what it is.’

Her only answer is a hearty girlish belch. She pulls her jacket defiantly tighter, and tips her head to the side.

Apparently we’re now in a negotiation.

‘Do you want something else?’ I say in French.

She nods.

‘J’ai soif.’

I head back to the kitchen. I need leverage if I’m going to find out what’s in the jacket, and a glass of water or 2 percent milk isn’t going to cut it.

I root around in the fridge until I find something. A ­bottle of Mexican Coca-Cola. It’s connoisseur’s stuff, made with cane sugar, not corn syrup, another of Sixteen’s boomer indulgences.

I prepare it with the finesse of a mixologist. I drop ice into a glass, pour the Coke over it, then cut off a slice from a lemon on the counter, and twist it into the glass. Finally I find a straw – no, fuck it, two straws – and plop them in.

I head back into the bathroom. Mireille’s eyes glue themselves to the glass.

Junk food might have been new to her, but the kid knows a Coke when she sees one.

She reaches for it, but I pull it away and nod towards the lump in her jacket.

Show me.

She shakes her head.

I shrug, put my mouth to the straws, as if to drink it myself.

‘Non!’ she says, outraged.

Very cautiously, she unzips the front of her jacket a few inches.

She reaches in and pulls something out.

It’s a one-eyed sock monkey, with just a thread where the other eye used to be.

‘Can I?’ I say in French, and reach for it, but she shakes her head and clings to it.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘It’s yours. I won’t take it.’

She goes to stuff him – it looks like a him – back in her jacket.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘What’s his name?’

She says it, and I feel myself go cold.

It’s my name.

Not any of the names I use now, not Seventeen, not my sometime alias Jones, but the name my mother gave me. The name I haven’t used since the day I blew out the brains of the shiny-faced juvie guard who had abused me for years in the vestry of an evangelical church.

The name that nobody should know.

My dead name.

This just went from bad to deeply fucking creepy.
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Half an hour later, sleep overwhelms her.

In the harsh overhead light of the bathroom, the skin of her face where tears have washed away the black paint has a certain look to it.

I dampen a face cloth and gingerly wipe the charcoal off. I’m afraid I’ll wake her, but she’s in that dead, deep sleep of childhood that eludes us as adults. As the cloth does its work, I realise I was right. She’s mixed race, part white, part something else. West African, maybe, or African-American, or something else entirely.

I have to sit back as another wave of déjà vu breaks over me. It’s not just that she could be me, but something else. Something familiar, like a word on the tip of your tongue, a face you can’t place, or one of those scents that instantly takes you back to a time and place, only you can’t figure out when or where.

I dab her face dry, then pick her up in my arms and carry her into the still-dark living room. There, I lay her on the couch, cover her with a Navajo blanket, and sink into an armchair to watch her sleep.

It’s 3 a.m. now, the moonlight glinting off the fractured window where the bullet hit.

None of it makes any kind of sense.

If someone wanted to become Assassin Eighteen  by killing me, they’d have done it themselves. Assassination by proxy achieves nothing. So the motive is something else. But I’ve been out of the game for a year. Whatever secrets I once knew, the details of all my operations, were exposed in the conflagration that ended with both Sixteen and my old manager-cum-agent Handler dead. In short, I no longer represent a threat to anyone, and yet someone was willing to sacrifice a child – a child who somebody evidently cared for – to see me dead.

Mireille stirs in her sleep, turns over slightly, the blanket rising and falling with her breath.

One thing is clear: my cover’s blown. Whoever sent Mireille, set her up in the forest with a sniper rifle, aimed it at the window and drew back the bolt, knows who I am and where I live.

If they figured it out, then so can others.

I need to move out, and fast, but I can’t leave her here and a single man travelling with a girl-child not his own is going to attract all the wrong kinds of attention.

The alternative is to abandon her, dump her on the doorstep of a random hospital or firehouse, call in her location anonymously, and let CPS figure it out. But the kid is my only clue as to who I’m fighting, let alone why. Besides, bouncing from foster placement to children’s home to secure children’s home to juvie like I did is something I’m not going to inflict on any child, even one who pulled a trigger on me.

What if that’s the point?

What if whoever sent her knows me well enough to know I won’t harm her?

What if they know I’m never going to dump a kid – any kid – into the same circumstances that produced me? That I’m incapable of simply abandoning her?

What would that mean?

I think back to the underpowered sniper rifle, operating at the edge of its capabilities, firing bullets at ballistic glass it could not hope to penetrate, the sock monkey with my own name, the name that nobody should know.

It would mean that my enemy is someone who knows me almost as well as I know myself, and perhaps even better. And it would mean the shot was never meant to kill me, but to draw me out into the open where I’m not just an easy target, but made doubly vulnerable by the baggage of an almost entirely silent, unknown child by my side.

Well, congratulations. It worked. 

Bring it on.
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At first light, I pack the ATV with a low-profile, high-­lethality loadout, then go back for the girl. Mireille, I remind myself, that’s her name. Mireille.

She’s still asleep on the couch. She doesn’t wake as I scoop her up, still wrapped in the blanket, but as I step out of the door, she stirs in the cold night air and throws her arms around my neck, her head unexpectedly heavy on my shoulder.

This must be what it’s like to be a father, I find myself thinking, a thought so foreign to me it might as well have flown in from the edge of the galaxy.

The back door of the Jeep is open, and I have to gently peel her arms away as I deposit her in the middle of the rear seat between two kitbags. I support her lolling neck with a rolled-up camouflage net and buckle a seatbelt around her tiny form, padding it out with a jacket so that it snugs tight.

I click the door shut gently so as not to wake her.

Half a mile out of town, a MOTEL sign swings on rusty chains. I pull into the potholed parking lot, then round to the rear, leaving the Jeep out of sight.

The first time I ever drove into this town, the motel snagged my attention. It could have been any one of ten thousand failing motels with empty parking lots and COLOR TV IN EVERY ROOM that line the highways that criss-cross flyover country. But that wasn’t what caught my eye. It was the lonely female figure I glimpsed in the lights of the office, her back to me, as I drove past. I couldn’t have guessed then how our paths would become entwined, or how it would end, but she’s gone now, and our courses are never likely to converge again.

Mireille’s still out cold, so I unbuckle the seatbelt, lift her up again and carry her to the rear door of the motel. I hammer on the ribbed glass door as hard as I can without disturbing her. A couple of minutes later, a light comes on, a figure appears, a lock turns, and the door opens to reveal a woman in her late fifties, with bleached Dolly Parton hair in a net, a housecoat wrapped around her and a cigarette clamped to the side of her lips.

She stares at me, with the kid limp as a sack in my arms.

‘What the fuck?’ says Barb.

‘It’s a kid,’ I say.

‘I can see that. Why have you got a kid, and what have you done to her?’

‘She tried to kill me, I rescued her from a wolf pack, and I fed her junk food. Her name’s Mireille. That’s pretty much all I know.’

‘Huh,’ says Barb, and takes a drag on her cigarette.

It takes a lot more than something like this to knock her off-kilter, which is why I’m here.

‘Are you going to let me in?’

‘Is there criminal liability involved? Any dead bodies?’

‘Not yet,’ I say, although I have a feeling this state of affairs is not likely to persist.
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‘Tried to kill you how?’ says Barb. She’s sitting on the edge of a threadbare chair in the back office of the motel, still smoking. The kid is out cold on an old couch, buried under a blue comforter.

‘Pulled the trigger on a sniper rifle someone set up for her in the woods,’ I say. ‘Whoever it was left her there to do the work and take the consequences.’

‘Jesus.’ She pauses for a second, takes another drag on her ­cigarette. ‘But you had to know someone was coming eventually.’

Barb might look like a thrift store Tammy Wynette, but she knows the territory. Not least because she got herself tangled up with Sixteen, but also because she led what you might call a full life before she landed here in buttfuck, South Dakota. The amateur tattoos on her upper arm, which only partially disguise her needle scars, tell a tale of their own. I took her hostage once, a mistake I paid for with a full can of bear spray to the face, but we worked through our differences.

I wouldn’t say Barb is a friend, exactly, because she correctly regards me and my motivations with deep scepticism, but she’s the closest thing to an ally I have within a day’s drive, and likely a chunk more than that.

‘She talk?’

‘Barely. Her name’s Mireille. She understands French. But that’s all I could get out of her. My guess is she was given orders to stay shtumm.’

‘Poor fucking thing,’ says Barb. ‘You hear about child soldiers, but you don’t expect to find them in your own backyard. You got any leads on who she is or who set her up with the shot?’

‘That’s where you come in.’

‘Go on.’

‘She’s been looked after,’ I say. ‘No signs of abuse. Nails trimmed. Bobble in her hair. Whoever it was even let her bring a stuffed toy.’

Barb looks over, sees the monkey peeping out from the comforter.

‘Which means her handler was someone close to her, or who at least cared for her. Plus, someone who could travel freely with a nine-year-old girl without arousing suspicion.’

‘A woman,’ says Barb.

‘I think so. Probably posing as her mother.’

Barb frowns. ‘So they cared enough for her to do her hair and make sure she had a stuffed toy, but they were willing to sacrifice her to kill you? It doesn’t make sense.’

She’s right. Which means there’s something I’m missing.

‘Whoever it was, I need to find them,’ I say.

‘How?’

‘If she was travelling with a woman, they needed time to scope out the shot. That means they were overnighting somewhere. Camping out would have been too exposed, and I might have been checking the forest. So what are the ­possibilities round here?’

‘Winnebago in a Walmart parking lot,’ says Barb, ‘or a motel like this one. Kind of place that takes cash and doesn’t ask questions. And preferably no CCTV.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘Given a choice, I’d go with the Winnebago. But they’re not going to get an RV up into the forest, so they’d need a second vehicle. Which means another driver. Which means infrastructure, leakage, a big operation. Too visible, too many moving parts. This doesn’t smell like that.’

‘So, a motel.’

‘I figure running this place you know all of them for fifty miles around.’

Barb nods.

‘And I’m guessing there’s some kind of phone tree, because if someone’s stealing from rooms or dealing or looks like they’re human trafficking, you need to know.’

She nods again.

‘So here’s what we do. We call around and say we had a woman and a kid staying here, and the kid left her ­monkey. We don’t have contact details, but we know they were headed to another motel, and do they have anyone staying there like that?’

‘What makes you think they’d still be there?’

‘They need to know the outcome,’ I say. ‘The kid had no cellphone, no way of reporting back. My guess is they’re holed up until they know how things broke. That means we have maybe twenty-four hours to find them.’

‘Okay,’ says Barb. She uses the stub of her cigarette to light another.

‘One more question. Why the fuck should I help you?’
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‘I’m not asking you to help me,’ I say. ‘This is about the kid. You know what her name means in French?’

‘Is there some reason I should?’

‘It means “Miracle”. Somebody gave her that name. Maybe the same person who put a bobble in her hair and made sure her hair was brushed and her nails were clipped. Whoever that was, she was a miracle to them. Maybe she still is.’

Barb grunts, pretending not to care, but I can tell the idea finds its mark.

‘This is how we get her back to them,’ I say, and, much to my surprise, discover I mean it.

Barb hits the phones. The indie motels all know Barb’s husky voice, and if she doesn’t get results from the desk clerk, she knows the owners’ names by heart.

By now, Mireille is awake, so I find her muffins from the rattling fridge in the motel’s excuse for a kitchen, along with a glass of milk, park her in front of a TV and find some show involving grown adults dressed up in foam rubber suits singing songs. This is apparently too babyish for a nine-year-old given the way she rolls her eyes, so I hand her the ­controller. She flips through the channels expertly until she finds ­SpongeBob SquarePants, and settles back.

Ninety minutes later, we get a hit. Barb waves me over, cigarette in hand, and I listen to the curly-lead handset as she talks.

‘Yes, little
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