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To all the bad boys and girls, rulebreakers and vigilantes –

Philip Marlowe and Sam Spade, Bruce Wayne and Jason Bourne, Bond and Bullitt, Joe Pike and Jack Reacher, Hawk and Travis McGee, the Seven Samurai and the Magnificent Seven, Mack Bolan and Frank Castle, the three Johns (W. Creasey, Rambo and McClane), Captain Ahab and Guy Montag, Mike Hammer and Paul Kersey, the Lone Ranger and the Shadow, Robin Hood and Van Helsing, Beowulf and Gilgamesh, Ellen Ripley and Sarah Connor, Perseus and Coriolanus, Hanna and Hannibal, the Man with No Name and the Professional, Parker and Lucy, Arya Stark and George Stark, Pike Bishop and Harmonica, Lancelot and Achilles, Shane and Snake Plissken, Ethan Edwards and Bill Munny, Jack Bauer and Repairman Jack, the Killer and the Killer, Zorro and the Green Hornet, Dexter and Mad Max, the Dirty Dozen and Dirty Harry, the Terminator and Lady Vengeance, Cool Hand Luke and Lucas Davenport, Logan 5 and James ‘Logan’ Howlett, V and Vic Mackey, Hartigan and Marv, Sherlock and Luther, Veronica Mars and Selina Kyle

– for being so wicked that they’re good.




Ripley: What you’re doing is wrong.

Luther: Yeah, I know.

Ripley: Why do it then?

Luther: ’Cause it’s right.

          – from Luther, created by Neil Cross





Prologue:

Trial By Fire

Evan’s twelve-year-old body is stiff in the cushy passenger seat of the black sedan as he is driven in silence. His cheek is split and his temple bruised. Blood slides warmly down his neck, mixing with panic sweat. Raw skin rings his wrists where the handcuffs were. His heartbeat thunders in his chest, his head.

He uses all his will to give nothing away.

He has been in the car only five minutes. The leather smells expensive.

The driver has given his name, Jack Johns. But nothing else.

An old guy, at least fifty-something, with a wide, handsome face. He’s built square like a catcher and has a baseball squint to match.

Jack tugs a handkerchief from his rear pant pocket, fluffs it out, and offers it across the console. ‘For your cheek.’

Evan looks at the fine linen. ‘The blood’ll stain it.’

Jack’s face registers amusement. ‘It’s okay.’

Evan wipes his face.

He was the smallest of the kids, the last one picked for sports. It was only through a savage set of challenges that he found his way into this seat, that he’d managed to get himself chosen.

None of them had known what to make of the Mystery Man when he first materialized at the edge of the cracked basketball courts, eyeing the boys as they’d played and fought. Hidden behind Ray-Bans, dragging his fingers along the chain-link, smoking cigarette after cigarette. He walked slowly, never in a rush, and yet every time he seemed to vanish as quickly as he’d appeared. Theories abounded. He was Chester the Molester. A rich businessman looking to adopt. A dealer in human organs on the black market. A recruiter for the Greek mob.

Evan had been willing to take the leap.

He has been taken out of circulation as surely as if he’d been zapped off the streets by a flying saucer. Trial by fire, yes – a recruitment of some sort, but for what, Evan still has no idea.

All he knows is wherever he is heading now has to be better than what’s behind him in East Baltimore.

His stomach gives off a rumble that embarrasses him even here, even now. He glances at himself in the side mirror. He looks malnourished. Maybe where he’s going, food will be abundant.

Or maybe he’ll be the food.

He works up his nerve. Clears his throat. ‘What do you want me for?’ he asks.

‘I can’t tell you that yet.’ Jack drives in silence for a time, then seems to realize that his answer isn’t satisfactory for a kid in Evan’s position. ‘I may not tell you everything right away,’ he adds in a tone that stops shy of apologetic, ‘but I will never lie to you.’

Evan studies him. Decides to take him at his word. ‘Am I gonna get hurt?’

Jack drives on, looking dead ahead.

‘Sometimes,’ he says.
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1.

The Morning-Beverage Measure

After picking up a set of pistol suppressors from a nine-fingered armorer in Las Vegas, Evan Smoak headed for home in his Ford pickup, doing his best not to let the knife wound distract him.

The slice on his forearm had occurred during an altercation at a truck stop. He usually didn’t like to get involved with anything or anyone outside his missions, but there had been a fifteen-year-old girl in dire need of help. So here he was, trying not to bleed on to the console until he could get home and deal with it properly. For now he’d tied off the cut with one of his socks, using his teeth to cinch the knot.

Home would be good. He hadn’t slept in a day and a half. He thought about the bottle of triple-distilled vodka in the freezer of his Sub-Zero. He thought about a hot shower and the soft sheets of his bed. He thought about the RoamZone phone in his glove box and how it was due to ring any day now.

Forging west through gridlocked Beverly Hills, he entered the embrace of the Wilshire Corridor, a stretch of residential towers that in Los Angeles qualified as high-rises. His building, the flamboyantly named Castle Heights, was the easternmost in the run, which gave the higher floors a clean line of sight to Downtown. Unrenovated since the nineties, it had an upscale dated vibe, with gleaming brass fixtures and salmon-tinged marble. Neither posh nor trendy in a city that revolved around both, Castle Heights suited Evan’s needs precisely. It drew the old-fashioned well-to-do – surgeons, senior partners, silver-haired retirees with long-standing memberships at country clubs. A few years back, a middling point guard for the Lakers had moved in, bringing with him fifteen minutes of troublesome press, but he’d soon been traded away, allowing the residents to settle back into their cushion of quiet, low-key comfort.

Evan pulled through the porte cochère, gesturing to the valet that he’d park himself, then turned down the ramp leading beneath the building. His pickup slotted neatly into his space between two concrete pillars, shielded from much of the floor and the glow of the overhead fluorescents.

In the privacy of his truck, he untied the sock tourniquet from his forearm and eyed the cut. The edges were nice and clean, but it was a sight. Blood had caked in the faint hairs, and the cut itself hadn’t fully clotted off. The damage was superficial. Six sutures, maybe seven.

He retrieved his cell from the glove box. The RoamZone was constructed of hardened black rubber, fiberglass casing and Gorilla Glass. He kept it within earshot.

Always.

After checking the rearview to make sure the garage was empty, he got out and changed into one of the black sweatshirts he kept stashed behind the seat. The pistol suppressors were shoved into a paper grocery bag. He tossed the bloody shirt and sock on top of them.

After checking the RoamZone battery (two bars), he slid it into his front pocket and took the stairs up one level.

Outside the lobby door, he allowed himself a deep breath, readying for the transition from one world to another.

Thirty-two steps from door to elevator, a quick ride up, and he was clear.

He stepped into the lobby, the cool air scented of fresh-cut flowers. His shoes chirped against the tiles as he threaded through the bustle, smiling blandly at the residents moving to and fro with their shopping bags and cell-phone conversations. He was in his mid-thirties and quite fit, though not so muscular that he stood out. Just an average guy, not too handsome.

Castle Heights prided itself on its security measures, not least of which was that the elevator was controlled by the security desk. Evan gestured at the guard reclining before a bank of screens behind the high counter.

‘Twenty-one, please, Joaquin,’ Evan said.

A voice came from behind him. ‘Just say “penthouse,” why don’t you? It is the penthouse level.’ A clawlike hand closed over his injured forearm, squeezing, and Evan felt a surge of burning beneath his sweatshirt.

He turned to the stubby, wizened woman at his side – Ida Rosenbaum of 6G – and produced a smile. ‘I suppose that’s right, ma’am.’

‘And besides,’ she continued, ‘we have our Homeowner Association meeting in the conference room on ten. Starting right now. You’ve missed the last three, by my count.’ To compensate for hearing loss, her volume was prodigious, acquainting the entire lobby with Evan’s attendance record.

The car arrived with a ding.

Mrs Rosenbaum’s grip intensified. She fixed her imperious stare on Joaquin. ‘He’ll go to the HOA meeting.’

‘Wait! Hold the elevator!’ The woman from 12B – Mia Hall – hip-checked her way through the glass front door, heavy purse swinging in one direction, her son in the other, iPhone pinched between her cheek and shoulder.

Evan released a weary breath and gently twisted his arm free of Mrs Rosenbaum’s grasp as they stepped into the elevator. He felt the blood running again, causing the sweatshirt fabric to cling.

As Mia hustled toward them, dragging her eight-year-old by his arm, she finished singing into the phone in double time: ‘Happy late birthday to you, happy sorry-my-car-broke-down-and-I-went-to-the-mechanic-who-told-me-I-needed-new-brake-disks-for-an-arm-and-a-leg-and-so-I-missed-picking-Peter-up-from-school-and-he-had-to-go-to-a-friend’s-which-is-why-I-forgot-to-leave-you-a-message-earlier biiirrrtthday, happy birthday to you.’

She lifted her cheek, letting the phone drop into her capacious purse. ‘Sorry! Sorry. Thanks.’ Rushing into the elevator, she called across, ‘Hi, Joaquin. Don’t we have an HOA meeting right now?’

‘Indeed we do,’ Mrs Rosenbaum said pointedly.

Joaquin raised his eyebrows at Evan – Sorry, brother – and then the doors were closing behind them. Ida Rosenbaum’s perfume, in close quarters, was blinding.

It did not take her long to break the relative silence of the car. ‘Everyone with their phones plugged into their faces all the time,’ she said to Mia. ‘You know who predicted this? My Herb, may he rest in peace. He said, “One day it’ll be so that people talk to screens all day and won’t even require other humans.” ’

As Mia took up the conversation, Evan glanced down at Peter, who was staring up at him with charcoal eyes. His thin blond hair lay lank, aside from one lock that swirled up in the back, defying gravity. A colorful Band-Aid had been applied to his pronounced forehead. His head tilted as he peered down at Evan’s foot. Slowly, Evan became aware of cool air on his bare ankle. The missing sock. He took a half step, sliding the offending ankle out of the boy’s line of sight.

Mia’s voice floated over him.

Clearly she had asked him a question. He looked up at her. A scattering of light freckles, not visible under weaker light, covered the bridge of her nose, and her glossy chestnut hair was a lush, piled mess. He’d grown accustomed to seeing her in frantic single-parent mode – runs in her stockings, slightly out of breath, juggling Batman lunch box and satchel briefcase – but the glow from behind the panels cast her now in a different light.

‘I’m sorry?’ he said.

‘Don’t you think?’ she repeated, mussing Peter’s hair affectionately. ‘Life would be boring if we didn’t have other people around complicating everything?’

Evan felt the fabric of the sleeve wet against his forearm. ‘Sure,’ he said.

‘Mom? Mom. Mom. My Band-Aid, it’s coming off.’

‘Case in point,’ Mia said to Mrs Rosenbaum, who did not return her smile. Mia fussed in her purse. ‘I have some more in here somewhere.’

‘The Muppet ones,’ Peter said. He had a raspy voice, older than suited an eight-year-old. ‘I want Animal.’

‘You have Animal. On your noggin.’

‘Then Kermit.’

‘Kermit was this morning. Miss Piggy?’

‘No way. Gonzo.’

‘We have Gonzo!’

As she smoothed the new Band-Aid into place with her thumbs, kissing Peter’s head at the same time, Evan risked a quick glance down at his sleeve. He was bleeding through, the black fabric even darker over his forearm. He shifted, and the pistol suppressors clanked together in the paper grocery bag dangling at his side. A wet splotch had appeared on the bag – the bloody sock leaking through. Gritting his teeth, he spun the bag around and set it on the floor with the stain facing the wall.

‘It’s Evan, right?’ Mia had directed her attention at him again. ‘What do you do again?’

‘Importer.’

‘Oh? What kind of stuff?’

He glanced at the floor indicators. The elevator seemed to be moving glacially. ‘Industrial cleaning supplies. We sell to hotels and restaurants, mostly.’

Mia shouldered against the wall. Due to a missing button, her knockoff blazer gaped wide at the lapels, providing a generous view of her dress shirt. ‘Well? Aren’t you gonna ask me what I do?’ Her tone was amused yet stopped shy of flirtatious. ‘That is how conversations work.’

District attorney, Grade III, Torrance Courthouse. Widowed five years and change. Bought her small unit on the twelfth floor a few months ago with what remained of the life-insurance money.

Evan produced a pleasant smile. ‘What do you do?’

‘I am,’ she said, with mock grandiosity, ‘a district attorney. So you better watch your step.’

He hoped the noise he made sounded appropriately impressed. She gave a satisfied nod and produced a poppy-seed muffin from her purse. From the corner of his eye, Evan noticed Peter again staring at his bare ankle with curiosity.

The elevator stopped on the ninth floor. Fresh from the social room, a coterie of residents crowded in, led by Hugh Walters, HOA president and monologist of the highest order. ‘Excellent, excellent,’ he said. ‘A good showing at tonight’s meeting is essential. We’ll be voting on which morning beverages to offer in the lobby.’

Evan said, ‘Actually, I –’

‘Decaf or regular.’

‘Who drinks decaf anyways?’ asked Lorilee Smithson, 3F, a third wife with a face turned vaguely feline by decades of plastic surgery.

‘People with A-fib,’ Mrs Rosenbaum weighed in.

‘Knock it off, Ida,’ Lorilee said. ‘You just talk down to me because I’m beautiful.’

‘No. I talk down to you because you’re stupid.’

‘I say we offer kombucha,’ Johnny Middleton, 8E, chimed in. A hair-plugged forty-something, he’d moved in with his widowed father, a retired CFO, some years back. As always, Johnny wore a warm-up suit with the decal of the mixed-martial-arts program he’d been attending – or at least talking about incessantly – for the past two years. ‘It’s got probiotics and antibodies. Way healthier than decaf.’

A few more residents piled in, crowding Evan against the rear wall. His skin prickled; his blood hummed with impatience. Theaters of war and high-threat zones focused his composure, but Castle Heights small talk left him utterly devoid of bearings. Mia glanced up from the muffin she was picking at and gave him an eye roll.

‘We haven’t heard much from you lately, Mr Smoak,’ Hugh said with a practiced air of superciliousness. Probing eyes stared out from behind black-framed glasses so old-fashioned they were trendy again. ‘Would you like to weigh in on the morning-beverage measure?’

Evan cleared his throat. ‘I don’t have a strong need for kombucha.’

‘Maybe if you worked out once in a while instead of playing with spreadsheets all day,’ Johnny stage-whispered, the dig bringing a titter from Lorilee and glares of condemnation from others.

Fighting for patience, Evan glanced down, watching the stain on his sleeve slowly spread. Casually, he crossed his arms, covering the blood.

‘Your sweatshirt,’ Mia whispered. She leaned toward him, bringing with her the pleasing scent of lemongrass lotion. ‘It’s wet.’

‘I spilled something on it in the car,’ Evan said. Her eyes remained on the sleeve, so he added, ‘Grape juice.’

‘Grape juice?’

The elevator lurched abruptly to a stop.

‘Whoa,’ Lorilee said. ‘What happened?’

Mrs Rosenbaum said, ‘Maybe your augmented lips hit the emergency stop button.’

The residents stirred and milled about, livestock crammed in a pen. A blur at Evan’s side drew his attention – Peter crouching, his little fingers closing on Evan’s pant cuff, lifting it to reveal the curiously bare ankle. Evan pulled his foot away, accidentally knocking over the grocery bag. One of the pistol suppressors rolled free, the metal tube rattling on the floor.

Peter’s eyes flared wide, and then he snatched up the suppressor and shoved it back into Evan’s bag.

‘Peter,’ Mia said. ‘Get up. We don’t crawl on the floor. What are you thinking?’

He rose shyly, twisting one hand in the other.

‘I dropped something,’ Evan said. ‘He was just getting it for me.’

‘The hell was that thing?’ Johnny asked.

Evan elected to let the question pass as rhetorical.

Johnny finally unstuck the red lever, and the elevator continued up. When they reached the tenth floor, Hugh held the doors open. He looked from Peter to Mia. ‘I take it you didn’t arrange child care?’

The eight or so women in proximity bristled.

‘I’m a single mom,’ Mia said.

‘HOA guidelines expressly specify that no children are allowed during committee meetings.’

‘Fair enough, Hugh.’ Mia flashed a radiant smile. ‘You’re the one who’s gonna lose the swing vote on the hanging begonias in the pool area.’

Hugh frowned and moved on with the others into the hall. Evan tried to stay behind with Mia and Peter, but Mrs Rosenbaum reached back and fastened her hand over his forearm again, cracking the developing scabs beneath the sweatshirt. ‘Come on, now,’ she said. ‘If you live in this building, you’ll do your part like everyone else.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Evan said. ‘I have to get back to those spreadsheets.’

He loosened Mrs Rosenbaum’s hand. Her pruned finger pads were smeared with his blood. He gave her hand a formal little pat, using the gesture as cover to wipe her fingers clean with his other palm as he withdrew his arm into the elevator.

The doors closed. Mia folded the remains of her poppy-seed muffin in the paper wrapper, jammed it into her purse, and shot a sigh at the ceiling. They rode the elevator up in silence, Evan holding the paper bag, the top crumpled down to cover the stain. He kept his sockless foot and bloody sleeve facing the wall on the far side of Mia and Peter.

Peter held his gaze dead ahead. They reached the twelfth floor, and Mia said goodbye and stepped out, Peter trailing her. The doors started to close behind them, but then a tiny hand snaked through the bumpers and they jerked and retracted.

Peter’s face appeared, his solemn expression undermined by Gonzo staring out from the Band-Aid on his forehead. ‘Thanks for covering for me,’ he said.

Before Evan could respond, the doors had slid shut once again.
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2.

Fortress of Solitude

The façade of 21A’s front door matched the others in the building precisely, adhering to HOA regs and passing unnoticed before the eagle eye of Hugh Walters on his monthly floor inspections. What Hugh didn’t know was that the thin wood laminate concealed a steel door fire-rated at six hours, immune to battering rams, and effective in repelling hinge-area breaching charges.

Arriving at his place at last, Evan slid his key into the ordinary-looking dead bolt. When he turned the key, a concealed network of security bars inside the door released with a sturdier-than-normal clank.

He stepped inside, locked the door behind him, deactivated the alarm, dropped the bloody grocery bag on a glass accent table, and exhaled.

Home.

Or at least his version of it.

Copious windows and balconies maximized the corner penthouse panorama. Twelve miles to the east, the downtown skyline glittered jaggedly, and Century City rose to the south.

The condo’s layout was largely open, gunmetal gray concrete floors split by a freestanding central fireplace, numerous pillars, and a steel staircase that spiraled up to a rarely used loft Evan had converted to a reading room. The kitchen featured poured-concrete counters, stainless-steel appliances, brushed-nickel fixtures and a backsplash of mirrored subway tiles. The broad island overlooked a spacious, sparse plain broken by training mats, various workout stations and the occasional sitting area.

The windows and sliding glass doors were made of Lexan, a bullet-resistant polycarbonate thermoplastic resin, and the retractable sunscreens added a second layer of discreet armoring. Built of tiny interlocking rings like chain mail, the woven metal was composed of a rare titanium variation. The screens could stop most sniper rounds that might penetrate the bullet-resistant panes. They added an additional protective shield from explosive devices while obscuring the sight line of would-be trackers or assassins.

And they provided excellent shade from the sun.

Even the walls themselves had been reinforced. Evan had undertaken these upgrades slowly over the years, using different suppliers each time, shipping the equipment piecemeal to various addresses, assembling much of the gear off-site. When he needed to hire installers, he ensured that they never knew precisely what they were installing. With meticulous planning and patience, he had built a fortress of solitude without anyone’s taking notice.

He had great affection for the world he’d created behind the door to 21A. And yet he was prepared to abandon it at a moment’s notice.

He crossed now to the kitchen, his shoes tapping on the polished concrete. The one flare of whimsy and color came in the form of the so-called living wall installed beside the stove. A vertical garden fed by a drip system, it grew everything from mint and chamomile for fresh tea to cilantro, parsley, sage, basil, and peppers for omelets. Though it was December, the chamomile was flourishing within the carefully controlled environment of the penthouse.

On occasion it gave Evan pause that the only living thing with which he shared his life was a wall.

But he had the Commandments, and the Commandments were everything.

Reaching the Sub-Zero, he pulled from the freezer drawer a frost-clouded bottle of U’Luvka, a Polish vodka named for a style of crystal glass. He poured several ounces into a shaker over distilled ice, rattled it until his palms adhered to the frozen metal, then tilted the contents into a chilled martini glass. He drank, letting the cool burn move past his lips, closing his eyes into the pleasure of it.

He drifted through the scent of the vertical wall and stepped out through one of the south-facing sliding doors. The floor of the balcony was layered with quartz stones that crunched loudly underfoot, which was precisely the point. Shatter-detection software embedded in the windows and doorframes picked up the precise audio signature of the crunched rock, alerting to the compression sounds of any object over fifty pounds. The sensors also were triggered if anything of size neared the glass.

A square planter toward the balcony’s edge held an assortment of squat succulents and a base-jumping parachute, tucked behind an inset panel in the event that Evan had to make a rapid exit.

Setting his elbows on the railing, he sipped again, feeling the vodka warm his cheeks. In the distance the crescent of Marina del Rey sparkled at the continent’s edge, riding the lip of the night-black Pacific.

Movement in the neighboring building drew his focus. Evan faced apartment 19H across the street. Joey Delarosa flickered into sight behind his vertical blinds, eating out of a pot with a wooden spoon, a football game shimmering in the background. A low-level accountant at one of the big firms, he spent most of his off-hours eating and watching TV. About once a month, he’d go on a drinking jag, stumble home from the Westwood bars and call his ex-wife, crying. These calls were met with a stony reception; Joey hadn’t honored the telephonic restraining order or paid child support in three years. His last domestic interlude had put his then-wife in a two-day coma and left his son with a permanent limp, growth plates being what they are in six-year-olds. The service door in Joey’s kitchen, which let out near the trash chute, sported a Schlage wafer lock that Evan could get through in five to seven seconds with a forked tension wrench.

Evan made it his business to be intimately acquainted with his setting. His head held a catalog of directories and blueprints for anything within eyeshot – every resident, every stairwell, every electrical closet and yapping dog.

The Third Commandment, beaten into his head from the age of twelve: Master your surroundings.

For a time he sipped the crisp vodka and breathed the crisp air.

Habit beckoned him to check the black RoamZone phone again. Despite the high-power-density lithium-ion battery, it was down to one bar. He went inside at once, plugged it into its charger on the kitchen counter, and synced the ringer to the built-in speaker system so he could hear it anywhere in the seven-thousand-square feet of the condo. The number was easy enough to remember.

1-855-2-﻿NOWHERE.

It featured one digit more than was necessary, but given the condition that callers were in when they dialed, they required something simple and memorable.

The black phone hadn’t rung in ten weeks. Which meant it might ring soon or it might ring months from now. He never knew. No matter how long it took, he would wait.

Feeling impatient, he repeated the Seventh Commandment in his head like a mantra: One mission at a time. One mission at a time.

He stripped down to his boxer briefs, then started a fire with birch logs and burned his clothes, the stained grocery bag and the bloody sock. Carrying the twin pistol suppressors, he padded back to the master bathroom and set them on the counter. The centerpiece of the room was a Maglev bed that literally floated two feet in the air, a slab repelled from the floor by preposterously strong neodymium rare-earth magnets. Cables tethered the slab in place, preventing the slightest wobble. The Finnish design company claimed that the magnetism had a healing effect, but medical evidence was scant. Evan just liked how it looked. No legs, no headboard, no footboard – minimalism in extreme.

Heading for the bathroom, he nudged the frosted-glass shower door, which rolled aside silently on its tracks. He turned on the shower, as hot as he could stand. The water scoured away the grime and sweat and gave him a clearer look at the wound on his forearm. Not bad at all. It was a fairly neat cut and should heal well. Stepping out of the shower, he toweled off, then attended to the wound. Deciding against sutures or butterfly stitches, he pinched the skin together and superglued it closed. As the skin healed, it would push the dried glue out.

He moved back into the bedroom. His bureau held twenty or so gray V-necked T-shirts, a dozen pairs of matching dark jeans and the same number of sweatshirts. After he dressed, he hesitated and stared at the bottom drawer.

He exhaled. Slid it open. Shoved the folded squares of boxer briefs to one side. A fingernail-size divot at the edge of the wood was the only indication of the false bottom.

He reached for it. But his hand stopped a few inches above the wood.

He contemplated the item hidden beneath, then rearranged the boxers and closed the drawer. It had been a long day, and there was no need to open up that false bottom and everything that came with it.

After a quick detour to the kitchen to grab an ice cube, he returned to the bathroom and scooped up the pistol suppressors from the counter. Stepping into the still-wet shower, he gripped the lever handle that controlled the hot water and turned it the wrong way. The lever was electronic, keyed to his palm print. As he pushed it through the point of resistance, a door concealed seamlessly within the tile pattern swung inward, revealing a hidden room.

He mentally referred to the irregular four hundred square feet beyond as the Vault. During an ostensible remodel, he’d ‘walled off’ the awkward storage space in the back of his condo. Crammed beneath the public stairs to the roof, the room had exposed beams, rough concrete walls and the underbellies of steps descending from the ceiling to crowd the head. No other condo had such a space; no one would know to look for it, let alone miss it.

Accessible only through this hidden door, his armory and workbench lined the wall beneath the inverted stairs. A central L-shaped desk constructed of sheet metal held a confusion of computer towers, antennae and servers. A bank of monitors along one wall showed the innards of Castle Heights, various angles of halls and stairwells. The video feeds were easily pirated from the cheap but sturdy Taiwanese-make security cameras installed about the property.

One computer unconnected to the Internet held his banking information. His main account was stashed in Luxembourg under the name Z$Q9R#)3 and had a forty-word password in the form of a nonsensical sentence. The account could be accessed only over the phone and his money transferred solely via voice commands. There was no electronic access, no virtual transactions, no debit cards. He’d sprinkled secondary accounts through other areas of nonreporting – Bermuda, Cyprus, the Caymans – and any paperwork was directed through a series of trusts and shell corporations based in Road Town, Tortola.

As Jack used to say, Ball bearings within ball bearings.

Evan had come a long way from the projects of East Baltimore.

Beside the mouse pad on the central table, a glass salad bowl held a fist-size aloe vera plant nestled in cobalt glass pebbles. Evan dropped the ice cube into the clutch of serrated spikes, a simple watering that Vera required every week.

He put the suppressors away in one of the weapon lockers and then emerged, sealing the Vault behind him.

In the big room, he sat at last. Cross-legged on the area rug, his back straight, hands resting gently on his knees. Meditating. He observed the shape of his body from the inside. The pressure of his bones against the floor. The weight of his palms. The breathing channel, nose to throat to chest. The aroma of the burning birch logs tinged the back of his throat. He noticed the whorls in the sandalwood cabinet, individual threads of the Turkish rug, the way the blinds diffused the city lights into a gauzy orange glow. The aim was to see everything as if for the first time. That was the aim everywhere. All the time.

His breath was his anchor.

He veiled his eyes, neither open nor closed, turning the space around him dreamlike and vague, and there was no past and no future. He released the day – the four-hour drive from Las Vegas, the slashing knife, the drone of Hugh Walters’s voice in the elevator. Air-conditioning tickled the back of his neck. His forearm wound radiated a throbbing heat that was not entirely unpleasant.

His left shoulder, he realized, felt out of whack, and he relaxed it from its slight hunch, lowering it a few millimeters and feeling the muscle stretch. He aligned himself, flesh and thought, until he became the breath and only the breath, until the world was the breath and there was nothing else.

For some time he sat like this, lost to blissful stillness.

And then Evan was yanked out of his trancelike state on the Turkish rug. He blinked a few times, acclimating his eyes and reorienting himself. He realized what had jarred him from his meditation.

The black phone was ringing.
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3.

Broken Like Me

The ringing of the RoamZone phone seemed straightforward enough.

However.

The direct-inward-dial number itself, 1-855-2-﻿NOWHERE, originally acquired through a Bulgarian Voice over IP service, was set up so that calls were digitized and sent over the Internet through an encrypted virtual private network tunnel. The tunnel was routed through fifteen software virtual telephone switch destinations around the world to the Wi-Fi access point and VoIP adapter belonging to Joey Delarosa in apartment 19H across the street. From there it was popped back into the Internet via Verizon’s LTE network. If, by some miracle beyond miracles, the secret-handshake men ever traced the data stream to that point and stormed Joey’s place, Evan could watch the whole debacle from behind his lowered sunscreen.

After every significant contact, Evan rotated the phone service where he parked the number. Right now it was housed by a company in the Jiangsu province of China, a jurisdictional and logistical nightmare for any inquiring mind. The phone hooked seamlessly into the GSM network, functioned in 135 countries, and utilized prepaid vending-machine SIM cards that Evan crushed and replaced on a regular basis.

He rose, his bare feet tapping the polished concrete as he crossed to the kitchen counter.

He answered the phone as he always did. ‘Do you need my help?’

The voice came in on the faintest delay. ‘Are you … I mean, is this a joke?’

‘No.’

‘Wait. Just … wait.’ A young woman, late teens. Hispanic accent, maybe Salvadoran. ‘You’re real? I thought you was like … like some urban legend. A myth.’

‘I am.’

He waited. Heard breathing, faster than usual. This was common.

‘Look, I’m in trouble. I don’t have no time to screw around if … if …’ A choked-down sob. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Morena Aguilar.’

‘Where did you get this number?’

‘A black guy give it to me.’

‘Describe him.’

The First Commandment: Assume nothing.

‘He had a beard, all scruffly like, with some gray. And his arm was broke. In a sling.’

Clarence John-Baptiste. A meth gang took over his house in Chatsworth last fall, held him and his daughter captive. Clarence and his girl had not been treated gently.

‘Where do you live?’

She gave an address in Boyle Heights, East L.A., in the flats below the Los Angeles River. Lil East Side territory.

‘When should we meet?’ Evan asked.

‘I can’t … I don’t know.’

Again he waited.

‘Tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow in the middle of the day?’

‘Where can you meet?’

‘I ain’t got no car.’

‘Is it safe to meet at your residence?’ he asked.

‘Midday, yeah, it is.’

‘Noon, then.’

Noon was good. He would require three hours to sweep the surrounding blocks, to case the house, to check for digital transmitters and trace signatures of explosive materials. If this was a trap and he had to engage, he’d engage on his own terms.

The Ninth Commandment: Always play offense.

Later, in the Vault, Evan drank fresh chamomile tea as he ran Morena Aguilar through the databases.

Aside from hard-core terrorist intel, law-enforcement databases are by and large connected to the Internet. The vast majority of criminal and civil records can be accessed by any local police department’s patrol car with a mobile data terminal. This includes any Panasonic Toughbook laptop hooked to the dashboard of a basic LAPD cruiser. Each of those laptops talks directly to CLERS, CLETS, NCIC, CODIS and literally hundreds of other state and federal databases.

Once you crack a dashboard computer on a single cruiser, you can get your hands on Big Brother’s control board.

Evan wasn’t a master hacker by any stretch of the imagination, but he’d made his way unattended into various cruisers and uploaded a piece of reverse SSH code into their laptops, leaving a virtual back door open for himself.

Now, tucked in the hidden room, Evan cruised the information superhighway to his heart’s content, gathering particulars for tomorrow’s mission and sipping the last of his fragrant tea.

For the past forty-five minutes, Morena Aguilar had been sitting on the overturned recycle bin on the front porch of the dilapidated tract house, her hands wedged beneath her legs so her thin arms bowed outward. Her bare feet bounced nervously on the splintering wood, her knees jerking. Her dark hair was cinched back so hard that it conformed precisely to her skull before tumbling curly and wild from a rubber band. Darting eyes, ducked head, a hint of sweat sparkling at her temples.

Scared.

Parked past the intersection behind a rusting heap of an abandoned car, Evan scanned the street again through a detached rifle scope. On a patch of dead grass in the front yard across from Morena’s house, a teenage mom, also Latina, emerged with a diapered infant under her arm. She set him down to play in an aluminum-foil turkey pan filled with sand. The child looked to be mixed race, bright-green eyes offset against caramel skin. As he started digging in his makeshift sandbox, she lit up a Marlboro Red and blew a stream of smoke at the sky, scratching at a strawberry birthmark on the underside of her arm. She couldn’t have been older than eighteen, but her face was grim. A cell phone bulged her back pocket. Another teenage mom shoved a baby stroller up on to the dead lawn next to her. The first one flicked a cigarette up from the pack in offering. They didn’t speak. They just stood side by side, smoked, and watched the street. Two young women with nothing else to do.

Once Evan was convinced they were harmless, he lowered the scope, picked up a black metal briefcase, and got out of the truck.

As he approached, Morena saw him coming and rose, clutching one arm at the biceps. He stepped up on to the porch. The years were heavy on her face, stress lines and a hardness behind her pretty brown eyes. The smell of hair spray was strong.

‘I’m hawking reverse mortgages door-to-door,’ he said. ‘You’re not interested. Shake your head.’

She did.

‘I’m going to go around the block, loop through the backyard. Your rear door is unlocked. Please keep it that way. Now look annoyed and head inside.’

She banged through the screen door, and he stepped off the porch and kept on up the street.

Ten minutes later they were seated across from each other in torn lawn chairs in the tiny living room of the house. Evan faced the grease-stained front window. On the coffee table before him sat his locked black briefcase. If the combination was input incorrectly, it threw off eight hundred volts of electricity. It contained a voice-activated microphone, a pinhole lens and a wideband high-power jammer that squelched any surveillance devices.

And it held papers.

The stifling air stank of birds. A ragged parrot rustled in a cage in the square adjoining bedroom. The open door looked in on two mattresses on the floor, a dresser and cracked mirror and a battered trumpet case leaning against a long-disused fish tank.

‘Carrot, please!’ the parrot said. ‘Please! Please don’t!’

Over Morena’s shoulder Evan could see the street clearly, the two young mothers still smoking silently in the yard across from them. The baby’s wails grew audible, but neither mother made a move to comfort him.

Evan shifted on the chair, and at his movement Morena’s back went arrow straight. Perspiration spotted her shirt, a stiff button-up with a BENNY’S BURGERS decal and a peeling name tag. She made fists in the fabric of her polyester pants.

‘You’re nervous,’ he said. ‘That I’m here.’

She nodded quickly, and at once she looked like a kid again.

‘Do you know how to handle a gun?’

The pause drew out long enough that he wasn’t sure if she was going to respond.

‘I’ve shot some,’ she finally said, and he could tell she was lying. She blotted sweat from her hairline. Her plucked brows arched high, and an empty pierce hole dimpled her nose.

He removed his pistol from his hip holster, spun it around and offered it to her. She stared at it there on his palm.

The Wilson Combat 1911 high-end variant had been custom-built to Evan’s specs. Semiauto, eight rounds in a stainless-steel mag with number nine slotted in the chamber. Extended barrel, tuned with ramp-throat work for flawless feeding and threaded to receive a suppressor. The straight-eight sights were high-profile so that the suppressor, when screwed in, wouldn’t block them. Ambidextrous thumb safety, since he was a lefty. Grip safety on the back to ensure it couldn’t fire if not in hand. Aggressive front-frame checkering, eighteen lines per inch, and Specialized Simonich gunner grips so the gun grabbed him back when he fired. High-ride beavertail grip safety to prevent hammer bite on the thumb webbing. Matte black so it disappeared in shadow, giving no glint.

He gestured again for her to take the pistol. ‘Just while we talk. So you don’t have to be nervous.’

She lifted it gingerly from his hand, set it on the cushion beside her. When she exhaled, her shoulders lowered a bit.

‘I don’t … I don’t care about me no more. It’s her. Mi hermanita – my li’l sis, Carmen. Me, I been a screw-up from the beginning. But that kid? She never done a wrong thing in her life. She’s in school right now. And she’s good at it. She’s just eleven.’

Evan glanced over at that battered trumpet case in the bedroom, then back at Morena. ‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’ She took a gulp of air. Another lengthy pause. She seemed unaware of how long she let her silences go. She wasn’t sullen, but withdrawn.

‘My dad left when we was young. Mi mamá found out he died a few years ago. She … um, she passed away last year. She had the ovarian cancer. And then he came in. He took over the rent for our house. He keep us here in it.’

Across the street the baby cried and cried. One of the mothers reached out and grabbed the stroller, pushed it back and forth soothingly. ‘Carrot, please!’ the parrot squawked from the bedroom behind him. ‘Please! Please don’t!’

Evan focused on Morena. He did not want to ask any questions. He wanted her to have space to tell her story her way.

She tugged a cell phone from her snug pant pocket. ‘He gave me this. So he can text me whenever he want. I’m on call, right? But it’s okay. He only use me. Until now, I mean. My sister, she’s getting older. She’s almost out of time. He said she’s “coming mature.” ’ At this, Morena’s upper lip wrinkled. ‘He wanted to already, with her, the other night. I … distracted him. Like I know how. But he said next time … next time …’ She bit her lip to stop it from trembling. ‘You don’t understand.’

‘Help me understand.’

She just shook her head. Outside, tinny rap music announced a car’s approach. A guy sat in the rear of a flipped-open hatchback, holding a big-screen TV in place as his buddy drove. The car vanished, but it was a time longer before the sound faded.

‘Do you have anywhere to go?’ Evan asked.

‘My aunt. She in Vegas. But it don’t matter.’

‘Why doesn’t it matter?’

Morena leaned forward, suddenly fierce. ‘You don’t get it. He say if I take her anywhere, he’ll hunt us down. They have them databases now. He can find anyone. Anywhere.’ And just like that, the anger departed. She made a fist, pressed it to her trembling lips. ‘Calling you, it was stupid. Just don’t say nothing to no one. I’ll figure out something. I always do. Look, I gotta go to work.’

He knew that her shift didn’t start for two more hours and that the burger stand she worked at was only a seven-minute walk away. He remained sitting, and she made no move to exit.

She swayed a little. ‘I just don’t want …’ She blinked, and tears spilled down her smooth cheeks. ‘I just don’t want her to be all broken like me.’

She lifted a hand to wipe her cheeks, and he saw on her inner forearm what looked like an angry inoculation mark. But it couldn’t be, not given her age.

It was a brand.

Evan’s eyes shifted to the young mothers across the street. The first raised her cigarette to her mouth, and it struck him now that the strawberry birthmark wasn’t a birthmark at all. His gaze dropped to the arm of the other woman, pushing the stroller back and forth. Sure enough, a similar maroon splotch marred her skin in the same place.

Morena noticed his attention pull back to her, and she lowered her arm quickly, hiding the brand. But not before he’d registered the burned circle. About the size of a .40-caliber gun barrel.

Like, say, that of the Glock 22 that was standard issue for the LAPD.

He replayed Morena’s words: He can find anyone. Anywhere. The ultimate abuse of power. Human slavery right here in the open. Those girls across the street had on-call cell phones, too. And babies. He understood now the grimness of their faces, the hollowed-out resignation.

Morena rose to leave. She smoothed the front of her work shirt, then tilted her face back so no tears would spill. ‘Thanks for coming and all,’ she said, ‘but you don’t get it.’

‘I do now,’ Evan said.

She looked at him.

‘The whole street?’ he asked.

She sank back into her chair. ‘The whole block.’ Again her voice faltered. ‘I just don’t want him to get my little sister.’

Evan said, ‘You don’t have to worry about that anymore.’
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4.

I’ll Be Waiting

On his way home, Evan ran the circuit of his safe houses, checking up on them. He owned numerous properties spread throughout the area – a town house on the Westside, a cottage in the Valley, a ranch-style home in the crappy neighborhood beneath the LAX flight paths. He made sure the lawns were watered, junk mail cleared off the porches, lighting-control systems varied. The banal façades hid alternate vehicles, mission-essential equipment, weapon caches. Jack had always stressed the importance of maintaining multiple ‘loadouts,’ gear prepped for a grab-and-go.

After all, Evan never knew when he’d have to vanish. He held a place of honor on numerous most-wanted lists, but none that could be advertised. He had to be careful at airports, borders and embassies, though he’d been to an embassy only once in the past five years, and that was to neutralize a clerk who’d been a key player in a human-trafficking ring.

By the time Evan reached Castle Heights, the setting sun bathed the building’s side in an orange glow. He parked and headed through the lobby, passing a half dozen kombucha bottles floating in a tub of melted ice on the refreshment stand. Apparently the beverage initiative had not been the rousing success the HOA had hoped for.

In the seating area across from the door, the L.A. Times sports section rustled and dipped, Johnny Middleton’s face appearing above the top of the page. He was staking out the kombucha.

Evan sped up. The swish of nylon sweatpants accented Johnny’s slide off the cushioned chair. ‘Evan. Evan!’

Evan had no choice but to halt.

Johnny caught up. Clearly peeved, he glanced over at the forlorn beverage tub. When he looked back, a smug expression filled his round face. ‘You should really come by for a workout.’ He tapped the martial-arts logo on his sweat jacket, which showed two fists colliding. Innovative. ‘I can get you a free pass.’

Before Evan could respond, Johnny feinted at him with a jab.

The fist came in lazy and offline. Evan saw the angles with perfect clarity – a double-hand deflection, gooseneck the wrist, shatter the bone and rake the elbow tendons, then a chicken-wing arm control for the takedown, his knee crushing Johnny’s floating rib upon impact with the floor.

Instead he flinched slightly. ‘Not really my thing,’ he said.

‘Okay, chief,’ Johnny said, backing away, arms spread in a show of magnanimity. ‘Consider it an open offer.’

Evan walked over to the elevator and stepped inside when a tumult by the door to the garage drew his focus. Mia and Peter stumbled into view, their arms laden with grocery bags. Evan held the elevator for them while they shuffled inside, crowding him. As they ascended, he could barely make out Peter beneath the oversize shopping bags.

‘Need a hand?’ Evan asked.

‘We’re good, thanks,’ Mia said.

An iPhone rang somewhere on her person, the theme from Jaws. Kneeing apart the various items she was carrying, she fumbled for her purse. A plastic drugstore bag slid off her hand, and Evan caught it before it hit the floor. The phone stopped ringing, and Mia sighed with resignation, then began hoisting various bags back into position.

Evan became aware of Peter’s stare on the side of his face. Peter lowered his head, scrutinizing Evan’s ankle. Evan subtly tugged up his pant leg, a ta-da move to show off the sock. Move along. Nothing to see here.

The intense stare returned to Evan’s face.

‘Evan what?’ the boy asked.

‘Excuse me?’

‘What’s your last name?’

‘Smoak.’

‘Like from fire?’

‘But spelled different.’

‘What’s your middle name?’

‘Danger.’

‘Really?’

‘No.’

Nothing. And then the boy gave the faintest grin.

Mia looked away to hide her own smile.

The elevator dinged its arrival at the twelfth floor. ‘If you’re done giving Mr Danger the third degree …’ Mia said, mussing Peter’s hair and tugging him out after her.

Too late, Evan looked down, noticing Mia’s drugstore bag still twisting in his fingers. He reached for the doors as they bumped shut, and then he was riding up to the penthouse level with her belongings. Returning them would have to wait.

Tonight he had work to do.

He tossed Mia’s plastic bag on the kitchen counter and consulted the vodkas neatly arranged in the freezer, settling on the flask-shaped bottle of Jean-Marc XO. Made using four varieties of French wheat, the vodka was distilled nine times, then micro-oxygenated and charcoal-filtered. As he poured two fingers over ice, he noticed that a box of Band-Aids had partially slid out from Mia’s drugstore bag on to the counter. Muppet-themed, of course. The gaudy colors, so out of place against the gray slab and stainless steels, leapt out at Evan. He found something unsettling about the Day-Glo oranges and vibrant greens, though he could not put a name to the feeling.

He slid the box into the bag again and sipped his drink on his way back to the Vault. The vodka felt silky going down his throat, the texture of purity.

Morena Aguilar had armed him with two things: her on-call cell phone, now resting on the sheet-metal desk next to his trusty aloe vera plant, and a name.

Bill Chambers.

There was no scarcity of information on William S. Chambers of the LAPD. As a result of several big, well-timed busts, he’d worked his way up from patrolman to detective II, finally landing a spot in the coveted Gang and Narcotics Division four years ago. That explained how he’d managed to carve out his own little despotship in the middle of Lil East Side-controlled Boyle Heights. He was in an ideal position to do favors for the gangbangers if they helped him in turn. And so they left him to his concubinary of coerced girls, maybe even threw influence to protect him and guard the block he’d turned into his personal labor camp. Evan uncovered multiple Internal Affairs investigations, all of them hindered by misplaced evidence or about-faces by key witnesses. Next he searched the money. Chambers’s bank accounts showed multiple cash withdrawals and deposits just below the ten-thousand-dollar threshold for mandated bank reporting. Questionable activity. But not ironclad proof.

And the First Commandment demanded ironclad proof.

Evan picked up Morena’s on-call cell, a crappy plastic unit with a smudged screen, as light as a toy phone. It was a disposable model out of Mexico. When he thumbed up the text message history, he felt a sudden drop in the temperature of the Vault, a coolness at the back of his neck. A number of explicit texts from a recurring phone number contained sexual directives and instructions for Morena, some including photo references of clearly underage Latina girls in particular poses. He stared at the face of a child who couldn’t yet have been fourteen. Her features were leached of affect, the dead, red-rimmed eyes wholly detached from her body and what it was doing.

He traded the phone for his drink but found he’d lost his taste for vodka. Or anything else. Indignation burned, and he had to evoke the Fourth Commandment: Never make it personal.

In the years he’d been doing this, he’d never broken a Commandment, and he wasn’t willing to do so now.

Back to the databases with renewed energy. The phone number of the sender Evan sourced to a batch of prepaid phones bulk-sold to Costco last year. A simple bit of reverse-proxy code let him slip behind Costco’s firewall, and he checked data files at the store locations nearest Chambers’s home address. Nothing. Next he looked at several Costcos between Chambers’s house and various locations including Boyle Heights, finally ringing the cherries on a store en route to LAPD Headquarters. An account in the name of Sandy Chambers. The membership photo showed Bill’s wrecked shell of a wife, wan-faced and slight beneath the industrial lights, her shoulders hunched as if she were trying to fold in on herself and disappear. She’d managed a smile, but it looked separate from her face, something pasted on.

Starting several quarters back to coincide with the date that the batch of prepaid phones had shipped, Evan scanned Chambers’s purchase records. Cases of Heineken, Trojan condoms, deck furniture, jumbo food purchases, a digital camera. And there, seven disposable phones, bought 13 February along with a set of oven mitts and a pack of soft-bristle toothbrushes.

There was no denying that taken as a whole the facts had a certain heft to them, but the evidence could be configured a variety of ways, telling a variety of stories. When Evan got involved, there was a single outcome, and that outcome demanded certainty before the fact. He lifted his melted drink and wiped the condensation ring with his sleeve, leaving the desk surface spotless.

Morena
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