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For my readers,

all of whom conjure a unique story in their mind’s eye

from the words on the page.

Patrons and collaborators both.





To be alive is to be in trouble.

– Jordan Peterson

It is horrible to be a human being.

– Marshall Herskovitz

A friend’s a person who’s right when they tell you you’re wrong.

– Tommy Stojack






Prologue Meet-Cute

Fifteen Years Ago

Tommy Stojack.

The guy’s name is everywhere, a hushed referral at an ammo trade stall, a proper noun rising above the buzz at the Green Beret Foundation booth, a fleck of sea-foam shot from the swirls and eddies of the churning crowd on the convention floor. It is a secret handshake, a dropped name to prove bona fides, a password to a private club.

Depending on which snippet of conversation is trustworthy, Stojack either gunsmithed at the local police range, or he ran the veterans’ parade, or he demilitarized obsolete and surplus munitions at the Hawthorne Army Depot, or he’d bare-assed the Ward 5 councilman at last year’s city meeting for cutting survivor benefits for the spouses of firefighters. The valets joke about Stojack’s filthy rig, and the bartenders compare notes on his generous tips.

Evan does not know the man nor has he come here looking for him, but his situational awareness demands that he take notice. He’s been trained to read the street wherever he goes, to assemble unofficial dominance hierarchies in his mind – which warlord oversees which zone of rubbled mountainside, which bureaucrat requires a palmed-off wad of yuan in a well-appointed consulate office, which oligarch demands more elbow room in which forgotten corner of Eastern Europe.

Muscle memory pounded into his cells from the age of twelve, when Evan had been taken from a foster home and ensconced in the dark arts of the Orphan Program, a full black operation buried so far beneath the DoD that its protocols never glimpsed the light of day.

A throwaway child brought to the water’s edge of his American promise, a promise that receded from him when he bent to it, a promise that is his to uphold, if not for himself then for others.

Like the other products of the Program, Evan had been a clean asset with no familial or community entanglements. Any record of his brief pitiful existence had been wiped from the databases. His face was unknown, his biometrics uncaptured. As the twenty-fourth recruit, he’d been assigned the matching letter of the alphabet for his operational alias.

X.

It was stamped on him, his alias, the cruel power of his own nothingness. Two bloody strokes against oblivion, the awesome, awful power to obliterate.

They’d turned him into an expendable human weapon deployed around the globe to complete missions unsanctioned under US or international law. If caught, tortured, or killed, he would be neither claimed nor missed.

His mind is a treasure map of buried bodies, verboten knowledge sufficiently radioactive to overthrow administrations and unleash wars. Which makes him all the more dangerous to the Powers That Be since he’d fled the Program, slipped off the radar, and rebooted himself on the left coast under a new alias as an importer of industrial cleaning supplies. A great number of powerful men would sleep more soundly in a great number of soft beds could they ensure that Evan joined the legion of corpses he’d put six feet under.

They’d already executed Jack Johns, the handler and father figure who’d raised Evan from the age of twelve, training him in isolation aside from myriad subject-matter experts brought in to augment his instruction. Jack had been the first person to treat Evan as if he had inherent worth, a dizzying concept that even now as a young man Evan struggles to embrace.

Early on, Jack had told him that the hard part wouldn’t be making him a killer. The hard part would be keeping him human.

Turned out the hardest part was to contain both warring directives inside one person.

Recently Evan had chosen to disappear from his countless enemies by hiding in plain sight, tucking into a penthouse lair in a residential tower on Los Angeles’s Wilshire Corridor. Step by step he’d been surreptitiously hardening his sanctuary – replacing the windowpanes and sliding glass doors with bullet-resistant Lexan, upgrading the Sheetrock to five and eight-tenths commercial grade, hiding a steel fire core in his front door beneath wooden laminate matching the other residences. Wanting further protection from snipers, explosives, and prying eyes, he’d been seeking some sort of discreet-armor shades for his windows and glass sliders. That’s what had brought him here to the SHOT Show, the world’s biggest trade exhibit for firearm manufacturers and aficionados of tactical products.

The second floor of the Las Vegas Sands Expo and Convention Center is where most of the action is. Partitioned into conference rooms, exhibit spaces, and booths, it features cutting-edge law-enforcement and military gear alongside the most ridiculous shit on earth.

Spray-on thermal camouflage. A brassiere holster designed to nestle an inverted pistol between the breasts. Kevlar inserts for school backpacks. Exoskeleton therapy machines. Sniper cartridges machined into bottle openers. Concealed-carry leggings for women. Challenge coins of every unit and branch of service. Mylar-coated tents. Key chains and bumper stickers and beverage coasters.

Not a beer coozie lacked a logo.

Evan moves anonymously among the sixty thousand attendees. Surveillance cameras, Las Vegas Metro, and other eagle eyes are on the lookout for Chinese spies, Turkish peddlers of subpar ordnance, and entrepreneurs willing to bend FARA regs past the breaking point.

To thwart facial recognition he’d mashed dental wax around his molars, which gives him a movie-star jaw that makes him – amusingly – better-looking than he is and pleases him in an odd way he finds mildly confusing. He is easily overlooked, average size, average build, not too handsome, and he is dressed to blend in further. Worn blue jeans, olive-drab jacket, desert-tan combat boots. He’d infused a sloppy smoker’s stench into his outfit with the ceremonious wagging of a cigarette. John Deere cap slung low, the white netting yellowed by last night’s application of olive oil, several spins in the microwave, and a dusting of sand taken from outside this morning’s breakfast-burrito joint, a crooked shanty that had likely since collapsed.

Testosterone hangs musk-heavy in the air. There are cargo shorts and Oakley Blades, drugstore perfume and décolletages aplenty. The big draws are Marine Gunnery Sergeant R. Lee Ermey at the Glock booth; Duane Dwyer talking chisel pike blades, karambit knives, and Zen Buddhism; and celebrity booth babes over at Dillon Aero autographing calendars featuring twelve months of provocative poses and pistol clutching.

Grabbing a bottled water from a vending machine, Evan pauses near an overladen table to take a few sips. His elbow knocks over a sturdy police boot of suede leather and nylon. He picks up the boot, gives it a flex. Stitched heel and toe, rustproof hardware, nonmarking rubber. He notes the name.

Original S.W.A.T.

Continuing on to various vendor booths, Evan makes inquiries about discreet-armor window shades, but the pickings are slim. He receives a special invitation to a conference room on the third floor, but the only offerings there are knockoff habergeon silliness out of Bangalore and aluminum idiocy better suited to Renaissance cosplay than mil-grade defense.

As he withdraws, he hears a two-pack-a-day voice floating out of an adjacent conference room: ‘– swear to Christ amen, you lot are rock-chewing stupid. Who in the good Lord’s name puts a Pic rail foregrip on a cut-down Kalashnikov twelve-gauge? It’ll cheese-grate the flesh right off yer dickskinners.’

Passing the doorway, Evan slows to peer inside. He catches a glimpse of a hefty man in a beat-to-shit red trucker cap facing away, cocked back in a chair at the head of the conference table, boots of aforenoted Original S.W.A.T. make propped up on the surface. The man’s quarter profile shows a sun-beaten cheek pouched with chewing tobacco and a downstroke of what looks like a biker’s mustache. Arrayed around the table, a half dozen suits from a gun manufacturer stare at the man with submissive chagrin. The decaled espresso demitasses before them look all the more delicate contrasted with the thirty-two-ounce paper cup with coffee bleeding through at the seams set beside those sturdy Original S.W.A.T.s.

Before Evan can hear more, someone heels the door shut.

That name again.

Tommy Stojack.

Evan hears it this evening as the punch line of a bar story told through a smoker’s laugh. And not three minutes later on the lips of a middle-aged woman wearing swaths of too-broad aquamarine eye mascara, whispering in a manner that suggests carnal knowledge. The guy is low-profile, hard to spot, just like Evan. But unlike Evan, he is woven into the fabric of a community in a way that Evan finds perplexing and intriguing.

Evan sips an insufficiently shaken Grey Goose martini at the cocktail lounge of the newly constructed Palazzo next door to the convention center. The couple beside him are having a meet-cute over a spilled Amaretto sour, a beverage sufficiently cloying in its liqueur-and-simple-syrup stickiness to double as a tool for enhanced interrogation.

The marzipan smell is making his nasal passages throb, so he leaves his barely touched drink and a hundred-dollar bill on the bar and takes a long, circuitous route toward his room. The Third Commandment, pounded into his head by Jack: Master your surroundings. He notes the location of the cameras overhead and searches out alternate means of egress – a swinging door to a restaurant kitchen, a service elevator, a side door between the Grand Canal Shoppes that lets out onto an alley.

As he starts to withdraw from his quick check of the alley, a commotion near the loading docks at the far end catches his attention. A man wearing a chef apron drags a little girl toward a parked car in which a woman in a housekeeping uniform waits angrily. He is shouting at the woman in Spanish as he approaches, gesticulating angrily, and she is shouting right back at him. From what Evan can hear, he gleans it is a custody handoff. The father tugs his daughter like a rolling piece of luggage; she stumbles alongside him blankly in her Frida Kahlo crown braids, stained Disney princess gown, and scuffed sandals.

She clutches a stuffed-animal elephant, ragged gray with a striped blue shirt and red bow tie – a business-casual pachyderm.

When the father jerks the girl up to shove her into the car seat, the stuffed elephant falls into a puddle. He and the mother are too busy screaming at each other to take note.

Though the girl can’t be older than three, she secures her own chest buckle and then stares longingly through the half-rolled-down window at the fallen elephant beyond. Soaking up water on the asphalt, it looks woefully postapocalyptic.

In the threshold of the doorway, Evan hesitates a moment longer, watching.

The parents keep bickering but he senses the argument contains more bitter exhaustion than threat.

The girl doesn’t cry and her expression remains blank but she reaches her hand out the window toward her stuffed elephant, fingers splayed.

A movement by the loading dock draws Evan’s focus. A broad guy emerges from the shadows. He is spry on his legs but his gait shows hints of damage in the knees and hips, a waiting arthritic future.

Unseen, he ambles over and picks up the stuffed elephant. Evan can’t make him out clearly, not from this distance, but he can see a biker’s mustache and catches a glimpse of hound-dog eyes beneath the ragged brim of a trucker’s cap.

The man hands the stuffed elephant to the girl through the rear window, musses her hair, and withdraws into the darkness from which he’d emerged.

Locked in their feud, the parents don’t even notice.

The next morning is range day, where Evan hopes to suss out a new supplier of custom 1911s. He doesn’t get five strides in when he spots a guy with media credentials firing a full-auto 5.56 with one hand while filming himself with a selfie stick in the other.

He exfils immediately.

Back at the convention center, he resumes his search for discreet window armoring. Threading up the broad central aisle of the Sands Expo ballroom, he takes in the sundry tactical offerings.

A guy decked out in an army Fifth Group beret-flash T-shirt sits in a large exhibitor booth. A snazzy presentation video on a suspended flat-screen behind him shows a computer-rendered simulation of the seemingly impossible – a .50-cal sniper round with embedded reconnaissance capabilities. Fire a shot over a target and the round itself records telemetry, land contours, temperature, wind speed, and air density, and then feeds them back to an encrypted militarized tablet.

‘Think of the private-sector applications,’ the guy is saying. He has late-stage Elvis’s gut with none of the latent grace. ‘We’re open to series-A-round investments now, slugs of twenty-five kay.’ He wears a sheathed Yarborough combat field knife adhered to his belt and a name tag identifying him as ROBBIE OLSON. ‘The tech’s only a few years out. We’re talking a ten-, twenty-ex ROI at least.’

As would-be investors crowd in, Evan eases away across the aisle. Before a smaller group, a grizzled vet in an Eighty-Second Airborne shadow cap is showing off a lightweight collared long-sleeved shirt. The shirt has show buttons atop hidden magnetic ones that part without hesitation when you go for your holster, allowing you to draw straight through your shirt. He has the move down well, part frontier gunslinger, part carnival barker. Tucked into the side of the stall, Evan watches a few times, running mental calculations. The magnetic buttons would be useful, giving him an extra eighth of a second on the draw. In his world, an extra eighth of a second means he gets to keep more of his blood inside his body. He notes the shirt’s make and designer, vowing to return when the line dies down.

An eruption back at the big exhibitor booth draws his focus. A military-aged woman wearing a black headscarf with a red flower is jabbing a finger at the screen and shouting in heavily accented English at Olson, the portly guy from Fifth Special Forces. ‘This was mine,’ she says. ‘This was my idea.’

‘I told you yesterday, I’m doing business here,’ Olson says. ‘This is how capitalism works in the civilized world.’

‘I understand how capitalism works. And engineering – better than you do.’

‘Yeah? Where’s someone like you learn engineering?’

‘I studied at Erbil Polytechnic –’

‘Erbil Polytechnic?’ A braying laugh. ‘You’re a regular Bill Gates then, huh? Look, consider your sweet ass lucky to be here on a special immigrant visa instead of cowering beneath a heap of rubble back in Buttfuckistan. SIVs are a privilege. They can be revoked. One phone call.’ He snaps his fingers. ‘Don’t poke a sleeping eagle, little girl.’

‘You stole from me. The telemetry algorithms. The whole idea.’

‘How’m I gonna steal anything from you? I barely remember you.’ Olson makes eyes at the crowd. ‘Some third-rate translator.’

‘Not just a translator.’ Her eyes are on fire, her cheeks flushed, and finally Evan places the accent as Kurdish. ‘A warrior.’ She turns to the onlookers. ‘I fought by his side.’

Enduring in the battle zone between Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq, the Kurds are as tough as any people Evan has encountered. American foreign-policy jackals had been spurring them to conflict against whichever neighbor they deemed inconvenient, arming them in proxy wars and pledging alliances they never backed up when the time came to honor them. The Kurds had been betrayed by America at nearly every turn – seven times in the past hundred years. Not by the quiet professionals in BDUs but by orders initiating from the five-sided building in Arlington. There was an old Kurdish proverb Evan related to all too well: No friends but the mountains.

He had seen the rot in the military-industrial complex from the inside, up close enough to know the Kurds were still being used every bit as roughly as he and his fellow Orphans had been. He feels the sting of his own complicity as a cog in the wheel of empire, of the blind adamance of his own youth, of the blood he’s spilled in the name of causes he does not understand. Still he musters hope that the best and the brightest will do right by the Kurds whenever the time comes for the United States to withdraw from Iraq and Afghanistan.

The conflagration at the exhibit booth rages, the woman now talking to the crowd as well: ‘When ISIS was stealing stolen oil from the fields of northern Iraq? We were the ones shooting armor-piercing incendiary rounds from .50-cal Barretts to light up their tankers.’ She gestures at Olson. ‘While these sagbabs were back in the green zone soaking their pedicures.’

Olson is on his feet, leaning over the table, jabbing a finger at her. ‘You’d best get the hell out of my sight. You don’t question a Green Beret’s honor on his own land.’

A ripple of hostility moves through the throng, a few men nodding in agreement. A familiar red trucker’s hat pokes up into view at the back of the group, but an instant later it is gone.

The woman’s face is set with calm fury, her gaze locked on the man. She refuses to step back. Evan eases close enough to hear her say, ‘Hezar heval jî hindik in. Yek dijmin pir e.’

She turns and walks away, her expression holding strong, but Evan catches a glimpse of the shaken young woman beneath the surface. In a rare flash of empathy, he can see that she feels demeaned. Treated like an expendable thing. That flicker behind her face finds resonance with a part of him long- and deep-buried, a part he’s walled off under muscle and callus because he is too weak to have done otherwise.

The crowd parts for her, giving her a wide berth, several folks still glaring.

‘The hell’s that gibberish she’s babbling?’ Olson says.

As Evan floats past the table searching for that trucker’s cap, he translates in a low voice: ‘“A thousand friends are too few. One enemy is too many.”’

‘A threat?’ Olson says. ‘That bitch threatened me.’

‘Oh, calm yourself, Robbie,’ someone says as Evan moves away.

‘Fuck you, calm down. She comes in here lying about me, showing me up in front of my clientele.’

Olson is still ranting when Evan turns the corner and gazes across the breadth of the second floor, still trying to spot the man in the trucker cap.

Currents of people sweep past him in both directions. The floor is packed; footfall and voices and laughter echo off the tall ceiling, the convention center seething with life and movement, a carbonated fizz.

A sharp voice cuts through the commotion behind him – ‘warned you not to stir the pot’ – and he whirls in time to see Olson slam into the Kurdish woman from the side, banging her into the crash bar of a metal door and propelling her into a back hallway.

It is no more than a blip, the passersby still passing by.

Evan walked the rear halls yesterday. He knows them to have spotty surveillance cameras. And he knows that’s why Olson had pressed her into that corridor, removing her from view.

Evan is hustling, moving fast enough to catch the door before it swings shut.

He slips silently into a wide corridor crowded with shipping cartons, empty weapon containers, a few haphazardly parked forklifts.

The conflict has moved about fifteen meters down the hall, Olson and the woman partially in view squaring off between two pallets stacked high with crated gun racks. Olson grips the woman by the wrist, flinging her against the wall. As she wrenches her arm free, he cuffs her with an open palm.

A grown-man slap with grown-man weight behind it snaps her head to one side, knocking the headscarf askew. As Evan runs toward them, the woman drives into Olson with a knee in the crotch, slamming him into a pallet. Several of the heavy crates spill, crashing thunderously to the floor. As the gun racks topple, they reveal another man beyond, approaching quickly from the opposite end of the hallway. Just a silhouette, but Evan recognizes the gait and the red trucker cap at once.

Olson howls, shoving himself off the crumbled tower of crates and ripping from his sheath the combat knife, which he holds in an expert forward grip.

Evan is still eight and a half strides away from the fight, the man in the trucker cap farther than that on the other side and moving slower.

Olson lunges at the woman’s throat, a skilled thrust that leaves little but the blade to grasp.

Five strides out, Evan braces himself for bloodletting, and then the woman’s hands move in a skilled parry and then the knife is out of Olson’s hand and spinning around and then it is embedded at an upward tilt between his ribs at the dead center of his torso and he is standing stock-still and shocked and already dead though his brain doesn’t know it yet.

He slides diagonally to the floor, legs limp, torso flopping, head smacking tile.

No movement.

Evan comes to a halt behind the woman.

The man in the trucker cap stops behind Robbie Olson’s corpse.

They stare at each other.

The first clear look Evan gets of the man. Sagging eyes held in textured pouches. Biker’s mustache touched with gray. T-shirt featuring a bald eagle clutching Old Glory in its talons. Left forefinger blown off at the first knuckle. A combat veteran’s face, a face that has seen things not easy to see but has come through still capable of holding emotion.

The woman is breathing hard. She looks at her hands as if they’ve betrayed her. Her pleading eyes go to the other man, standing protectively over Robbie Olson’s body, and then they find Evan. ‘You saw. You saw he tried to kill me.’

The hallway is tinged with Lysol, axle grease, sweat turned acrid by panic, and exposed organ meat.

It is a serious smell.

It is a serious situation.

‘What’s your name?’ Evan says.

‘Deijly. I am here on a visa. For my service. I am not American. They will not believe me. No one will believe me.’ She fights down a tremor in her voice. ‘Will you help me?’

Before Evan can respond the door bangs open behind him and two uniforms from Vegas Metro trot over. In the lead is a young kid with a blond starter mustache.

‘The hell was that crash? Sounded like someone touched off a Bouncing Betty in here. You’d better –’

He comes around the fallen crates, spots the body, and freezes.

His partner takes his side, thumbs hooked through his belt loops. He has a seen-it-all face aged up with crow’s-feet and graying sideburns. His name tag reads CARR.

‘The hell,’ the younger cop, ID’d as MCCLOSKEY, says. ‘The hell went down here?’

Deijly makes a small noise at the back of her throat. The air conditioner hums overhead. Sounds from the convention floor wash through the walls at them.

They all look at one another, a Mexican standoff without the benefit of any Mexicans.

Evan breaks the relative silence: ‘Guy was showing off his flashy edged-weapon moves with a Yarborough combat knife. Tripped on the edge of the pallet there, went down with the crates, and impaled himself.’

A long silence. McCloskey sucks his teeth. Carr blinks and blinks again. Both cops’ gazes shift simultaneously to the man in the trucker hat.

Evan follows their stare. Deijly keeps her eyes lowered, afraid to look up, her heartbeat showing as a faint flutter at the hollow of her throat.

The man’s eyes are unreadable. He looks down at the corpse, rolls his lips, making that mustache dance. He smells of tobacco, coffee, and cigarette smoke.

The silence lasts maybe five full seconds but feels a great deal longer than that.

Then the man sighs. ‘I go back with Robbie Olson forever and a day, but we all know that boy’s corn bread ain’t done in the middle.’

McCloskey clears his throat. ‘You’re telling me that he tripped and fell exactly so? I mean, forensically, that angle of entry indicates –’

‘“Forensically”? “Angle of entry”? Son, you’re talking chicken to Colonel Sanders. How many knife fights you been in?’

‘Uh, I’m not saying –’

The man points at McCloskey with the stub of the finger severed at the knuckle. ‘I ain’t big on stupid, McCloskey. I knew your old man back before he knew how to field-strip a .45. So let’s not start dick jousting, not when you’re bringing a pencil to a bazooka fight. Robbie Olson played Enter the Dragon to impress the young lady here and Darwin had something to say about it.’

Carr covers his smile with a fist, gives a faint cough. Deijly doesn’t move, doesn’t lift her gaze, but Evan hears the soft hiss of an exhalation through her teeth.

‘Now let Carr here teach you how to handle an accidental death,’ the man says. ‘Same as I taught him when he was fresh outta the academy.’

McCloskey looks at Carr.

Carr gives an amiable shrug. ‘You heard the man.’

‘Okay,’ McCloskey says. ‘I’ll need to take statements from everyone present for –’

‘They don’t need to give statements. I just did. You want a character reference from your captain?’ The man pulls a barely intact flip phone from his pocket and wags it. It looks like it might disintegrate. ‘He’s at his boy’s high-school graduation today but if he don’t answer, I’m happy to call the missus to pull him out by the ear.’

McCloskey looks down at his polished boots. ‘No, sir. That won’t be necessary. Of course I trust your word and your … your experience. I didn’t mean to imply –’

‘Don’t bother with all that,’ the man says. ‘I’m immune to charisma.’ He squats beside Olson’s sprawled form and rests a hand on the corpse with surprising gentleness. Evan is caught off guard seeing his baby-blue eyes mist. ‘Goddamn it, Robbie, you fool,’ he says, quietly. ‘It was your own damn fault. Your own damn fault.’ He bridges his eyes with his thumb and that stub of a forefinger for a moment and when he lowers his hand, his eyes are deep with grief. ‘How the hell am I gonna break this to June Lynn?’ He looks up at Carr, gives a snap of his head. ‘You know where to find me when you need me.’

Carr taps his forehead with two fingers, an affectionate salute.

The man in the trucker cap turns to the woman. ‘Ms Deijly,’ he says, with perfect pronunciation, ‘I’m sorry you had to witness that.’ He proffers an elbow, and she takes his arm with a trembling hand. At her side, he escorts her out like a gentleman.

Evan nods at the officers and follows.

They move past a few more pallets and forklifts and step through an outer door into an empty alley wide enough to be a street. The sun lays itself across their shoulders, locking their shadows underfoot.

‘Thank you,’ Deijly says, her voice hoarse. ‘Thank you both.’

The man nods. ‘What kinda fool picks a fight with a Kurd?’

She smiles but it is fleeting. She rubs the back of her neck.

‘You okay?’ Evan asks.

‘Fine. What do you say? “Dinged my bell”?’

‘Close enough,’ Tommy says.

‘And I hit my hip pretty hard.’ She rubs her thigh, pauses at the feel of something, then reaches into her pocket.

She pulls out a challenge coin broken in two from the force of her hip striking the wall. The halves glitter in her palm.

The top half reads: NO GREATER FRIEND.

The bottom: NO WORSE ENEMY.

Two raised ledges had once intersected at ninety degrees, dividing the coin into quadrants, but the metal disk has snapped horizontally, leaving a V to embrace the upper words and a caret angled down like a lampshade across the lower phrase.

‘From my time in the fight.’ She peers down at the pieces thoughtfully. ‘I want you two to have it.’

She hands a half-moon to each of them, the pewter interior showing at the rough edge.

Gifting a token from her elite military unit is a show of great respect, and Evan and the man in the trucker hat receive the gesture as such.

She hugs the other man quickly and then gives Evan a peck on the cheek. ‘Sometimes help is where you least expect it.’

She walks away.

Evan and the man watch her go. She does not look back. Reaching the end of the alley, she turns out of sight.

The man shifts chewing tobacco around in his cheek and spits a brown stream through the gap in his front teeth. ‘I had McCloskey’s asshole knitting a sweater back there.’ When he grins, his eyes gleam. ‘He’s an okay kid. He’ll be all right.’ He produces a card from a cargo pocket, offers it to Evan. ‘Never know when you might need a friend.’

The jagged piece of metal is heavy in Evan’s hand: NO WORSE ENEMY.

‘I don’t have friends,’ Evan says.

‘Well, lookee here. The first true lone wolf ever to walk God’s green earth.’ He shoves his card into the pocket of Evan’s jacket. ‘Why don’t you keep it for when you’re stuck and need to make bail. What’s your name, young man?’

‘Evan.’

‘Evan what?’

‘Just Evan.’

‘Ain’t you fancy. One name, like Madonna and Elmo.’ A wink. ‘Heard you were having some trouble locating armored shades worth a damn thing.’

‘How’d you hear that?’

Those hound-dog eyes twinkle again. ‘Never know who’s who in the zoo.’ He starts up the alley and Evan holds pace at his side. ‘The chain mail here at SHOT Show’s about as useful as tits on a bull. I got a vendor outta Scandinavia, weaves sheets of it, tiny interlocking rings of unobtainium. Hell, you can even order it in harvest gold or avocado green.’

Evan’s nose wrinkles at the thought.

‘Or periwinkle. We’ll get you hooked up, son.’ The man slings his arm across Evan’s shoulders, an easy, affable gesture. No one has done anything like that to Evan since his foster-home days and even then rarely. Evan suppresses his instinct to underhook the arm, gable the shoulder, take the man to the ground. ‘Bet we could square you away on some hardware, too. You look like a 1911 man, that right?’

Evan feels … What is it he feels?

Warmth?

He pulls away, turns to face the man. He tells himself to proffer his open palm and then he does.

The man shakes with his intact hand. ‘Tommy Stojack.’

His palm is as callused as Evan expected.

Side by side, they keep on up the alley, a wide stripe of sunlight illuminating the way.

‘Like the gunrunner said, “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful …”’ Tommy pauses, spits another stream of brown juice. ‘Well, whatever the hell you wanna call it is just fine by me.’




1. What Tommy Had Done

Fifteen Years Later

Tommy Stojack had supplied weapons to a psychopathic female assassin called the Wolf.

That’s what Tommy had done.

The Wolf had been at the center of Evan’s last mission. The Wolf had attempted to kill Evan with a .357 Magnum revolver and a Savage 110 sniper rifle and an SUV with an unyielding front bumper. She had shot a father in the head in his own home and had tried and tried again to put a sniper round through the critical mass of his orphaned seventeen-year-old daughter after failing to garrote her with a zip tie. Through all of that and more, the Wolf had been armed by Tommy.

That’s what Tommy had done.

The man who’d coaxed into Evan’s stone-hardened heart the first faint heartbeat of trust since Jack Johns had plucked him from that desolate rest stop on the side of the highway in Evan’s twelfth year.

The man who’d shone a ray of friendship into Evan’s shadow-eclipsed soul.

The man with whom Evan had walked the past decade and a half at some distance but together, who’d manufactured his guns and field-tested his weapons and provided crotchety remote backup on his missions.

A dead father. An orphaned seventeen-year-old. A betrayal of what Evan had thought was a shared code.

That’s what Tommy had fucking done.

Since Evan had deserted the Orphan Program, he had operated as the Nowhere Man, a pro bono assassin devoted to helping the powerless and terrorized. There’d been precisely one person he’d been able to count on for the entirety of that time.

Not anymore.

At the moment it was less than helpful for these thoughts to be cycling through Evan’s head with white-hot OCD compulsion. Not when he was nestled into bushes outside a heavily armed Hancock Park house nearly big enough to be called a mansion, his face darkened from a loam paint stick, superglue glazing his fingertips to obscure prints, suppressed matte-black ARES 1911 in hand.

This was not the time to be musing about Tommy. Or the weapons he’d supplied to the Wolf. Or the purpling face of Jayla Hill, the seventeen-year-old Evan had held in his arms as she’d gasped for breath. Or the slit through Jayla’s trachea, the splatter of blood across her face. Or the fact that his own supposed friend had indirectly broken the Eighth Commandment: Never kill a kid, and directly violated the Tenth: Never let an innocent die.

Evan had already scaled the spiked wrought-iron gate and waited now, tucked into the shrubbery, twenty-four meters off the front of the unlit house-mansion, twenty-three if the Angeleno darkness was screwing with his internal range finder. Night blooming jasmine perfumed the air and as anyone familiar with night-blooming jasmine understood, ‘perfumed’ wasn’t too fancy a word for it.

A crunch of movement issued from the blackness of the wraparound front porch. Evan thumbed off the ambidextrous safety, but he couldn’t make out the source and couldn’t risk reaching for his night-vision headset. Three hours ago, as dusk had filtered into nightfall, he’d surveilled the property from atop a telephone pole one long block over. He noted the movements of each of the four hired guns – which one walked with a shuffle of the left foot, which one took smoke breaks every quarter hour, which one scratched at his dandruff, which one was close protection. For obvious reasons, Stavros’s house-mansion was under extra-heavy security tonight.

Evan’s brain clicked back to Tommy. Certainly Evan had other associates with shady intentions and deadly intent. But they’d never crossed his missions. People had been murdered on Evan’s watch with Tommy’s weapons. Was he supposed to just forget that? Was he supposed to make this the only time in his life he didn’t trace a threat to its source and uproot it? If he allowed a crack in his code, he had no idea what else might leak through, widen the gap, and surge into a torrent.

The snick of a match on the porch.

Evan waited.

The flame flared and rose.

A glimpse of a downbent face, the crackle of a cigarette breathed to life.

Then just the cherry floating in total darkness five feet and eleven inches off the ground.

Evan lined the high-profile tritium Straight Eight sights ten inches below – pfft pfft – and the cigarette twirled away in a streak of sparks, and then came the pleasing sound of crumpling meat and laundry hitting wooden planks.

He rolled from cover, tucking up against one of the porch columns, a fluted Ionic monstrosity befitting the home of a shipping magnate with deep syndicate connections and delusions of Old Country grandeur. A slight lean gave Evan a decent vantage of the bowed balcony rails directly above.

On the last mission, Evan had saved Jayla Hill despite Tommy’s best hardware and the Wolf’s best efforts. Every time he finished a mission, he asked the person he’d just helped to find someone else in dire straits and to pass on the number to his encrypted phone: 1–855–2-NOWHERE.

That helped his clients transform from victim to rescuer.

In less than two weeks, Jayla had identified his next Nowhere Man mission. On a follow-up visit to her otolaryngologist at Cedars, she’d come across a distraught woman, Neva Alonso, surrounded by police officers in the lobby of the pediatric ward. Neva had been hysterical, barely able to render a report.

Jayla had waited, followed the woman home, earned her trust, and passed on the secret phone number.

So here he was.

Fully operational, in the red-hot center of a mission, and yet his mind remained stubbornly fixated on Tommy. These past weeks, Evan had forgone comms with his former friend and ally, performing his own weapon checks, oiling his Strider knife, cleaning his pistols, running bore brushes down his shotgun barrels. Though he field-tested his magazines regularly, it was time for a fresh batch, but he’d put off heading to Tommy’s armorer den in Las Vegas to pick them up.

He’d been avoiding Tommy’s face, knowing the unspoken conflict between them would ignite when they next squared off. Evan had countless skills for countless varieties of conflict and clashes, but with – what was it? intimacy? – in the mix, he was unsure.

Or afraid?

Afraid of what?

Of how he might feel?

How ridiculous was that?

From above came a creak of decking and then the scritch-scritch of the dandruffed guard. A shadow moved into view, the guard resting his hands on the railing, and Evan leaned out farther from the preposterous Greek column and fired upward.

Against the faint backlighting of the stars, he saw a spray leap toward heaven. A grunt, a topple, and then the guard piledrived into the hydrangeas by Evan’s feet.

At some stage of the last mission, Tommy had known that his hardware was putting Evan’s clients at risk, that his specialized weapons had even been used in multiple attempts to kill Evan.

And he hadn’t spoken up.

That was a declaration of war by omission, wasn’t it?

Evan was inside the house-mansion now, having used a diamond pick to make the spool pins of the front-door lock dance into alignment. Instead of a foyer, there was a gallery lined with resin sculptures of Greek gods, Poseidon featured most prominently as befitted the owner’s profession and ego.

Evan had just drifted inside; he hadn’t checked corners.

He did so now, a full two seconds too late.

This level of distraction was untenable. It put the current mission in jeopardy of failing.

Dark of face, firm of grip, he drifted through the gallery, the gods flanking his progress from either side.

Stavros would be awake and waiting.

Tonight was his big night.

Two guards remained, one tall and slender, the other tall and as wide as a deep freezer.

Evan heard footfall in the adjoining hall, the padding of boots. Radio silence of the first two guards must have drawn notice. The steps were inconsistent, one crisp, one shushing across the Thassos marble in a slight limp. The slender guard, then.

If Tommy had in fact declared war by omission, that had to be answered, didn’t it? Evan had to confront him no matter what emotional complications that might produce.

In the middle of the gallery, he struck a flawless isosceles stance, raised his ARES, and waited for the lanky guard to limp into his sights. A few more steps and he surged into view, his head framed beautifully by Hades’ two-pronged staff. Evan took a micro-moment to appreciate the Jungian synchronicity of dispatching a man by shooting him through the bident of the god of the underworld. Then he exhaled smoothly and pressed the trigger – pfft.

Moving swiftly now, Evan swept past the guard as he was still falling, dumping another two rounds into his chest – pfft pfft – for good measure.

Six rounds burned. The ARES held eight in the mag and one in the chamber. Evan had Stavros and the deep-freezer guard left. Stavros would be easy given his state, but the big man’s muscle mass would eat up rounds. While the 1911 had decent stopping power, Evan couldn’t let his luck ride on three bullets.

His Original S.W.A.T.s skimmed silently across the marble. Hustling up the next hall, he extracted a full backup mag from the concealed pocket at his right hip, lifted it adjacent to the still-loaded partial mag, and ejected the partial into his waiting palm.

It snagged on the lip of the well.

A slight hitch on the drop, which from feel and habit he guessed was caused by a tiny burr lifted from the top right corner of the magazine tube between the catch notch and the opening.

A half-second delay.

A half-second was the difference between this side of the dirt and the other. One of Jack’s Unofficial Rules stood Voltaire on his head: Good is the enemy of the great.

Feet blurring, breath low and steady, Evan stripped the mag free and instinctively added the repair to a mental task list: Replenish mags from Tommy.

The thought escaped him before awareness could catch up but when it did, it came like a gut punch.

His weaponry was a part of him, and that meant Tommy was a part of him, too. And now he’d have to lop that part off and trust someone else to supply and service his weapons. For Evan, trust was not easy.

Three-fourths of a second had passed now. He was unsettled but could not spare a moment to reset himself.

Head down, swapping the clean mag, shoving it north.

His momentum carried him around the turn toward the back hall of the house, and his gaze rose from the union of his fists around the Micarta checkered grips and aluminum receiver, noting only now, too late, the massive form before him aiming a double-barreled sawed-off shotgun directly at his forehead.

Evan froze, pistol still aimed ineptly, unforgivably, somewhere at the junction of the ceiling and the wall at his ten o’clock.

Evan said, ‘Oops.’

The big bores of the twelve-gauge gaped at Evan. The deep freezer grinned, gave a quick jerk of the barrel. ‘Why don’t you step into Stavros’s office? He’s waiting for you.’

Stavros looked like hell.

Baggy jaundiced skin, a prodigious gut that bulged outward to sit heavily across his thighs, ankles swollen to bell-bottom proportion. He sat stuffed into a distressed leather armchair, wearing it like a carapace. He was shirtless, his hairy torso mottled with blots and bruises, too-small athletic shorts showing the marbled wreckage of his legs. Dry flaky skin, bright yellow sclera, white paste gumming at the corners of his mouth.

The office smelled of stool, sweat, and urine. Photographs in dark wooden frames wallpapering the room showed Stavros in younger days and slighter form beside various leaders and celebrities, the one constant his openmouthed ‘this guy’ finger-point at his companions. Medical supplies were scattered everywhere – snapped-off latex gloves, bedpans, vials and orange pill bottles scattered across the leather desk blotter at his side. Syringes overflowed a red sharps container. IV in his arm, oxygen feeding his nostrils, rattling breath finding resonance in the bulging prow of his chest.

Across from Stavros, Evan sat in a much smaller chair. The guard loomed at his back, from time to time tapping the nape of his neck with the shotgun muzzle, no doubt concerned he’d be forgotten. He was standing so close Evan could make out the tip of his size-sixteen boot.

Stavros’s voice came as a great-cat purr. ‘Who are you?’

Evan shrugged.

The guard prodded the back of Evan’s head with the shotgun.

Evan said, ‘No one.’

‘And yet you know me.’

Again Evan did not answer. Again he was prompted by steel.

‘Yes,’ he said.

Stavros’s amused rumble of a laugh deteriorated into a coughing fit. ‘You come here in judgment.’ A wave of his monstrous hand to Evan’s 1911, which the guard had placed on the desk at Stavros’s side. ‘With your little gun.’

‘It’s not that little,’ Evan said.

‘I am to assume you know about tonight’s proceedings?’

The Strider knife in Evan’s front left pocket pressed into the top of his thigh. The deep freezer had been overconfident in his girth, shotgun, and frisking abilities. ‘I do.’

‘And you find it’ – Stavros’s tongue poked out, tasting the air – ‘distasteful.’

‘“Distasteful” is too meek a word for what I think.’

‘Hardly worth making a fuss,’ Stavros said. ‘Nice room upstairs, well cared for, won’t know a thing. I’m not a savage.’

‘No?’

‘You hold that I am not within my rights?’ A wheezing breath. ‘My name, it is derived from stauros, the Christian cross on which Jesus Christ was crucified.’

Evan said, ‘Impressive.’

Stavros crossed himself Orthodox-style, right to left, thumb joined with the first two fingers, the others close to the palm. ‘That means I am worthy of making sacrifices.’

‘Ah,’ Evan said. ‘An allegorical justification.’

The retort brought another tap of the double-barreled shotgun from behind. Evan let it tilt his head more than necessary so he could steal a backward glance. The tang-mounted safety was still engaged.

Stavros flared sausage fingers. ‘I am also immensely significant in my own right.’

Evan said, ‘Huh.’

Stavros tried to lean forward but his gut would not allow it and he settled back, winded. ‘Do you have any idea how powerful I am?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Evan said. ‘You’re the third-most-powerful person in this room.’

He waited for the shove of the muzzle into the back of his head.

There it was, right on cue.

He seized the barrels with his right hand, jerking the shotgun aside as he rolled off the chair, left hand already grabbing for the Strider, hooking the shark fin atop the blade on the corner of his pocket to snap the knife open.

The guard stumbled forward, his substantial weight tugging him into a fall, and Evan cleared the chair away with a kick and stabbed him three times up the right side through the rib cage – tap tap tap – hitting a trifecta of key organs.

The guard hit the floorboards hard, leading with his chin, which knocked him out cold, a stroke of compassion since it would have taken his brain at least a few excruciating minutes to figure out what had happened.

Evan stood facing Stavros. ‘Now you’re the second.’

Stavros gasped and tilted forward, trying for the 1911 on the desk.

Evan watched him.

Stavros’s catcher’s-mitt hand knocked the pistol farther away and he tumbled from the chair onto the beautifully woven kilim. His face mashed into the earth-toned wool, the fulcrum of his enormous distended belly tilting him forward onto his chest. He made muffled noises into the carpet.

He lay there, suffocating, his chest unable to expand beneath his own crushing weight.

Evan reclaimed his ARES. Crouched near Stavros’s head. He’d managed to tilt his face slightly so one straining eye peered pleadingly at Evan.

He wheezed into the carpet.

That yellow eye stared at Evan.

Evan stared back at it.

It blinked and blinked, tears clinging to the lashes.

A subconjunctival hemorrhage leaked through the sclera, red bleeding through yellow.

Stavros was trying to speak but his lips remained mashed to the floor. He made a sputtering noise and then was still.

Evan rose from his crouch.

He walked out of the study and through the quiet hallways to the base of the cherrywood stairs.

The doorbell rang – the Westminster Chime melody. Classy.

Evan walked back through the gallery of tacky statuary and opened the door.

A nervous man in blue scrubs stood on the porch. Late-middle-aged, round glasses, old-fashioned doctor’s bag. At his side stood a burly nurse a decade younger with a septum pierce and buzz-cut hair dyed in orange and purple swirls. Behind them a mobile medical Sprinter van idled.

To the side of the porch, barely visible in the darkness, the leg of the fallen guard poked up barely into view among the hydrangeas. This amused Evan darkly.

‘Listen,’ the sweaty little doctor said, ‘get the others. We have a lot of unloading to do and we still have to prep and sterilize the theater.’

Evan shot him in the face – pfft – swung his arm a foot and a half to the right, and shot the nurse through his gaping mouth – pfft – and chest for good measure – pfft.

Leaving the door ajar, he withdrew once again to the stairs.

At the base, he drew in a deep breath. He reloaded the 1911 with a fresh magazine and then gingerly unscrewed the still-warm suppressor and secured it in a thigh cargo pocket. With one fluid motion, he swept aside his shirt with the baseplate of the ARES magazine, seating the pistol into the appendix carry holster and securing the shirt’s magnetic buttons click, click, click as he had thousands of repetitions before.

He ascended to the second floor.

Walked quietly along the corridor.

The third door on the left was locked. From the outside.

He hesitated, unsure what he might find within.

Steady breath in, steady breath out.

He unbolted the door and swung it open.

The room was jarringly bright and nicely decorated. A queen bed with a princess canopy and a yellow-and-blue quilt. A cheery circular rag rug. Dolls of all shapes and sizes, a rocking horse, and a plastic kitchen with play pots and pans.

A girl sat in the middle of the rug, playing with Lincoln Logs.

Querida Alonso, eight years old, universal blood type negative, healthy two-pound liver just big enough to harvest.

Neva’s daughter.

‘Querida?’

She looked alarmed.

‘Oh,’ Evan said. ‘My face. That’s just makeup. Like baseball players wear.’

Querida nodded. Smooth skin, big brown eyes, her hair taken up high in a ponytail spout. She was wearing a yellow dress two sizes too big for her.

‘May I come in?’

She nodded again.

Evan took a few slow steps forward. The girl did not flinch.

He nodded at the Lincoln Logs. He kept his voice soft, so soft. ‘What are you building?’

‘My house,’ she said.

Evan took another step toward her and lowered himself onto his knees, making himself smaller. ‘Are you okay?’

The girl shrugged. ‘I miss Mamá. They said I had to come here. Like for camp. They said this is what she wanted. But I don’t understand why she didn’t just say so herself.’

‘I don’t think this is what she wanted,’ Evan said. ‘I think it was a misunderstanding.’

The girl added some green split logs to the roof.

‘Did anyone hurt you?’

She shook her head. ‘But they won’t let me leave. Or call Mamá.’

She had matching dimples in her cheeks and her lashes were long and curled. He pictured the man lying downstairs on the woven carpet, a man who’d been ready to absorb this child, to slice her open, part her out, and discard what was left so as to leave no evidence.

Evan’s distraction had nearly left her to that fate.

His focus, judgment, and gear had been compromised by his rift with Tommy.

If he’d wound up with his gray matter spattered on Stavros’s office wall, that was one thing. But what his failure would have cost Querida and Neva was unacceptable.

Observing the girl’s delicate wrists, the way she chewed her bottom lip with focus as she lowered another plastic log into place, he replayed the closeness of the miss. On his knees before her, he felt penitent. This child deserved perfection from him.

That was it, then.

He’d deliver this child to her mother. He’d ask Neva to find someone else to pass his number on to, someone else in need of the kind of help that only he could provide.

And then?

He’d deal with it.

He’d deal with Tommy.

‘Your mamá sent me to get you,’ Evan said. ‘Would you like to leave?’

A vehement nod.

‘I’m gonna ask you one favor, okay? I want you to keep your eyes closed until we are out on the street.’

‘How’m I supposed to know where to go?’

‘I could hold your hand. Or I could carry you.’

She scrunched up her face, thinking. Then she shot her arms up, straight at the elbows.

Something twisted inside Evan’s chest, drawing pain.

He scooped her up.

She closed her eyes and nuzzled into his side, legs clamped above his hip, arms around his shoulders, forehead at his neck. He kept his forearm beneath her bottom. Her breath came feather-soft against his oft-broken collarbone.

He moved smoothly down the stairs.

Eased around the fallen guard in the hall of statues.

The front door remained open as he’d left it.

Holding Querida tight, he knuckled the keypad button mounted by the sidelight window. Out in the darkness, the wrought-iron gate started to rattle open.

He stepped over the body of the doctor, toed the nurse’s arm out of the way, and carried the girl to safety.




2. A PhD Who Could Win a Bar Fight

Evan awoke floating three feet above the floor, flat on his back, arms crossed pharaonically at the chest.

The slab of his bed hovered in a weightless push-pull, hoisted by neodymium rare-earth magnets and tethered with cables. He felt the thrum of the healing magnetic field in his bones, or at least that’s what he liked to tell himself. When it came to his battle-torn muscle and tendon, even placebo effects were welcome.

He felt different.

He’d woken up a different man.

He was a different man.

He knew unequivocally that his sole enduring friendship had ended, that the bright red line that Tommy Stojack had crossed finally had to be answered for, which meant that this morning confronted Evan with a fundamentally different world than the one that had greeted him yesterday.

Casting back the thin sheet, he swiveled to the mattress’s edge and set down his feet on the poured-concrete floor.

The anger was right there waiting for him, augmented with a burn of betrayal.

And … something else.

He could barely pin it down beneath the wash of fury and righteousness. Emotions roiled, shrouding his center. He felt adrift.

Intentional stillness and movement. That’s what he needed. To hammer his mind and body back into a state fit to carry him into whatever this new day would hold.

He was an autodidact in matters of steel and strategy, buoyed by the tools Jack had bequeathed him. From the age of twelve, he’d received a gutter-and-alley liberal arts education. Jack liked to quote a dictate of the CIA’s WWII-era predecessor, reminding young Evan that the Office of Strategic Services’ ideal recruit was ‘a PhD who could win a bar fight.’

For a twelve-year-old foster kid from East Baltimore, the latter part of the stipulation seemed achievable. The former sounded like science fiction.

Moving into the great room composing the lion’s share of his seven-thousand-square-foot penthouse, he started with a twenty-minute meditation before the lowered periwinkle sunshades. Cross-legged, eyes veiled, trying to quiet a mind that refused to be quieted.

Then heavy bag, speed bag, water bag, pounding until his wrists ached.

And then he removed his samurai sword from its mount on the wall of the brief hallway leading to the master suite, stood in the dead center of the plain of training mats, and practiced his iaijutsu cuts.

Clumsy.

It had been awhile.

He worked himself into a lather performing kenjutsu movements with the seventeenth-century sword. The Japanese tradition of kaizen, the art of perfection, had been inculcated in him by two different sensei under Jack’s watchful eye. It was the basis of the Second Commandment: How you do anything is how you do everything. Jack had pounded into him a deep-rooted respect for the wisdom of other cultures, demanding he learn as much from a tea ceremony as a session on the sniper range.

At the workout’s end, Evan dropped to a knee in a kasumi defensive posture, protecting against an overhead strike. His sword held in an unquavering horizontal before him, tipped slightly downward so the imaginary blow would slide away.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the blade’s reflection, the band of his eyes and bridge of his nose.

His expression was calm, resolute.

He was average size, average build.

He was an ordinary guy, not too handsome.

He was the most feared assassin of a generation.

He was Orphan X.

When he replaced the sword on the wall, his breathing was steady.

Mens sana in corpore sano.

The doorbell rang.

Josephine Morales, a Program washout and world-class hacker, was a bundle of caffeinated energy and a torrent of competence. Evan had collided with her on a past mission and they’d been stuck with each other ever since. She was sort of his charge, sort of his niece, sort of his colleague, sort of his backup.

In his world as the Nowhere Man, everything had its place and category. In his life outside, nothing did.

He created order from the insane but encountered chaos in the mundane.

He answered the door and Joey breezed in, a hundred-ten-pound Rhodesian ridgeback trotting at her side. The dog’s name was Dog, thusly named by Joey so she wouldn’t grow attached to him. Like most manipulative language play, the ruse had failed utterly.

Spotting Evan, Dog the dog lunged forward, tail spinning like a helo rotor. He buried his face in Evan’s crotch, rammed tight so his nose stuck out the back of Evan’s thighs, a perverse impaling. Evan crouched and Dog lavished his workout-sweaty face with slurps as if it were a salt lick.

A shower would be forthcoming.

He pushed Dog aside and rose, Joey fixing him with her affectionately irritable emerald gaze, arms crossed. ‘I brought him to elevate your self-esteem. When’s the last time anyone was that happy to see you?’

‘When they were about to press the trigger,’ he said.

She smiled. It was radiant, transforming her entire face. He’d yet to see another smile that compared. ‘I can relate.’

She trudged in and dumped her rucksack on the kitchen island, surfaced with poured concrete that had neither an item nor speck on it. Her black-brown hair was pulled back in a high ponytail – rare – fastened by a scrunchie polka-dotted with tiny skulls and crossbones – on brand – showing off a freshly shaved undercut on both sides rather than just the right – new. A red splotch the shape of France marred her chin.

He gestured at the splotch. ‘What happened to your face?’

She smirked. ‘What happened to your face?’

‘What are you, eight?’

‘You know when you take a bite of pizza and all the cheese just slides off and thwaps against your chin? And it’s burning hot?’

‘Why not wait until it’s not burning hot?’

‘’Cuz pizza.’

‘You’re an id with limbs.’

Smirking, she slid her laptop from the rucksack and booted it up. ‘I have that intel dump for you.’

‘You’re seven and a half minutes late.’

‘I stopped in the lobby to let your old-people neighbors pet Dog. It was an act of social responsibility worthy of commending.’

A bunch of memes popped up to tile her laptop screen but she closed the windows before he could get a good look.

‘What’s all that?’ he asked.

‘Just a new project I’m, like, super excited about. I met this girl in Intro to Western Civ named Cassidy Ann – that’s seriously her name. When white people get rich enough they hit that double-first-name zone same as if they get broke enough. It’s just the ones in the middle who have boring names like Tom and Bob. Or Evan.’

Though she was only seventeen, Joey attended UCLA. After rescuing her from a strike team of assassins, Evan had set her up with her own place in Westwood and demanded she enroll in college, a hapless attempt to keep her out of trouble. Since Joey knew more about computer science, programming, and computational systems than the entire combined faculties, she’d taken to sampling other courses beyond her wide realm of expertise.

She’d failed to become an Orphan for good reason, but nonetheless the failure gnawed at her. Like Evan, she was stranded at a threshold between two identities. He hoped going to college would help push her through to a more anchored sense of herself.

As Dog heaved himself down by Joey’s barstool with a harrumph, her hands purred across the keyboard, retrieving files. ‘Anyways, Cassie Ann is super smart and worldly and she invited me to dinner at her house in Pasadena, which is, like, a crazy Norman Rockwell town.’

‘I’ve been to Pasadena.’

‘Well, ain’t you posh. Anyways, we ate fowl, like guinea hen in apricot sludge and the legs, they have, like, them tinfoil Shakespeare collars, and hell, X, those folks eat weird! Anyways, then it was all polite conversation but someone brought up the Loch Ness monster and some girl at the table mentioned a recent theory that the Loch Ness monster was really a whale penis.’ Though her head didn’t move, Joey let her eyes flick over to him. ‘Spoiler alert: It’s me. I am the girl in this story.’

‘You brought up whale penises at a dinner with a family who named their daughter Cassidy Ann?’

‘It’s true. There was an article on said penises. Google it.’

Evan did.

His revulsion at the visuals must have shown on his face, because Joey said, ‘I know, right? You miss the person you were five seconds ago.’

‘Isn’t Loch Ness freshwater?’

‘That’s not the point!’

‘Is there a point, Joey?’

‘Yes! So her grandma, who’s, like, old enough to be a Daughter of the Confederacy, looks it up on her phone just like you. And she laughed, X! And then everyone at the fancy-ass
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