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         The back door creaked as Sylvie stepped inside. The air smelled stale, reminded her of childhood vacations, of cabins that
            had sat empty for too long.
         

         
         She draped her bomber jacket over a chair and stepped across the kitchen, scanning the counters for a coffee maker. It had
            been a long drive from Fort Belvoir outside DC, nine hours straight. Then she remembered: The filters and plastic pour-over
            dripper were in the cabinet above the sink.
         

         
         She took them down, started the water in the kettle, and found an aging sack of Folgers. A paring knife hung on the magnetic
            strip above the counter. She took it and slit open the bag.
         

         
         Two tablespoons, three. To hell with it. She did five. It was going to be a long night.

         
         The smell of the cheap coffee, the feel of this kitchen with its blue-white lights under domes—the past pressed in like voices
            from another room, but she shut it out. Focus, Sylvie. You have to find it.

         
         She kept going. The kettle ticked behind her as she moved down the hall.

         
         His bedroom. The closet. She rifled through the shoeboxes and medals in their cases on the top shelf, then checked the walls
            and carpeted floor for any sign of a safe.
         

         
         Sylvie stared at the Carhartt jacket hanging in front of her and slowly reached out her hand. She hesitated before she touched it, then ran her fingers along the weathered canvas cloth. 

         
         A breath in, held. Out.

         
         Her hand fell. A tight feeling ran through her face, her eyes. She forced it away and closed the closet door.

         
         The low rumble of an engine came from the street.

         
         Louder now. The same impossible wish rose in her every time she heard that sound. Mike. His F-150 would soon be crunching
            up the gravel driveway. But the noise faded, just another passerby on the country road.
         

         
         The kettle let out a low whistle. She returned to the kitchen.

         
         Boots in the back hall. A lightness grew in her chest at the thought that it was him, but it was probably just her imagination
            again. She stepped closer and saw a figure coming toward her in the shadows.
         

         
         Sylvie felt a surge of hope. “Mike?”

         
         Chrome glinted in the dark. A pistol rose, aimed at her.

         
         An instant of shock, then her training took over.

         
         She spun, hand going to the kitchen chair, lifting and swinging it with one arm as she slipped out of the line of fire. A
            shot cracked past her.
         

         
         She slammed the chair into the gunman’s arm as he stepped into the kitchen. The gun flew through the air, came down on the
            worn tile, and slid into the dining room.
         

         
         Her eyes tracked it, and she lunged that way as the man rushed in, so fast, his chest crashing into her, lifting her off her
            feet and driving her across the kitchen. She slammed back-first into the oven, rocking it into the wall. Steam rose from the
            kettle behind her like fire up her spine.
         

         
         He pinned her against the oven, his hands seizing both her wrists, bending her backward with his chest—he had a hundred pounds
            on her. She could feel his breath on her cheek and ear. The kettle screamed. The steam scalded her skin through her tank top.
            Her body tensed, but she swallowed the cry of pain as she reached back to try to stop it: Kill the flames, knock away the
            kettle . . .
         

         
         The knife.

         
         She twisted her hand free and reached for it, but the attacker beat her to it and her fingers dragged over the bare countertop.

         
         He lifted the blade, and she tried to grasp his wrist, but he was already raising it toward her from her right. She caught
            the gleam of metal as he drove it toward her neck.
         

         
         Sylvie dropped and let her weight fall to the left. The move caught the gunman off-balance, and he went down with her. She
            landed on her hip and locked up his free arm, trying to roll him into a throw.
         

         
         She didn’t have a stable enough base to really drive through it and could only open a little distance between them as she
            landed hard on her side. He was on top of her again in an instant, straddling her, stabbing the knife toward her chest.
         

         
         She grabbed his wrists with both hands. Her arms shook, using all her strength, but the knife kept coming, inch after inch.

         
         The point touched her thin top, the cotton threads parting like water, the blade so sharp there was barely any pain as its
            mirror edge broke her skin.
         

         
         She groaned, her heels banging on the ground as she fought against it. Her whole body quivered from the effort, but he drove
            all his weight down on the knife, a last killing blow.
         

         
         Sylvie arched suddenly, driving her feet and shoulders into the floor, tapping the adrenaline coursing through her blood like
            jet fuel.
         

         
         She threw him to the side, gripping his wrists, and rolled with him. He came down on his back, with her on top, their faces
            inches apart. She drove the blade deep between his ribs.
         

         
         His face flashed with fury, then a vacant terrified look as she twisted the knife in his heart. His body went slack, his eyes
            empty.
         

         
         “I’m going to hunt down every last one of you,” she whispered.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         A silent moment passed.

         
         “Very nice. Cut there,” the director called.

         
         The dead man opened his eyes and smiled. Anna Vaughn, the actor who’d been playing Sylvie, drew out the blade, and it extended
            from its hollow handle on a spring. After rising to her feet, she helped her assailant up.
         

         
         The camera to their side pulled back.

         
         It took her a moment to catch her breath. “That was amazing,” the attacker—a stunt actor named Jeremy—told Anna and put his
            arm around her shoulders, careful not to stain her clothes with the fake blood on his chest. The prop knife had dispensed
            it as it retracted into its handle.
         

         
         “Let’s go again,” the director said, and the crew swarmed the set, a three-bedroom ranch cut in half like a dollhouse. Anna
            stepped from it onto the smooth concrete floor of the soundstage and looked across the home—so familiar, like her cousins’
            growing up, and so strange with its thin walls, missing ceilings, and dangling floodlights.
         

         
         A stagehand returned the kettle to the range and cleaned up the cool water. The flames and steam would be added later as visual
            effects. All the pain had been in Anna’s head, but when she was locked into a part, it felt almost as real as anything she
            had lived through.
         

         
         She took her phone from her bag, and the makeup and hair ladies surrounded her, nylon cases slung over their shoulders. Fast and efficient as combat medics, they retouched the bruises on her face and replaced every strand of hair, matching the reference images they kept in their iPhones. Two others took care of Jeremy, swapping his shirt and cleaning off the fake blood—corn syrup dyed red. 

         
         The director and script supervisor approached. The scripty, as she was often called, was responsible for making sure that
            every shot, word, and movement matched the lines on the page, and that each of the thousand takes required to make a television
            pilot lined up in a perfect illusion of reality. They were still occasionally referred to as script girls when Anna started
            out. The scripty would watch the action unfold with either elation or a pained grimace on her face as the actors hit or missed
            their lines. She wore two stopwatches around her neck at all times and approached Anna with a humble, slightly stooped posture
            that Anna knew meant bad news.
         

         
         “It’s the jacket, hon,” she said and gave her an apologetic wince. “In the closet. You’re supposed to sniff it.”

         
         Anna looked at the director, Bill. He was also the showrunner on the project—the head writer and overall creative boss. It
            was uncommon for one person to fill both roles in television. Directors were usually hired guns from the outside who would
            drop in for an episode or two, but Bill liked to be in total control. He thought of himself as an auteur, which explained why he did the long one-shot for the action sequence.
         

         
         “It didn’t feel right in the moment,” Anna said.

         
         Bill and his deputy exchanged a knowing look.

         
         The idea of smelling the jacket had struck Anna as irredeemably cheesy. The setup for the show was that her love interest
            had been killed by foreign bad guys, and her character, also military, was coping with his death while hunting for critical
            evidence her flame had left behind.
         

         
         Bill put his hand on Anna’s shoulder, high, near her neck. She tightened at the touch. “It’s about the yearning . . . so . . .”—a
            double nod—“. . . sniff the jacket.”
         

         
         A spike of anger ran through her, but she didn’t let it show.

         
         She knew him well by now—a decent enough guy—and she’d been around long enough to know he didn’t want to hear that the gesture didn’t make sense for the character, and neither did running around an unheated cabin in the North Carolina mountains wearing only a tight-fitting tank top. 

         
         “Got it.”

         
         A big fake smile from Bill, then he looked across the soundstage to the barn doors, where a studio exec wearing a vintage
            denim jacket with sunglasses hanging from the pocket hovered, talking on his cell phone.
         

         
         “Actually, while we reset, let me run something by you.” Bill made a come here gesture to the scripty and she handed him a sheaf of green pages: script changes. Revisions like that coming this late in
            the shoot usually meant the studio had notes.
         

         
         “Are there rewrites?”

         
         “Always.” He smiled and lowered the papers. “These pilots. Trying to please everyone and write by committee. But don’t worry
            about that. Stay in the scene. We’re going to run it again with a tweak.” He showed her one of the pages.
         

         
         “He stabs me?” she asked, her voice rising.
         

         
         The action was the same, except the bad guy was going to stick the knife in her heart. She wouldn’t roll him over and kill
            him at the last minute.
         

         
         “We just want to have options.”

         
         “Like an option where I’m a corpse?” she asked. “Or do I come back from it?”

         
         “It’s simply an alternate take,” he said, holding up his hands. “The studio will want to have a look at everything. These
            pilots can change so much. They’re covering their bases.”
         

         
         “I’m supposed to be the co-lead on this thing.”

         
         “And you are.”

         
         “Or am I going to be the dead girl?”

         
         “It’s one more take.”

         
         “Don’t bullshit me, Bill.”

         
         “If, and it’s an if, your character gets really hurt or dies, it doesn’t mean a small role,” he said, gesturing with his hands too much. He was blowing smoke. “There are flashbacks. The whole relationship will still be at the center. If we nail this, the network is ready to bet big. The show could go for a long time—spin-offs, prequels, you name it.” 

         
         She looked at the exec, who was watching the conversation now, slowly chewing his gum. His name was Dylan. She had talked
            to him twice at table reads and seen him destroy an assistant with a handful of coolly delivered words, most of them obscene.
            A straightforward killer. Anna preferred that kind of directness to Bill’s faux-on-your-side bit. Dylan seemed like the opposite
            of someone who would pay for a lot of flashbacks or delving into female characters’ psyches. He twisted his head to the side,
            cracking his neck. Probably not a big Mrs. Dalloway fan, though she’d been surprised before.
         

         
         Anna took a deep breath. She felt sympathy for her character, who was a bit two-dimensional but a goddamn Lake Tahoe of depth
            by the standards of her career so far.
         

         
         Anna’s dark hair, fit build, and big sad eyes had consigned her to a lifetime of playing doomed badasses, one-of-the-guys
            girls in under-the-radar action and occasionally horror flicks, always working, sure, but most of the time she caught a bullet
            or died to give the male lead some righteous cause to avenge. She usually went down in the opening act or at the end of the
            second, right after she and the protagonist finally slept together. They called it “sex at sixty” because the screenwriting
            formulas always had it landing around the sixtieth page of the script and the sixtieth minute of the movie.
         

         
         In this story, at least, the dude died, and the chick and his buddy were out for revenge. It wasn’t Ibsen, but Anna could
            get behind it and build out the role: the spiky charisma hiding and, on a closer look, revealing the broken parts of her.
            But now the most redeeming aspect of it was in jeopardy. Sylvie would just be another beautiful dead girl with a few stab
            wounds and soft-focus flashbacks. The character deserved more.
         

         
         Her phone buzzed. It was her sister, Grace, calling. She wanted to take it, and it showed as she kept her eyes on the screen. That didn’t endear her to Bill. He glared at her. 

         
         “Sylvie,” he said, running his hand through his hair with a pained expression. It happened all the time—getting called by
            her characters’ names. “This project needs every advantage it can get. You know what the market’s like now. And—” He lowered
            his voice. “I went out on a limb hiring you. There’s a lot of talk out there, you know that, and action skews young—the jobs
            are only going to get harder to come by from here on out. So just play ball on this, all right?”
         

         
         Anna felt a spark of adrenaline and straightened up. Every actress over thirty is past her prime. What bullshit.

         
         “Billy, honey, listen . . .”

         
         The makeup artist saw her reaction, made an uh-oh face, and raised her palms to try to get Anna to calm down.
         

         
         This was Anna’s thing, a certain kind of confident sass where she could tell people to kiss her ass and leave them laughing
            and wanting more.
         

         
         She looked for whatever it was that had always given her the balls to say whatever was on her mind to whoever she faced, no
            matter how powerful, the edge that had fascinated so many casting directors and producers, that had given her this career,
            that made them so certain she could play those badasses.
         

         
         But she could only think of her bank account, barely keeping up with the insane rent she’d been stuck with. She could only
            think of her sister on the other end of this phone call, and of the text she’d gotten from her before she started the scene.
            It read: Can you give me Julien’s number?

         
         She froze. Bill stared at Anna. Her face felt hot, and she didn’t know what to say. What the hell was going on with her?

         
         The first assistant director came up and said something in Bill’s ear.

         
         “Christ . . .” he said and held his hand up to Anna. “We’re already three hours behind schedule. Take five while the crew
            has the set. Then we do the new version of the scene, okay?”
         

         
         It wasn’t a question.
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         Anna walked across the soundstage and exited through a heavy steel door. Inside it had been deep night in the Carolinas. Here
            it was a brilliant Brooklyn afternoon at the edge of Flatbush. The soundstage was a converted warehouse, all worn brick.
         

         
         She headed out on the sidewalk, a cramped canyon between a chain-link fence and a line of RVs and cars parked on the street
            with people living inside them. Their generators and the traffic made it hard to think as she squeezed past a guy with a basketball
            under his arm and some kids in kippahs sharing a cookie as they walked.
         

         
         It was quieter near the loading docks. Anna stepped off the sidewalk, went behind the building, and noticed her thumbnail
            was digging into the cuticle of her finger. She opened her hands, then clamped them together and squeezed, drawing in a long
            breath. She couldn’t get rid of the shaky, desperate energy pulsing through her like too much caffeine. But she had to catch
            her sister before it was too late.
         

         
         She dialed. Grace picked up on the third ring.

         
         “Anna, hey, sorry. Are you on set?”

         
         “Don’t worry about it, Boo. We’re on a break. What’s up?”

         
         “You okay?”

         
         Damn it. Grace could hear the edge in her voice.
         

         
         “Fine,” she said, pure brightness. “Just a little loud here. What’s going on?”

         
         “I didn’t want you to think I was trying to call Julien because . . . anything weird.” A laugh. “I was going to see if his friend up here could give me a job at the new place he opened. It’s a restaurant, almost a nightclub.” 

         
         Julien was a hospitality minimogul in New York, relatively unslimy by industry standards, which was still pretty slimy, always
            offering the pretty servers a key bump of coke and a ride home in his G-Wagen. Anna had worked for him off and on since she
            was nineteen. Whenever she was between acting gigs, she could wait tables or hostess to make ends meet. She hadn’t had to
            do that for years, fortunately, though if this show didn’t work out . . . she clenched her teeth.
         

         
         “Did something happen with your job?”

         
         “No,” her sister said. “I just thought I would pick up some more hours, and it would be good money.”

         
         “Premed’s leaving you with a lot of free time?”

         
         “Ha, no. I’m in lab now. I just have some expenses.”

         
         “Medical?”

         
         “I didn’t call for a bailout.”

         
         “I know, and it’s not a bailout. What’s going on?”

         
         “I can handle it.”

         
         “Gracie, come on. Seriously.”

         
         She hesitated. “It’s another bill from the MRI place. And my card is . . . close to the limit.”

         
         “I can help you with that. And the health insurance should cover it. We just have to resubmit it with a letter.”

         
         Anna looked out for her sister on stuff like this. Both their parents were gone. “You’ve already done more than enough,” Grace
            said. “I’m just going to pick up some hours somewhere.”
         

         
         “How much?”

         
         “That’s not why—”

         
         “Gracie, please.”

         
         “Four thousand five hundred, on top of what I already owe.”

         
         “Don’t worry,” Anna said, like it was a few dollars. “I’ll figure something out.”

         
         “I like working.”

         
         Me too, Anna thought. That’s how it starts—just picking up a few shifts. Then suddenly it’s ten years later and you’re an aging waitress who never
               finished college trying to figure out how to survive in New York. That was a little rough for Gracie, not to mention she didn’t need to be worrying about Anna’s shit on top of her classes
            and taking care of her heart.
         

         
         Grace had always worked so hard, took time off before starting school to save up. She deserved a chance to be a kid without
            the weight of the world on her for once.
         

         
         Anna looked back to the soundstage and brought her hand near her temple. She remembered her makeup at the last minute and
            didn’t touch her skin.
         

         
         Her thoughts were an out-of-tune symphony that had been getting worse and worse. This job would be her last. Grace would have
            to quit college and end up like her, wondering where the next paycheck was coming from for the rest of her life. Or her sister
            would drop dead on a run on a crisp upstate morning because she skipped out on her goddamn forty-five-hundred-dollar cardiac
            MRI.
         

         
         Anna’s only choice was to knuckle under to the victim garbage Bill had proposed. Freeze. Give in. Take it.

         
         She knew she was lucky to have any gig, but there was something about that scene, that violence in particular . . . She shook
            her head. Why did it have to be in a kitchen, of all places? And the chair. It was like someone was playing a sick joke on
            her.
         

         
         Her nail drove into the skin on her finger. The sting braced her. She shoved the thoughts down, played the part. Her sister
            needed to feel safe, needed someone strong, solid. That was Anna’s first role, when she was a kid. It was how she’d learned
            to act, and she’d never put down the mask.
         

         
         “Work on school. I’ve got you, Gracie. Just text me a picture of the bill and I’ll take care of it.”

         
         “Anna. After everything in LA, I can’t—”

         
         She cut off the objection.

         
         “You can’t run up your credit cards. Trust me on that one. We’ll sort out the insurance later. Now go try to have some fun
            for god’s sake. It’s Saturday.”
         

         
         “Making acetylsalicylic acid is fun . . . kind of. It’s cool when the crystals precipitate out.”

         
         What a glorious nerd. Anna wanted to hug her so badly. The first team production assistant stuck his head out the soundstage
            door. His eyes fixed on her.
         

         
         “Go wild, Gracie,” Anna said. “I’ve got to jump. I love your head off.”

         
         “You too. Thank you.”
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         “Coming,” Anna called out to the PA.

         
         Dylan and Bill were waiting inside, talking with Jeremy. She caught a few words from the exec: “. . . heard she can’t even
            do her own stunts. The real stuff, I mean.”
         

         
         They turned and watched Anna approach.

         
         “You’re all set?” Bill asked, arms crossed.

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “That’s my girl,” he said and looked at Dylan. “See, I told you.”

         
         She balled her fist until it trembled.

         
         Nothing but cold appraisal from the exec. The conversation had taken her out of the part. She needed this, and that was a bad place to be. The stress ate away at her confidence, and they all could see it. Dylan didn’t think
            she had the stones to play a badass like Sylvie. She’d be better off dead, another beautifully lit corpse, if they didn’t
            cut her part entirely.
         

         
         She forced a smile. It made her feel like she needed a shower.

         
         The prop lady came over and handed her the false knife. She passed it to Jeremy. Stunt actors specialized in action-heavy
            roles, like playing an assassin, where the production would hire a stuntman who could also act and wouldn’t need a double.
            Anna did her own stunts—Dylan didn’t know what he was talking about. Directors let her because she had a lot of training,
            or maybe because she was disposable. They would only use a stuntwoman for her in truly wild scenes like getting hit by a car.
         

         
         Jeremy took the weapon apologetically, then gave the spring blade a slight test with his thumb.

         
         “You all right?” he asked.

         
         God, everyone could see it.

         
         “I’m good,” she said.

         
         “Back to one,” the director called.

         
         Everyone got into place. The cameras wheeled in on their dollies. The first AD announced “Quiet, please,” then “rolling.”

         
         “Action,” the director said.

         
         Anna started it all again. This was television. The mind-numbing repetition. Twelve hours to shoot a single scene. Doing it
            from every angle, then again talking to the camera in place of the other actor, all while the script supervisor stared at
            you to make sure you were looking exactly where the missing actor’s eyes had been in the old takes.
         

         
         She went through the scene. The coffee. The bedroom. The sniff, a proper one this time, really yearning. The kettle. The silhouetted attacker. The burning imaginary steam. She lost herself in the moment, in the fight. The stunt
            actor slammed her into the oven. She felt the fear and desperation, the fucking anger.
         

         
         The knife came closer as Jeremy bent her back over the stove. The edge of a grate dug into her spine. She’d known pain like
            this before, been here before—lived it, not a role. She stared into his eyes, and it reminded her of another man’s face long
            ago, so familiar, a man who looked just like her, the same arch to his brows, the same bow of the lips, even as his mouth
            tightened into an angry slash. She remembered wanting to move, but her legs wouldn’t obey, remembered the sound of a chair
            slamming into tile hard enough to crack oak . . .
         

         
         Don’t, Anna. But it was too late. The rage flowed through her like a sudden downpour, for today and every day like it, for the past, her
            mother and her sister, for Sylvie, for herself and all the dead girls.
         

         
         Anna leaned hard to the side, locked Jeremy’s arm up, and threw him to the left, driving with both her legs, an ecstatic release.

         
         Jeremy didn’t land next to her this time. He flew twisting and came down on his back four feet away, the floor booming with
            the weight of his impact. He grunted in pain.
         

         
         The director was stunned for a moment, then shouted “Cut!”

         
         She got to her feet, breathing heavily, the veins in her neck standing out, her muscles still primed for combat. The script
            supervisor watched her with wide, unblinking eyes. The director betrayed a trace of fear, and Dylan had a look of wicked admiration
            as he glanced from her to Jeremy on his back. She could see herself on the monitor, her mouth a flat slash—a perfect echo
            of the face that haunted her.
         

         
         Staring at it, Anna felt ice down her spine. She muttered a curse under her breath, loosened her fists, and moved toward Jeremy
            to check on him. He was already on his feet, with an embarrassed smile on his face and his hand on his back.
         

         
         “You all right?”

         
         “Good,” he said, walking it off stiffly. “I’m good. I didn’t know you had that in you . . .” Perhaps realizing that sounded
            like an insult, he tried to cover. “It was awesome.”
         

         
         “My bad,” Anna said, feeling a warm rush in her cheeks, not embarrassment, but something like shame, as she turned to Bill.
            “I got caught up.”
         

         
         She didn’t want to be a doormat. But she didn’t want to go ape and kill anyone, either, lose herself to the anger.

         
         She stared at the kitchen chair, fallen on the floor, studied the arch of its wooden back. A PA leaned over and righted it,
            the legs dragging over the hard tile.
         

         
         Dylan and Bill were whispering to each other, looking at her like she was up for auction.

         
         “Actually,” Bill said. “I love it. That rawness. The ferocity. Keep it at that level but watch the throw. Don’t change the
            choreography, okay?”
         

         
         Anna hesitated for a moment before she answered. “Got it.”

         
         A game nod from Jeremy as he stretched his back.

         
         “You need more time?” she asked him.

         
         “Nah.” He gave a thumbs-up.

         
         They reset. Coffee. Bedroom. Sniff. Attack. Oven. Knife. She backed off on the throw on this take and Jeremy landed beside
            her, then held her down. The knife inched toward her chest. She felt everyone’s eyes on her.
         

         
         Anna gave in, let it come. Another victim. No arch, no more fighting, no last turning of the tables. The blade touched her
            chest and retracted into the handle, seeming to stab through her ribs into her heart.
         

         
         The moves were so familiar. She made her face into a mask of shock and horror, then infinite sadness before dialing it slowly
            back to nothing, her expression slack, her eyes blank while the life drained out of her. It was a neat death—beautiful, quick,
            and haunting as they are on TV. She had died this way a thousand times before.
         

         
         “Perfect, cut!”
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         Kevin Matthews stopped beside a column in the lobby of the InterContinental New York Barclay hotel and checked his watch.
            Almost eight p.m. He’d done an all-night shift and then gone straight through today. His twentieth hour on his feet. There
            was still no sign of the national security advisor, the person he was supposed to meet.
         

         
         He leaned against the column and unwrapped a paper envelope with a corn cake inside that he’d picked up at a street cart on
            Second Ave. He tried it—stuffed with shredded beef and plantains—and gave an approving frown. He’d never had one before. An
            arepa they called it. Venezuelan. It would be lunch and dinner given the way the day was lining up. The concierge gave him
            a little side-eye, but Matthews ignored it.
         

         
         A well-heeled crowd filled in at the bar. It looked like mostly older finance folks and diplomats.

         
         He wiped off his fingers, stuffed the napkin into the paper envelope, trashed it, and started moving. The degree from Yale
            Law he’d picked up midcareer hadn’t taken much off his edge. He still had the build and bearing of someone who worked with
            his hands. A thin white scar clipped through his right eyebrow.
         

         
         A security detail had posted up near the elevator. They looked expensive, well-groomed in almost comically tight Italian suits, the lapels as thin as rulers, and checked out Matthews with a cold, condescending look. Europeans. They were all carrying, pistols on their hips, contours easily visible through the glossy dark wool. Matthews’s SIG semiauto was well concealed by his Brooks Brothers sack suit, the go-to choice for FBI special agents. 

         
         The crowd outside the hotel windows had grown, and the chants were loud enough to hear inside the lobby. They were three blocks
            from the UN and surrounded by consulates. This part of Manhattan was often a bazaar of diplomats, their attendants, and protests
            like this one.
         

         
         Matthews watched through the glass as one demonstrator climbed up the Jersey barrier and threw his fist toward the sky. He
            noted the protester’s face.
         

         
         The elevator dinged to Matthews’s right. His man was inside when its doors opened—the national security advisor, Wesley Jones,
            talking with two diplomats. The security detail closed in on the diplos like they were in a war zone, while Matthews edged
            over to catch Jones.
         

         
         The NSA shook his hand and leaned in close. “We can’t talk here,” he whispered, gesturing for Matthews to join the entourage
            as they headed for the front doors. “I’ll fill you in during the ride.” He looked stressed. It was hard going at the White
            House. The election was four months off, and the president was behind.
         

         
         They all stepped through the exit. The Euros gave Matthews another dubious look, then they fanned out to protect their guys
            from the protesters.
         

         
         Matthews kept his body between Jones and the crowd, shielding him. Old habit.

         
         “We’re good?” Jones asked. The crowd had doubled, and the shouts were louder now, fevered. The NYPD had the demonstrators
            in a fenced-off area twenty feet away from the front doors.
         

         
         They waved posters in a foreign script with what were supposed to look like bloody handprints on them. Matthews clocked another
            face in the crowd—something about the guy’s stare. It was focused, deliberate.
         

         
         “Keep moving, I’m getting a vibe I don’t like.”

         
         Jones nodded. A group thronged the barrier ahead, shouting in a language Matthews couldn’t make out.

         
         The security detail faced them, hands hovering near their guns.

         
         One of the throngers had looked to his side before they all rushed, like he was checking something or coordinating with someone.

         
         While the rest of the protesters focused on the commotion at the fence, one man kept his attention fixed on Jones. It was
            the guy Matthews had noticed staring before.
         

         
         Matthews took a step toward him.

         
         The man reached down.

         
         Matthews shoved Jones behind him and drew his gun.

         
         The man’s arm came up. Matthews put the front sight between his eyes and brought his finger to the trigger.

         
         He added tension. The guy’s elbow came forward, and the old left-handed batter in Matthews knew that he wasn’t shooting; he
            was throwing.
         

         
         He eased off the trigger as he saw the object whip out of the man’s hand—a black leather oxford.

         
         The shoe flew toward Jones. Matthews caught it, stopped it dead in the air over his shoulder with his nondominant hand.

         
         Jones stared at it, sixteen inches from his face.

         
         The other guards looked over—the charge toward the fence ahead might have been a distraction—and grabbed the shoe thrower.

         
         Matthews tossed the oxford, rushed Jones to the waiting car, and jumped in with him.

         
         “So what do you need?” Matthews asked Jones as they drove off. The NSA was still looking back. It took him a moment to settle
            down.
         

         
         “We wanted to tell you,” he said and handed Matthews a photo.

         
         It was a woman, beautifully dressed, killed within an hour or two of this shot based on the tone of her skin. She wore a strange
            mask in vinyl or black leather that completely covered her eyes.
         

         
         He studied the wounds—deep, expert cuts. His eyes fixed on her bracelet, then what he could see of her face.

         
         His stomach clenched, and he remembered her laugh—high, clear, and unapologetic—and the trace of her finger on his hand.

         
         “Katrina Sorkin.”

         
         Jones nodded.

         
         “This was near London. Some kids found her behind a bin.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “Farnborough.”

         
         “That’s where the private jets fly from.”

         
         “The Brits are running all that down.”

         
         “We were worried something had happened to her, but this . . .”

         
         He looked at the mask, drawn tight over her pale face, and his teeth ground together.

         
         “Like a hawk’s,” Matthews said.

         
         Jones looked at him, and Matthews pointed to the beaded tassel on the top of the mask. “The hoods they put on the birds. In
            falconry.”
         

         
         “Brutal. You think it’s . . .” Jones trailed off.

         
         “Malak?” Matthews said. “The violence fits, and she was in that circle. But the mask element is new. I’d want to see more
            evidence before I conclude anything.”
         

         
         “American?” Jones asked.

         
         “Yes, naturalized. She was Czech, split her time between London and the Upper East Side.” He could still hear the rolling
            Rs of her faint accent. “Big in real estate. The new towers by the park. Gold Coast out on Long Island. Lot of foreign money.”
         

         
         “The UK will send over the files.”

         
         “National Crime Authority is on it?”

         
         “Yes. And you should know,” Jones said. “A lot of heavies from the Republic are in town . . . and the prince.”

         
         “That’s what the protest was about.”

         
         He nodded. “The prince might be making moves. Could be very dangerous.”

         
         “We’ll keep an eye out.”

         
         Jones handed him a file. “Here’s everything we have on Sorkin.”

         
         “Thanks for the tip,” Matthews said and started scanning the file.

         
         “Of course. It’ll probably be easier if you don’t think about the fact that the White House and our entire foreign policy for the next twenty years is riding on this.” 

         
         “That’s helpful, Wes.” His eyes stopped on one phrase in the file. “Red Door,” he said.

         
         “The Brits picked that up when they got her final communications from her cell provider. That’s where she was headed the last
            time anyone saw her alive.”
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “They’re running it down but haven’t found anything yet. Could be a place. Could be code. Does that mean anything to you?”

         
         Matthews shook his head and closed the file.

         
         “What do you need from us?” Jones asked.

         
         Matthews took another look at the photo. “Give us everything you have on this and a long leash. It might get ugly.”

         
         “Done.”

         
         “I’ll handle it.”

         
         “And there’s another woman mixed up with them, an American.”

         
         “The actress?”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         Matthews looked at the photo of Katrina again, the red slashes. His jaw tightened. Her killers were just getting started.

         
         “I’m on it.”
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         That night, Anna climbed the stoop of her friend’s apartment building in Queens and pressed a button on the call box.

         
         Natalie Harris buzzed her in and met her at the apartment door. She wrapped her arms around Anna and pulled her inside. Natalie
            wore leggings and an oversize T-shirt knotted at the waist with the sleeves cut off. It had a faded print of the goddess Kali
            on it.
         

         
         “The shoot just wrapped?” Natalie said.

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Long day. How was it?”

         
         Anna shook her head. “Rough.”

         
         Natalie dabbed her finger behind Anna’s ear and came back with a drop of red—stage blood.

         
         “You murdered someone?”

         
         Anna wiped it away. “The opposite. They’re killing off my character.”

         
         “No!” Natalie said. “Damn. I’m sorry. Here, let me get you a drink.” She went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of white
            wine and a Brooklyn lager.
         

         
         Anna pointed to the beer and Natalie opened two. They clinked the necks of the bottles.

         
         “You already knew,” Anna said. 

         
         “Am I that bad an actor?”

         
         “No. But you hear everything, and we spent six hours stabbing me to death, so I figured the news had made it to you by now.” Natalie had been in the business since elementary school, and the New York television and film scene was small and loved gossip. 

         
         “It did,” Natalie acknowledged. “But I was hoping it wasn’t true. I heard you kicked Jeremy Bai’s ass during the stunt. Big
            guy had to tap out. They’re definitely getting rid of your role? You’re so good in those scenes.”
         

         
         She gave Anna a playful right jab. Anna gripped her wrist and twisted it outward by reflex. Natalie raised her eyebrows. “That’s
            what I’m talking about. All those classes. All that mat work. Lethal weapon. He didn’t have to go to medical, did he? That
            was the rumor.”
         

         
         Anna dropped the wrist. “He was fine.” She shrugged. “Maybe a little embarrassed.”

         
         The corner of Natalie’s mouth ticked up. She moved a box of scripts and fabric she was sewing off the couch—she was always
            doing volunteer theater stuff with kids—and they sat down and talked through what had happened. Pilots were just tryouts.
            The network would pay to produce the first episode of something and then decide whether to make a whole season and air it.
            Most pilots never saw the light of day. Anna had been in eight. One was picked up. Landing a hit show on a network could mean
            you’re set for life. The showrunner would do anything to please the executives and make that happen—change the story, drop
            characters, swap out a badass female lead for a dude—whatever it took.
         

         
         “You told him to shove it?”

         
         “I started to, but . . . even if I have to play the dead girl, I need the work.”

         
         “You still have a little cushion left from No Turning Back?” It was Anna’s first big part on a series, though the show didn’t do very well. The money should still have been enough
            to pay the bills and give her some breathing room for a while, but it was gone now.
         

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         Natalie could tell she wasn’t. “Was it getting out of LA?”

         
         Anna had moved to Los Angeles the year before for the job and a new life for herself, poured most of her savings into a house with her ex. But she had to get out in a hurry. 

         
         “That wasn’t cheap.”

         
         “What happened over there?”

         
         Anna looked at her and heard it again—the kitchen chair cracking against the tile.

         
         “It was bad, I told you.” She held her hand up, didn’t want to get into it now.

         
         Most of her stuff, her ex, and her money were still in that house. He was a producer, knew everyone, and was now doing his
            best to make sure she never worked again. Anna thought back to what the director had said: There’s a lot of talk out there, you know that.
         

         
         “Are you paying for Grace’s medical stuff too?”

         
         “I’m okay, really.”

         
         Natalie put her hand on Anna’s shoulder. “You’re a good sister.”

         
         A bittersweet smile from Anna.

         
         “I do what I can,” she said. Though nothing she could do would ever be enough to make up for what happened.

         
         “There’s no shame in that.”

         
         “There shouldn’t be . . . but . . .”

         
         “What?”

         
         Anna picked at the label of her beer, let out a breath, and brought her fist down on the arm of the sofa. “I felt . . .” She
            shook her head. “God . . . scared. The last few months, it’s like I’ve been chasing, chasing, chasing.” She looked Natalie
            in the eye. “Giving in.”
         

         
         She remembered the face, red with rage, inches from hers, remembered every muscle in her body freezing up. She’d been dealing
            with this shit since she was twelve.
         

         
         “I’ll do whatever, be whatever, whoever they want. And they know it, can see right through me. I hate it.”

         
         “That’s being an actor. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

         
         Anna took a few breaths, regained her composure, or the semblance of it. “Do what you love, and you’ll never work a day.”

         
         Natalie laughed and raised her bottle in a toast, “The life.”

         
         She sat on the couch and Anna joined her. They were going to watch a movie, their weekly ritual.

         
         Natalie was reaching for the remote when her phone buzzed on the arm of the couch. She checked it, and it seemed to pull her
            in, suddenly demanding all her focus.
         

         
         She gripped it and turned to Anna. “One sec,” she said, then went into the bedroom and shut the door. Anna lifted her phone
            and started browsing through a list of movies in her notes that she wanted to watch.
         

         
         Natalie started talking on the call a moment later. Anna paid no attention at first, but as it went on, she noticed Natalie
            didn’t sound like her usual self. Anna put down her phone and listened intently.
         

         
         She could tell Nat’s voice was brighter, even coming muffled from the other room, and it seemed like she was putting on more
            formal diction, something classy about the tone.
         

         
         She was acting.

         
         Anna couldn’t make out what she was saying exactly, maybe the word corridor.
         

         
         She caught it again. It wasn’t “corridor.” It was “red door.”
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         Anna stood and moved closer to the bedroom.

         
         Natalie laughed. It was the second time she’d done it. It sounded slightly fake, coming too easily. She was 100 percent talking
            to a guy.
         

         
         “Yes . . . perhaps after . . . once you get it sorted . . . sounds absolutely perfect,” Natalie went on. Her voice grew louder
            as she approached the door.
         

         
         Anna sprinted to the couch, landed on it, and picked up her phone. She might still have been moving when Natalie came out
            of the bedroom. That earned Anna a suspicious look, but she played innocent.
         

         
         “Who was that?” Anna asked.

         
         “Oh, nobody,” Natalie said. She and Anna had been friends for a long time, but they’d grown especially close since Anna moved
            back from LA. Still, there were parts of Natalie’s life she didn’t talk about much, particularly any new guys she was seeing.
            She would joke and claim it was a jinx. Anna sometimes thought she enjoyed cultivating intrigue, though there seemed to be
            more to it than that. Natalie had been out a lot recently and was more tight-lipped than usual about the details.
         

         
         “New mystery man?”

         
         “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

         
         “You had that forced cheer going. You must like him.”

         
         “Instead of what, my usual surliness?”

         
         “No, just everything a touch lighter. You’re trying. Is he British?”

         
         “What? No. Why?”

         
         “You had a bit of a mid-Atlantic thing going, elevated diction, kinda Katharine Hepburn. Plus, you said ‘get it sorted.’” She mimicked the cultivated accent, playing it up. “I mean, come on.” 

         
         Natalie was often pulled toward the accents and mannerisms of those she spoke with. It was an actor’s habit.

         
         “But you weren’t listening, right?”

         
         “It’s a small apartment.” The corner of Anna’s mouth turned up, the slightest hint of a smile. “Or is he French?”

         
         “Where did you get that?”

         
         “The wine. Minervois. Grenache Blanc. I’ve never heard of either before.” It didn’t make sense. The last time Natalie had headed out for one of her mystery nights,
            she was dressed like she was going to the beer bar, chilling with friends, not some fancy dude. “It isn’t your usual Two-Buck
            Chuck. A gift?”
         

         
         They used to play games like this in acting class to practice observation, quizzing each other on little details of the people
            and places around them. Anna had always been pretty good at it.
         

         
         Natalie only smiled. The girl was a vault.

         
         “How much did you hear?” Natalie asked. The question didn’t seem like innocent banter anymore. There was a pointedness to
            it.
         

         
         “A few words. ‘Absolutely perfect.’ ‘Red door.’”

         
         Natalie tensed at the last phrase.

         
         “What is it?” Anna asked.

         
         “Just . . . something personal, okay. Can you pretend you didn’t hear that?”

         
         “I didn’t really hear anything of substance.”

         
         “Good. Sorry to be weird. It’s complicated.”

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “I’m fine. It’s no big deal. I just don’t want you to get sucked into my drama with everything you have going on. You know
            me.”
         

         
         “You’re sure?” Anna asked, her protective side stirring.

         
         “A hundred percent.”

         
         Anna looked at her squarely.

         
         Natalie held up her hands as if to calm Anna. “Seriously,” she said and lifted the remote. “So, what are we watching?”

         
         Anna studied her friend for another beat, then let it go. “How about this for the movie?” She pulled up a Criterion Collection
            page on her phone. “I was reading a review about the reissue. It’s like Kurosawa, but a lot more meditative. Sounded haunting.”
         

         
         Natalie gave her a humoring, dubious look. “Black-and-white and slow?”

         
         “You liked The Leopard, right?” Anna said. “Trust me.”
         

         
         “That was by Bertolucci?”

         
         “Visconti. Similar vibe, though.”

         
         Natalie rubbed her temple. “Honey, I love you digging through this stuff, but I’ve been working my ass off this week, and
            I might need something that’ll keep me awake.”
         

         
         Anna smiled. “You already picked one.”

         
         “Gymkata,” Natalie said and showed her a film poster on her phone of a man in what looked like a gymnastics uniform kicking two ninjas
            in the head simultaneously.
         

         
         “That’s a real movie?”

         
         “This TV writer I know reminded me about it. I haven’t seen it since I was a kid. It’s nineteen eighty-four. People still
            have a Cold War afterglow from the Olympics. Men’s gymnastics has a moment, and they make a bunch of movies. This one has
            Olympic gold medalist Kurt Thomas absolutely kicking ass against a bunch of bad guys in Central Asia, I think, but using gymnastics.”
         

         
         “Like high bar, pommel horse, floor?”

         
         “Yes, yes, and yes. They just happen to have perfect . . . analogs in these peasant villages. I think it’s a Most Dangerous Game setup, with him surrounded by killers.” Her eyebrows had risen extremely high by this point. They both had unusual tastes
            when it came to Saturday night movie picks.
         

         
         “You like these ironically, right?”

         
         “I don’t even know anymore,” Natalie whispered. “I just know they make me happy.”

         
         Anna had to give it to her, but Natalie was already working the remote, and Anna’s Japanese film popped up on the screen.
            “Let’s do yours, you had a rough day,” Natalie said.
         

         
         “It’s fine.”

         
         “Nope. I’m better off not watching trash.”

         
         “Okay. Just give it fifteen minutes,” Anna said.

         
         “Let it rip.” Natalie handed her the remote and walked over to dim the lights.

         
         Anna pulled out the heating pad that lived beside the sofa. It was embedded with jade stones and Natalie had told her once
            that it had excellent vibrations.
         

         
         Natalie stopped by the window and peered out beside the blinds.

         
         “What’s up?” Anna asked.

         
         A pause. “Nothing.” Natalie gave a last look out, then sat down beside Anna and started the movie.

         
         As a black-and-white scene of seventeenth-century Japan came on the television, the heating pad did a decent job on the knots
            in her lower back from judo-throwing a two-hundred-plus-pound dude all day.
         

         
         Natalie grabbed a folded blanket from the arm of the sofa and spread it over her knees, then looked at Anna. A nod. She threw
            it over her legs too.
         

         
         Anna reached for the bag of Twizzlers on the side table, grabbed two, and passed one to Natalie without looking as the movie
            played.
         

         
         

         On the street outside the apartment, Malak stood in the dark, looking through the gap in Natalie’s blinds.

         
         Under the long-staple Egyptian cotton of his shirt, a custom Charvet, his body warmed slightly as he studied the curve of
            Natalie’s neck.
         

         
         Malak took out his cell, dialed a number, and raised it to his ear. He listened to it ring, waiting for a man to answer halfway
            around the world.
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            The Ardèche, France

         

         Sontag stepped through the tall grass beside the creek, looking over the village of medieval houses piled one on top of the
            other next to a half-fallen château.
         

         
         His target was two hundred meters away, in a dwelling at the edge of the hamlet. Easy access from these trees. It was the
            middle of the night, but the lights were still on inside. She never slept.
         

         
         Sontag kept his eyes on the window as he turned a silver ring on his finger.

         
         His secure phone vibrated in his pocket. He lifted it and connected, but he didn’t say a word.

         
         “I have your next job,” the caller said. Sontag straightened up once he heard the voice—gravelly, spare, and commanding. Malak.
            “Check the photos.”
         

         
         Sontag pulled them up in his messages. They were shots through an apartment window, showing two women laughing and drinking
            beer, both with dark hair. One was an inch or two taller and wearing a T-shirt with cut-off sleeves and a print on the front.
            The other wore a sweatshirt. Both attractive, late twenties or early thirties. Something sharp about them. His boss’s type.
            That was often where the trouble started.
         

         
         “Which one?”

         
         “Cut-off sleeves. Her name is Natalie Harris.”

         
         “This is in New York?”

         
         “Correct. I took it five minutes ago.”

         
         “We’re on target with the girl now.” Sontag had brought in another shooter, a man from Avignon, as backup for tonight’s operation.
            They couldn’t risk her fleeing that house. His accomplice was covering the escape routes on the far side.
         

         
         “Right now?” the caller said.

         
         “Yes. These . . .” He chose his words carefully with Malak. He wouldn’t blame him for their troubles, but the man was moving
            too fast. “. . . complications are coming up as quickly as I can resolve them. The job in New York, what are you looking for?”
         

         
         “Watch her for now. Until we find out what she knows. It could be extremely valuable.”

         
         “You’re already circling her?”

         
         “Yes. I want you here in case we have to move. Persuasion.” He said the last word slowly. “You’ll fly out in the morning.”

         
         “Lyon to JFK.”

         
         “We’ll send the arrangements within the hour.”

         
         A young woman walked past the window of the target house, headphones on, eyes down, pacing.

         
         “We’re moving. I’ll call you when it’s done,” Sontag said.

         
         “Keep it clean.” Malak ended the call.

         
         Sontag started moving toward the house at the edge of the village.

         
         

         Inside it, Naja passed the dining room window, trying to read the line in the book again. Her eyes moved across it for the
            third time, but all she could think of was a flash, a body falling, a face turning her way.
         

         
         She gripped the clothbound covers more tightly and forced herself.

         
         
            Tyger Tyger, burning bright

            In the forests of the night

            What immortal hand or eye

            Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

         

         She closed the book, a worn poetry anthology someone had left in the house, and stood by the window.

         
         Andrei, one of her guards, waved his hand near the kitchen entrance to get her attention. She took the headphones down—industrial
            music blared out.
         

         
         “What are you reading?” he asked, all fake brightness in his field jacket and jeans.

         
         She showed him the spine of the book.

         
         “You like it?”

         
         “It’s fine.”

         
         “How are you?”

         
         “Fine.” She just wanted to end the conversation as quickly as possible.

         
         “Hungry? I can make you something.”

         
         “I’m good. Thank you.”

         
         “Maxim will be on watch,” Andrei said, then pointed down the hall to the bedroom. “I’m going to rest for a couple of hours.”

         
         Naja didn’t see Maxim or hear him flipping his black worry beads. He didn’t talk as much as Andrei. She liked that.

         
         She put the headphones back on and returned to the window. A hot wind blew from the south, even at night. Sometimes it came
            so strong it carried red dust from North Africa across the Mediterranean and left it in a fine layer on the stone streets.
         

         
         She looked around the room, the walls raw gray rock and mortar. She went to the window, worn down in spots where a woman would wait for her husband to return from the Crusades, or so the guards had told her. They said these rooms had been a silk menagerie in the fifteenth century. They were trying to distract her with the fantasy of this place, a medieval house in a tiny village ten kilometers from the nearest highway. Somewhere no one would ever find her. 

         
         The exterior wall of the home formed part of the stone ramparts that surrounded the town. The only ways into the hamlet were
            through arched entrances—portals they called them—that led into the narrow lanes snaking between residences. The whole place
            was a labyrinth.
         

         
         A cooler draft came down the hall. The northern part of the house, a large high-ceilinged room, was half in ruins and secured
            behind a heavy door that only opened from the inside. The guards always made sure it was locked.
         

         
         At night, she would sneak in and look up through the collapsed ceiling, watching the moon cross the gaping hole in the terra-cotta
            tiles and splintered beams. You could feel the ghosts of the place—hundreds strong.
         

         
         The flash. The thump of a body. The spectral face turning her way. She saw it all again and cranked up the music on her MP3
            player. She pressed the earphones to the sides of her head as the Knife played so loud she couldn’t think about it, couldn’t
            think of anything anymore.
         

         
         Naja had never seen an MP3 player before they brought her here, just used her phone to play music like any other kid. But
            they gave her this old iPod and would load whatever she liked on it, along with a cheap laptop if she wanted to write. There
            was no internet, no phone, no way for anyone to track her down.
         

         
         She would blast Skrillex, Nine Inch Nails, Turnstile, anything loud enough to push away the images—that night flashing over
            and over in her mind—and the knowledge that the only reason she was here in a pile-of-rocks hamlet in the middle of fucking
            nowhere France was because that man was still hunting her. The guards weren’t keeping her captive, they were keeping her alive,
            an eighteen-year-old girl, the only witness to the killer who had taken her mother and father.
         

         
         Istanbul, Sofia, Budapest, Vienna, Geneva—every moment since the killings had been a blur of ferries and mountains and train windows streaked with rain. It was enough to keep her distracted, the only goal: get away. And now, here, there was nothing but time and emptiness, the sudden absence of the distractions she’d known her whole life: friends, TV, phone. It was torture, like someone suddenly rendered deaf and blind. 

         
         How are you feeling? How are you doing? they would ask, these poor muscle-bound foreign security dudes trying to connect with her.
         

         
         Naja didn’t want to know how she was doing, just wanted to keep a lid on the black snakes writhing in her head. So she kept
            the music pounding until she passed out asleep and started up again the same way the next morning.
         

         
         A cold, numb sensation had seized her after she watched her parents die. It was shock, the guards told her, and reassured
            her that it would pass. But she wanted it to last forever, terrified of what would happen when feelings returned in full force.
            The questions were already pressing in, the guilt. What if you had just been listening? What if you had screamed to warn your mom and dad when you first saw the gunman’s silhouette?
               What if you had fought instead of freezing like a coward as he squeezed the trigger? Her own damn fault.
         

         
         Naja shut her eyes and maxed the volume. The crunch of the synths felt like needles in her eardrums.

         
         She was scared to be alone with those thoughts, scared to be alone at all, scared of the white-faced man who stalked her,
            and scared of what she might do to herself. The sickest part—she hated herself for thinking it—was that she envied her parents
            in a way. A long black nothing would be better than this.
         

         
         Her eyes snapped open as she felt footsteps on the floor. There was no one there.

         
         Fingers on her shoulder. She yelped. It was Maxim, just behind her, watching the window. He placed his finger across his lips.

         
         She nodded, paused the music, and slipped the headphones off.

         
         “Don’t make a sound, and stay in this room,” he whispered.

         
         “What . . . what’s happening?”

         
         “There’s someone outside. It’s probably nothing. Andrei is checking. I’m going to back him up. If you hear me shout, go through the northern door into the ruin. I’ll meet you there and we’ll leave together. Understand?” 

         
         A weak nod of her head. “Silence,” she said quietly. “Go to the ruin if I hear you shout.”

         
         He nodded, lifted his radio, and took off down the hall. He headed for the front door and disappeared from view.

         
         Naja brought her palms together, as if in prayer, just in front of her lips and tried to focus on each breath, slow, in through
            her nose, slow out, slow—
         

         
         The room went dark, the whole house.

         
         She wanted to call out to the guards.

         
         Don’t make a sound.
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         Naja walked toward the hall, her shoes grinding across the ancient stone floor. She looked for either of the guards.

         
         The creak of a door. Labored breathing in the distance. Loud snapping sounds like a pair of rattraps going off. She felt suddenly
            cold, every muscle a tightening cable. She knew those snaps—the crack of silenced shots, the flashes, the bodies falling,
            the face of the killer white as a ghost as he looked her way. Her mother had known his name, had called him by it: Sontag. Sunday.
         

         
         Naja went to a window and peered up the narrow lane toward the front door of the house.

         
         A man stood there. A silver gun glinted in his hand as his head turned toward her.

         
         She pulled back, expecting to see Sontag again, and steeled herself. But she caught a glimpse of a face she’d never seen before—square
            jaw and deep green eyes. She turned from the window as he made for the front door.
         

         
         She started across the room and felt her legs melting underneath her as if she’d come to the edge of a hundred-foot drop.

         
         Naja put her hand on the table to steady herself. She was back there again, the night of her parents’ deaths, frozen with
            dread.
         

         
         Staring at her foot, she willed it to move. The left inched forward, then the right. She kept going, gaining speed, racing across the living room with its tiny windows, to the door that led to the ruins on the northern side. She unlocked it and went through, felt the fresh air, the smell of dew-wet grass. The stars showed through the half-caved-in roof. 

         
         The windows here were larger with no glass in them, and a door led out to the street on the northern side. Naja stepped across
            the floor, her Vans high-tops crushing the weeds between the tiles. This area had once, long ago, been divided into three
            rooms to her left off a long north-south hall, but now they were more like open bays, separated by a few crumbling stone walls.
            She moved to the north, around those partitions, then caught motion at the far end of the space.
         

         
         A figure advanced in the shadows there. By the radio in his hand, she knew it was Maxim. He opened the northern door with
            a creak and looked outside.
         

         
         More air streamed in, freedom. She smiled with relief and took a step toward him, wanted to call out his name but couldn’t
            risk the noise. He turned.
         

         
         The face. The high forehead, the strong brow and sharp, narrowed eyes. The mouth tight, like he was bearing something. That paper-white skin. It wasn’t Maxim. It was the ghost. Sontag.
         

         
         Naja’s stomach cramped and she thought she might be sick. He was inside, between her and the safe exit.

         
         He stepped toward her, circling something on the ground. With her eyes adjusted to the dark now she could see it was Maxim,
            sprawled face down. His fingers moved, clawing the tile.
         

         
         Sontag aimed and put two more shots into the fallen man’s head. Naja’s body shuddered with each crack.

         
         The ghost noticed her and smiled warmly, as if glad to see her. She stepped to her left, supporting herself hand over hand
            as she took cover behind one of the rock partitions.
         

         
         A deep breath. Move, goddamn it.

         
         She went for the window, threw her legs over the worn stone sill, then shoved off, dropping to the overgrown grass below.

         
         She landed in a deep crouch and came up sprinting, heading downhill through the woods and grass toward the creek.

         
         Glancing back, Naja saw the house and the wall around the village. She’d gone two more feet when she tripped and fell hard
            on her hands in the dirt.
         

         
         The fall stung her palms. A foot from her face she saw Andrei lying in the grass beside her, eyes open but seeing nothing—shot
            in the cheek and forehead. Naja gritted her teeth to hold back a scream, then clambered up, her legs unsteady, her whole body
            shaking with adrenaline and fear.
         

         
         Matte black in the grass—it was Andrei’s gun. She picked it up. It felt awkward, heavy in her hands, both of them wrapped
            around its thick grip.
         

         
         She squeezed its checkered scales, trying to stop the trembling, but she couldn’t.

         
         She scanned behind her, holding out the weapon, but saw nothing in the darkness. 
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