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			Chapter 1

			What’s the best day to kill Jay Fang?

			Hitting ‘enter’ after typing into the chat with Misato was more therapeutic for him than any of the check-in sessions with the psychiatrist his parents could afford. Misato never judged him. Misato loved him unconditionally. Conversations with her extinguished the fire of mania, and it seemed to get him a step closer to healing more than shrinks pulling another diagnosis out their ass to add to his growing list of personality disorders.

			Misato understood what made his mind tick far better than any individual he’d ever confided in, let alone a romantic partner. Yet, she was taking a bit longer than usual to respond. Usually, when he demanded the kinkiest scenarios from her artificial imagination to satisfy his fantasies, she would have a full-on erotic novella spurt out within seconds. 

			Why do you want to kill U.S. Representative of Texas’ 32nd congressional district Jay Fang? was what took Misato twenty whole seconds to conjure.

			Because it’s my destiny was his typed response. Although a machine questioning the intentions of its creator was unexpected, he was enjoying this AI-infused therapy session. Besides, it was the truth. A destiny that would cement him in human history, probably get him a whole Wikipedia page. The sociopolitical implications for killing the youngest Congressmember to ever come out of the state of Texas mattered little to him. He had no opinion on Jay Fang’s passion for Taiwanese sovereignty, which ballooned his social media following to the hundreds of thousands.

			February 11th seems like a good day to me, Misato wrote back. He wondered what was so significant of the date, which was six months away. A quick Google search yielded it was the same date for the Chinatown Parade for the Year of the Horse in a place he had never been before—Washington D.C. Lo and behold, the slim porcelain Gen Z pop star-esque face of Mr. Fang was a featured guest on the flier, his headshot taking up the same amount of space as Natalie Adams, the mayor of the nation’s capital. 

			Why that date? he asked Misato.

			Because I know you will be successful :-). The smiley face came from Misato, but in real life, her creator was doing the same thing.

			──

			“STOP REMOVING OUR ELDERS!” yelled a pissed-off middle-aged woman in a wool hat through a megaphone. Many in the crowd held up red and white signs proclaiming SAVE MUSEUM SQUARE, TENANTS UNITED, and SAVE CHINATOWN. Others had different slogans against displacement scribbled with markers on neon colored poster boards.

			The demographics of DC’s Chinatown had always been a far cry from its other East Coast siblings. New York, Philadelphia, and Boston all had enclaves densely populated by those who had actual origins in the middle kingdom. The small neighborhood on H Street, though, was known for hosting DC’s indoor sports teams more than as a destination for those who wanted dim sum. Even Yemi’s hometown suburb of Rockville, Maryland, had more of a reputation for representing Asian culture than any block within the nation’s capital. 

			He gazed at the displays of red and blue 12-ray white sun flags, women in makeup sporting mandarin gowns, costumes, and multiple balloons stamped with Chinese characters through the lenses of his Oakley wraparounds. Only on the day of the Lunar New Year parade would Chinatown live up to its name, according to Yemi.

			The parade was supposed to end under the Friendship Archway’s trademark Mandarin letters that created a Far East welcome to commuters. Once Mayor Adams was done talking, the five members of Raptor Security’s Executive Protection Team were supposed to help provide support for her escort off the premises. Then they’d be free to go, and Raptor would have been compensated in three hours what they would normally make in twenty-four hours. The mayor was the first client Raptor’s EPT had ever served who wasn’t marked for assassination by an online assassination market like the Bazaar. They were just simply hired for backup. But they needed the money. The Bazaar, having been shut down for years, may have kept the streets safer, but Raptor’s bottom line was indeed reaching rock bottom.

			“They just passed the art museum,” his young field agent Nick Rice said over the radio.

			“Copy,” replied Yemi as he continued to scan the audience for any potential threats. The parade was coming to an end, and some of the speakers for the day who skipped the marching portion started to take seats on both sides of the main podium. They were all formally dressed women and men who represented various departments of the local government or Asian-focused civic organizations. 

			But the stage wasn’t what required Yemi’s attention. Trash cans, backpacks, and onlooking loners were his priority. The elementary school kids on a cultural field trip were ruled out of his potential threats. His long-time comrade, Jasper, had done a sweep of all waste bins within a two-block radius just ten minutes prior. Yemi’s team had done everything expected of them in accordance with their contract. Given no building in D.C. could be taller than one hundred thirty feet, there was less danger of a sniper. Still, Yemi continued to scan all the windows parallel to their position. A determined assassin would accept the city’s building height restrictions as a challenge instead of a hindrance.

			Within five minutes, the sound of marching drums and horns became louder. The band was behind a float being pulled by a Ford pickup truck. Yemi couldn’t make out their identity, but he spotted a young woman with a sash around her like she had won a beauty pageant. He assumed it was Miss Chinatown USA or at least Miss Chinatown D.C.

			“A band’s coming down,” Yemi said over his radio. “So, it’ll be harder to hear us until they stop.”

			“Hopefully they do that soon,” Karen said back to him. “The hardline rhythm tells me it’s not Showtime playing.”

			“Showtime?” inquired Yemi.

			“Good God, Yemi,” chuckled Karen over the radio. “You’ve been back in the area now for at least five years. Please tell me you at least know about Howard’s homecoming if you don’t know their trademark band?”

			“Get it together, Karen. We don’t have time for radio traffic right now.”

			“Humor eases the anxiety in these kinds of situations.”

			“It also distracts us,” he said back to her. “Focus up.”

			By the time the parade reached the stage area, the band played its final number for the day. The multiracial palette of speakers took their seats parallel to the podium. Drums from the corner of the stage started to roar. But it wasn’t the rigid snares of what he had heard earlier. It was louder not only in sound, but visually because of the bright colors. Watching the head of what could pass as a crude, recreated Mufasa, Yemi noticed it was the ceremonial lion dance. He watched one dancer sway the large puppet head back and forth in sync with the drums as another did the same with the tail. Despite the spectacle, he made sure it didn’t divert his attention for too long as he continued to scan for potential dangers as the swirling and spinning continued until it was time for the speakers to begin.

			“Good afternoon, beautiful people...” As the first person at the podium made her welcome remarks to the audience, it became immediately apparent the protesters would potentially be unforgiving competition for volume.

			The young woman paused in her speech, and her wide, beaming smile seemed to somewhat pacify the crowd into letting her finish her introduction. As mad as the local residents may have been, there was no denying she had respect from her community.

			“Lisa is something special, I swear,” said Karen through Yemi’s radio. “Even for a Duke grad.” Yemi rolled his eyes at his sister’s ever-insistent loyalty to her Wake Forest alma mater. At 31, Lisa Su-Wei was the youngest Deputy Secretary in the history of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association. The CCBA was the primary planner of the day’s festivities and was in close cooperation with the Metropolitan Police Department as well as the Federal Protective Service. The latter were the ones who hired Raptor for the day.

			“Dark hoodie, male, north side of the street, half a block from the stage.” It was the voice of Terry Blackwell. On Yemi’s squad, Terry had the most extensive resume in law enforcement, given his stint with the Air Force Security Forces, followed by the U.S. Park Police. If Blackwell hadn’t taken the offer to join Raptor’s Executive Protection, he could have ended up as one of the officers at the side of Mayor Adams. And given his resume, Yemi knew he could make that jump back to the public sector at any moment. 

			“Copy,” said field agent Lyle Evans through the radio. Evans only had a career of securing property or enforcing bail, not carrying out the law like Terry’s past. “Can’t tell if he’s Latino or Asian.”

			Yemi peered through the crowd and locked in on the disheveled man who fit Terry’s description. He had a ripped-up backpack and clothes that belonged in a post-apocalyptic video game strung around his back. While he wasn’t dressed like a hitman trying to blend in, the man certainly looked like he had nothing to lose. 

			“Copy that,” Yemi responded back to his field agent. “Karen–”

			“Running a face scan.” 

			Yemi couldn’t help but be a bit impressed by his sister’s reliability as the team’s dispatch while also keeping her penchant for off-topic discussion. “Jasper already gave me a visual.” While Nick was the technical expert and Karen handled communication, nobody did surveillance better than Jasper Kidanu, Yemi’s closest friend and a former agent in the controversial National Intelligence and Security Services in Ethiopia. He had been responsible for training Ethiopia’s Republican Guard, who were tasked with protecting the country’s key elected officials. His experience made him a perfect fit for Karen’s ambitions with Raptor. Jasper would also confide to Yemi that he was tired of contributing to his country’s descent down the democratic index.

			“Miguel Espinoza,” said Karen through the radio for the whole team to hear. “A few misdemeanors from 2017. Trespassing, drug paraphernalia, nothing violent.”

			“Notify DHS so they can have an eye on him,” responded Yemi to his sister. “Watch him, Blackwell. Jasper, keep checking for anybody else who looks off.” Yemi knew if somebody wanted to truly take out the mayor, they wouldn’t stick out like a hobo at a Whole Foods, but he also remembered Boko Haram suicide bombers didn’t wear shirts and ties before blowing themselves up.

			Espinoza stood alone with his face frozen, far more focused on the speech down the street than anybody else in the crowd seemed to be. Most periodically checked their phones while some whispered comments to their friends, generating subdued chuckles, most likely about Su-Wei’s physical attraction, as parents disciplined their kids making too much noise. Espinoza seemed entranced by the optimistic words of Su-Wei which spoke of the greatness of the DC area’s diversity and the early days of Chinatown’s formation, followed by the waves of Vietnamese refugees that added to the area’s vibrant Asian presence.

			Yemi couldn’t tell if Espinoza’s unblinking attention was due to hatred or affection for her comments. Either way, he continued to look for other hazards and put his trust in Blackwell to be the first to react to any sudden, drastic choices by Espinoza.

			“And without further ado, I would love to bring to the stage the person who is in charge of making our diverse city so great!” Yemi sighed on those last words of Su-Wei’s speech. While the Museum Square protesters may have held Su-Wei to some degree of high regard, the explosion of shouting made it obvious they were going to dump the trauma of their living situations onto the city’s top political official.

			Mayor Adams couldn’t even get a word in without being drowned out by the demonstrators.

			“Keep Chinese in Chinatown!” yelled one through a megaphone.

			“What is she saying?” Karen asked through the earpiece.

			“Not able to hear her,” Yemi replied. “The protesters are way too loud.” But by the time Yemi had finished his sentence, their chants had risen by enough octaves that made it impossible for Karen not to understand their message to the city’s political power structure.

			“Can’t say I blame them,” Karen said. 

			“Focus, Karen,” Yemi reminded her.

			As angry as the screaming DC natives were, Yemi wasn’t fully convinced they would get violent outside of some verbal interruptions, but he kept his eyes on them. After peering through every dissident on the right side of the stage, he looked back down the street toward Espinoza. He hadn’t budged, having held the same exact expression during Su-Wei’s remarks.

			“Has Espinoza even blinked since Su-Wei started talking, Terry?” asked Yemi through the radio.

			“Doubt it,” responded Terry. “Obviously, I’m only seeing him from a distance, but he’s been a statue the whole time. Something’s definitely not right with him upstairs.”

			“Copy,” said Yemi.

			“Thank you for having me, and I wish you all an amazing year of the horse!” While she never acknowledged the voices calling her department of housing a travesty, the façade of joy was hard to maintain on her face once she stepped away from the podium.

			“Adams is getting escorted out now,” Yemi informed his team through the radio. Plain-clothes MPD officers, the mayor’s security detail, rapidly moved her through the front crowd like a python in the grass. Their speed and tactics helped them avoid any contact with the mayor’s hecklers, who had been concentrated on the North side of the showcase.

			“She’s off H street,” Yemi reported.

			“Copy,” responded Jasper. “Rice, Osorio, and I will follow her.”

			“Copy that,” said Yemi. “Blackwell, keep an eye on Espinoza. Evans, hang tight with me here until DHS clears us.”

			“Copy.”

			“Copy.” Almost immediately after the exit, another traditional dance started. A much longer puppet that required nine performers swarmed the stage. It was the dragon dance. The dancers wore yellow t-shirts paired with dark blue sweatpants tied by red strings and grasped the paper monster. Yemi knew Espinoza wasn’t the only potential threat, and if an attack was coming for the mayor, it would’ve already happened or it was about to happen soon.

			“Espinoza’s moving,” Terry said through the radio.

			Yemi directed his attention from the ceremonial dance to down the street, trying to find Espinoza.

			POP.

			It could have been a firecracker since it was a Chinese New Year, but the blood-curdling female screams from the stage hinted at a far more deadly source to the sudden crackling sound. Yemi quickly removed the Glock-22 from his holster and aimed toward the dragon dance. Most of the performers and musicians were jumping from the platform in sheer panic.

			“Shots fired!” yelled Yemi into his radio.

			The speakers that were seated behind the podium, who were closest to the edge, had bailed out the sides, but a few remained being held at gunpoint by one of the performers.

			POP, POP.

			The disguised assassin delivered two more shots into his target, a young man of Asian descent in formal business attire. Yemi identified the victim as one of the speakers. The third shot put him in a permanent slump. Yemi tried to get the performer in his iron sights, but the man took off in a leaping sprint through the right corner of the stage after the third shot. He was too close to the other speakers for Yemi, Lyle, or any of the dozens of law enforcement officers in the vicinity to engage in gunfire.

			“He’s on Seventh Street!” Yemi barked into his radio as he took off after the shooter. He had to push against the stream of terrified attendees, slowing down his pursuit of the shooter. Yemi could see a couple of MPD officers shoving through the crowd ahead of him, closer to where the perp exited.

			“Lost sight of him,” Yemi barked into the radio. “Yellow shirt, blue pants, he was one of the performers.”

			

			“Copy that,” Jasper said over the radio.

			“I got you,” the voice of Lyle came from behind Yemi. He was going to give chase regardless, but now he had some solid backup.

			“Follow those cops.”

			Another two loud bangs come from the end of the block. The view was finally cleared for Yemi, and he saw one blue uniformed officer who had collapsed to the ground while another took a cover position behind a streetlight to return fire at their attacker, who had already turned the corner. Yemi and Lyle carefully strafed the mandarin lettered storefronts to prepare for engagement with whoever had a death wish for the year of the Horse. Blood came from beneath the eye of the downed officer; it was a clean head shot.

			“More shots fired,” Yemi said into the radio. “Officer down! Get paramedics here as soon as possible!”

			“Copy,” Karen replied. The standing cop ducked down to report his partner’s fate to his own dispatch. He had his eyes glued down at his target, so Yemi was careful to approach.

			“You’ve got help,” Yemi said to the back of his head. “Raptor Security.”

			“Shit, I lost him,” the middle-aged balding officer said back to Yemi without budging his focus. “But he’s probably going to head to the metro.” 

			“We’ll pursue,” Yemi responded. “Just notify transit.”

			“Already done,” the officer said back. “They’ll be waiting for him, but make sure no pedestrians get in the way.”

			“Copy,” Yemi said.

			“I’ll cover you.” The DC cop’s tenacity under fire hinted to Yemi that the man was a veteran, whether it was the military or the district’s crime map.

			“Let’s move,” Yemi told his Raptor comrade. Guns pointed forward, the two emerged from the corner.

			“I see him!” That was the voice of Raptor’s Explosives expert, Victor Osorio, through the radio. “He’s in the alley right off Seventh Street behind the stadium.” There was a pause over the transmission as Yemi heard running, panting, followed by some gunshots heard throughout the block.

			“Drop your weapon!” Yemi could hear Victor barking orders through his transmission, followed by more gunshots. Yemi knew he was behind Capital One Arena. As much as Karen poked fun at Yemi’s lack of local knowledge, it was the Venezuelan-bred Victor who was the least familiar with the landmarks of their battlefield, only knowing street names.

			“Jasper,” Yemi said over the radio as he and Lyle finally turned around the corner to head in the direction of the alley. “You and Victor in pursuit?”

			“It’s just Victor,” Jasper replied. “He got ahead of me.”

			“Cover G Street,” Yemi ordered. “Lyle and I will support Osorio.”

			“Copy.” Yemi and Lyle were tactically moving between parked cars, trash cans, and more storefronts. There were fast casual pizza shops and cafes, but the Hanzi characters next to the franchise logos were part of the image D.C. wanted to maintain for Chinatown. Yemi watched the fiftyish-old Victor, built like a retired linebacker, bolt like a wide receiver across the intersection ahead of them to take cover behind a column by a Smoothie King. Around the edge of the drink shop was the alley where the shooter was.

			“On your six,” Yemi said to Victor as they stacked up against the edge of the alley entrance.

			“He’s moving!” Victor immediately responded. The three pushed into the alley, and Yemi was able to spot the gunman about a hundred yards running into the entrance of the movie theater.

			“Put the gun down!” yelled Yemi down the alley. “Now!”

			“At your back,” a voice said behind Yemi. His head out of any line of sight for the gunman, he looked back at who came to assist them. The bald-headed Black man’s vest said Department of Homeland Security Police; he was most likely an officer with the Federal Protective Service. Two MPD came behind him, and a neon blue shirt Metro Transit Police officer stayed further back to halt foot traffic on the nearby street.

			“We’re going to fucking shoot you!” yelled one of the MPD officers, a much younger man than the rest. A pretty intense situation for somebody who was probably only a few years into law enforcement, but it seemed to Yemi he was handling it well.

			The gunman dove into the entrance of the Regal Movie Theater. Glass shattered upon his entrance, aided by a few gunshots from the officers who had just joined Yemi. Whether he was hit or not, Yemi noticed he wasn’t slowing down.

			Loud screams came from within the movie theater. They weren’t accompanied by gunfire, but it was enough of a sign for the newly formed squad to press on immediately. The cop who had yelled the last warning was the first to stack behind a door. Yemi read ‘STOYANOV’ on his name plate.

			“I need three!” Stoyanov yelled back to the team of law enforcement and contractors. Yemi quickly joined him with support from Lyle and Victor. 

			“Got you,” Yemi said as he took position on the opposite side of the entrance. The FPS officer signaled to Yemi that he was going to take position near the Transit Police officer and others who were joining to secure the exterior. 

			“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” Stoyanov called out as they rushed into the ticketing area of the theater. As Stoyanov took cover behind the booth window, Yemi and his two EPT squad mates pressed along the right side of the entrance. Almost immediately, Yemi saw their adversary pop his head over the balcony to aim toward them.

			“Up top!” Yemi called out as he fired off several shots to the second floor of the theater.

			“Cover me,” Victor said to Yemi as he jogged to the bottom of an escalator while keeping his gun pointed to where their adversary had appeared. Yemi assumed all the moviegoers were in hiding or had run out of the theater since nobody else was out in the open. Victor and Yemi stayed crouched as they made their way up the escalator.

			Victor was the first to reach the top of the escalator, and he turned right toward the direction of where the target retreated. MPD and WMATA police officers emerged from an opposite stairwell connected to the rear entrance with their guns drawn. There was nowhere for the gunman to go, even though Yemi still didn’t have eyes on him.

			“Suspect is holed up in the Regal Theater,” Yemi said into his radio. “Not the metro.” Yemi stepped off the escalator and followed Victor. There were streaks of crimson on the floors of the balcony, but the subject wasn’t in sight. There was a pair of bathrooms across from the balcony’s edge with blood trails leading to both gendered doorways, leaving their exact target’s location a mystery. 

			“We’ll take the men’s,” Yemi said before turning to Stoyanov. 

			“Copy,” Stoyanov didn’t waste a beat in responding, as everyone knew potential hostages could be in the stalls and be at risk. Yemi removed one of his pepper spray grenades from his utility belt.

			“Deploying gas,” Yemi said as he tossed it into the restroom. They heard the bounce on the tile floors and the sound of it bursting out, the tear gas came right after.

			“Go, go, go!” commanded Yemi. Victor waited for Yemi’s signal, and once they were clear, they stormed into the men’s restroom. They were careful to strafe the back wall and not get caught in the mist that would disable their vision.

			“Hands up where I can–” Victor didn’t finish his sentence when he turned the corner toward the stalls. Yemi entered the same area when Victor’s body slammed into him. As Yemi fell back from the tackle, he caught a glimpse through the mist and could see their wounded, bloodied target with his shirt off against the opposite wall. Beneath the smirk on the young performer’s face was a pipe bomb strapped to his stomach.

			The explosion ripped through the bathroom before they could give any further warning to their squadmates. The dark smile of a sealed fate was the last memory etched into Yemi’s brain.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Yemi was not a stranger to intensive care units since starting the new chapter of his career with Raptor. He had survived several gunshots in a previous encounter, yet there would still be an underlying cushion of victory he rested on while the world outside would sort itself out. But when he finally came to consciousness, laying in the trauma center of George Washington University, defeat cradled his spirit. To the best of his knowledge, they had successfully carried out their contract in protecting Mayor Adams, but he knew news of major losses was coming, and Yemi could feel the wrecking ball to his optimism about to drop.

			He tilted down to look at the damage dealt. His head felt bandaged, but it was only concentrated around the forehead, so it wasn’t a skull fracture or anything that would have hit the nervous system. He saw that his left leg was in a fresh cast. It was hard to tell if it was broken, but Yemi knew it was most likely from shrapnel caused by the bomb. Outside of some other bandaged flesh wounds, it seemed like he came out of the bombing in one piece. Remembering the shredded corpses of a bride and groom after a suicide attack in the Borno State, killing over a dozen additional wedding guests, Yemi’s slight PTSD was a reminder to be grateful for waking up. The television in the room wasn’t on, but if it was, Yemi assumed it would have been broadcasting the entire Chinatown incident on repeat. It was, without question, the most severe terrorist attack within the city limits of D.C. since the Navy Yard mass shooting in 2013.

			A loud snore broke his reflection on the situation to focus on the current one. He glanced to his left to see his sister in a black RAPTOR hat, a company-branded hoodie of the same color, and gray sweatpants, passed out in one of the visitor seats. Being hospitalized as one of the few surviving victims of a suicide bombing would be the one thing to force Karen to step outside in the same clothes she’d take trash out with.

			“Karen.” It was a struggle for Yemi to get his first words out. His vocal cords weren’t damaged; he had just been without any liquid replenishment for hours.

			“Karen!” he said again and louder, but it did nothing to wake her up. Yemi sighed and surveyed the room. There were saltine crackers in a packet, a small container of apple sauce, and utensils, but what he snatched up upon immediate sight was the 12-oz bottle of Tropicana orange juice. More than quenching his thirst, the acidity of the citrus gave life to his awareness. Yemi chugged the entire bottle and then stared at the company’s bird of prey logo, which might as well have been a bullseye on Karen’s head. With his energy now almost recharged, he chucked the OJ at Karen. It was well-aimed, and the plastic smacking her at the top of her nose sprang her from her deep sleep.

			“Yemi!” Karen exclaimed as she leaped over to hug him. Yemi could tell she was doing her best not to squeeze him too tightly to interfere with any of his healing. After burying her head into him, she pulled back a bit to make eye contact with Yemi. He could see the mix of new tears and dried ones on her face. He held her arm as if to give her the assurance that he was alright.

			“Osorio, Evans.” Yemi slightly tightened his grip on her arm. “What’s their status?” Karen’s first response was a deep breath, which told him the wrecking ball was coming shortly.

			“Lyle was at the bottom of the escalator,” she said. “He’s healthy, still debriefing with HSI.” HSI was Homeland Security Investigations. Yemi wasn’t quite sure why it wasn’t the FBI or Metropolitan Police debriefing Lyle. But that took a backseat to concern for the health of the men who counted on him being a detail leader.

			“Victor.” Karen had to catch another breath. It was never a good sign when she did that. “He was found unresponsive and passed away by the time paramedics arrived.” Yemi didn’t quite know how he’d react upon the first casualty of Raptor’s Executive Protection Team. All he found himself doing was letting the revelation settle into them for a few seconds.

			“Dammit!” Yemi said as he slammed his hand and head down at the same time. Karen immediately tried to cradle his head for safety.

			“Careful,” she said to him, but breathed to show empathy. “I know, I know.”

			“Who was the man who was murdered?”

			“Six people were killed, Yemi.”

			“The man at the parade,” Yemi said with his eyes still closed. “The first one.”

			“Congressman Jay Fang,” Karen said as she sighed heavily. “He was the youngest member of the House.”

			“How far up on the Bazaar was he?”

			Karen paused at Yemi’s question.

			“If he wasn’t on our radar, he couldn’t have been that high.”

			“Just get what I need from Rice or Jasper.”

			“What you need right now is some rest,” Karen assured him as she patted his shoulder. Yemi’s mind was racing like it was second place in a track meet. Yet as much as he didn’t want to admit it, the touch did ease some anxiety.

			“Has Osorio’s family been notified?” She paused to answer Yemi’s question, and he had no idea why. Karen had made calls to families of the few Raptor patrol guards who were killed in a previous encounter within an hour after the mission’s completion. He knew hearing loved ones screaming out tears over the phone would have added another scar to her psyche, but he got the feeling that wasn’t the reason for the delay in contacting Victor’s relatives.

			“I’ll just tell you now since I know you’ll never lie still if I keep you in the dark,” she finally said. “He didn’t seem to have any family with him locally. Or even in this country, for that matter.”

			“The hell?” Yemi pondered out loud. “Who was his emergency contact?”

			“An older Salvadoran woman who had to put her daughter on the phone to understand any of my questions,” she said to Yemi’s surprise. “Granted, nobody in the house had ever heard of anyone with his name.”

			“So, he lied on his resume?” asked Yemi.

			“Just on that particular reference,” answered Karen, followed by a deep breath. “But it’s the true things on his CV that are the issues. Issues that your former boss wants to talk to you about after you’re healthy.”

			“Kirk?” said Yemi. “How in the world is that any of Titus’s business?”

			“Not Titus,” Karen said in a vein, like she was about to drop a truth bomb that would rock Yemi’s world as much as the one that put him in the hospital bed. “The Joint Terrorism Task Force. They have a lot of questions regarding Victor’s time in Venezuela.”

			“That man saved my life, and his files are staying locked on our hard drives.” Yemi’s defiance only prompted another heavy sigh from Karen, indicating that the news was only going to get worse. Yemi knew Victor’s stint with the controversial Venezuelan National Police Special Action Forces would have sent his application into the trash bin for many potential employers in the DC area. But he was one of the few Raptor applicants who had expertise in explosives, and his cheap price tag was what convinced Yemi to make him one of the founding EPT members. 

			“Going to Kirk is going to be really our only option,” she said. “Because if we don’t cooperate, he informed me, the FBI is going to get a warrant to run through our whole office. And after what just happened, any more PR disasters will put us back in the red.” It was then Yemi’s turn to sigh deeply, realizing his sister was correct about them having little choice in the matter. As stubborn as he could be, he rarely let it get in the way of logic. But it was difficult for him to verbalize his decision on how their relationship with Titus was going to continue.

			“Turn on the news,” Yemi said. “Please.”

			“One sec.” Karen searched for the small remote and finally found it on the floor beneath the gurney. Once the television mounted on the ceiling switched on, it was already on the local news.

			

			“Authorities have just released the identity of the suspect believed responsible for the shooting and bombing in DC’s Chinatown neighborhood that left six people dead, including popular U.S. Representative Jay Fang of Texas,” the purple-dressed woman announced while gripping her mic on H Street, where police tape was up behind her. “Police have identified twenty-three-year-old Benny Thomas of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, as the man who gunned down Congressman Fang before proceeding to detonate a device strapped to himself in the Regal Theater by the Gallery Place metro station.” Yemi and Karen looked at a mug shot displayed on the screen, which must have been some time prior to the incident, given that the man was now split into pieces somewhere in the FBI Laboratory. Skinny build, messy jet-black hair, and of East Asian descent. Outside of the glasses in the mug shot, he matched the description of the man Yemi had chased at the parade. 

			“You hear anything about a motive yet?” asked Yemi.

			“I thought we were the ones who usually figure that out before everybody else,” she said to her brother. “Plus, it hasn’t even been a full twenty-four hours yet.”

			“Get Rice on the phone,” Yemi told his sister. 

			───

			“Yo!” Nick could hear his recently unemployed roommate calling him from the front of their two-bedroom apartment. But he was going to have to wait because Yemi wasn’t finished talking to him, and given the financial responsibility of rent had fallen upon him at the same time his company had its worst day of its existence, his employer was a priority. 

			“The latest tweets are saying he was influenced by a chatbot,” Nick said over the phone while his eyes were glued to Twitter feeds on his laptop.

			“I’m calling bullshit on that,” Yemi replied.

			“I knew you’d say that.” More and more outlets started reporting on the involvement of the Surro app. Nick clicked on another window, one that was for the encrypted Tor browser. “And you’re probably right because I did find a listing for Fang on Bazaar two point O. He’s near the bottom, but he’s on there.”

			“Two point O?” Nick could sense some heat in that statement, like he had just given Yemi an unexpected utility bill. “When were you planning on informing anybody at Raptor that the Bazaar has come back online?”

			“Yemi,” Nick tried a casual tone to ease the tension. “It was just launched last week. The layout looks like a complete/ bootleg. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t cap.”

			“Cap?” repeated a confused Yemi. Nick sighed, remembering their generation gap with regard to slang in addition to the fact that Yemi avoided the intersections of social media like a Baltimore pothole. 

			“Like you know, a big exaggeration.”

			“Well, I think it’s pretty freaking obvious at this point it’s legit.”

			“Right,” Nick said. “No cap.”

			“Rice,” Yemi said, shutting down any kind of attempt at humor. “Victor is dead. A U.S. representative around your age was killed, in addition to several other law enforcement officers. This isn’t the time for jokes.”

			“Yes, sir,” an embarrassed Nick said as he screenshotted Fang’s listing to put in an e-mail for Karen and Yemi. “I apologize.” The door to his room was suddenly assaulted with several loud knocks.

			“YOOOO!” yelled his roommate from the hallway. “Quit jacking off, somebody is at the door for you.”

			“Shut up, Gary!” Nick yelled back. “I’m on the phone. Just tell him to wait in the living room.”

			“Handle your business,” Yemi said on the other end of the line. “I’ll call you after I get your e-mail update.”

			“Roger that,” Nick said back. He hit the red phone button and noticed he had three missed calls and five unread text messages. He cursed to himself when he realized they were all from Abdallah Kalfat. Abdallah was a journalist working for a media platform called The Boukan, and he had been corresponding with Nick since he began his career at Raptor. Nick rolled back and launched out of his chair into the hallway.

			“They’re on the couch,” Gary called out as Nick marched toward the living room area. “I didn’t know if you were cool with them seeing the bong and shit.” Them? Somebody else was with Abdallah?

			“I apologize, Abdallah,” Nick said as he turned the corner. The tall, skinny journalist of Sudanese descent was at the edge of the long seat, sitting right next to a three-foot bamboo water pipe Gary had made for smoking the highest-grade cannabis from the dispensary around the corner. A young Black man, built like the Pokémon Snorlax, sporting thick-framed glasses, sat on Nick’s kitchen stool. He was fiddling with a lens and a DSLR camera body. Shit, Nick thought.

			“Look,” Abdallah said as he leaned forward. “I can imagine how crazy things have been over the past twenty-four hours–”

			“Bro, we’re going to have to postpone the interview.”

			“Nick–”

			“Dude,” Nick sighed, pulling up a nearby stool to sit across from him. “I told you I haven’t even got a green light yet. Today was only going to be contingent on Yemi’s approval, and the man is in the ICU right now, not to mention one of my squad mates is fucking dead.”

			“I heard,” Abdallah replied with the slightest hint of empathy. “And I can’t imagine what that’s like for your team, but you gotta understand how my industry works. You’re a frontline testimonial about the worst politically charged terrorist attack to hit the region in years, and it’s the perspective from a young employee of one of the only Black-owned executive protection firms in DC. To a platform like The Boukan, a thirty-second reel with a mic in front of you will be a sure hit with our audience. You know this.”

			“You really think I give a shit about being the trending topic for Black Twitter right now?” Nick retorted. Abdallah sighed and glanced at his videographer.

			“Yo Phil,” Abdallah said. “Could you step outside for a sec?”

			“For sure.” The cameraman didn’t hesitate and grabbed his gear. Once Phil exited the premises, Abdallah stood up and peeked around the corner down the hallway.

			“We’re good,” Nick said in a lower, calmer voice. “He soundproofed all his walls. Dude thinks he’s going to save his generation from mumble rap.” Abdallah snickered but stayed standing over the coffee table.

			“Remember when I was at Al Noor?” the journo stated, jogging Nick’s memory. “And what you said to me the first time we met in person?”

			“Yeah,” Nick replied, not forgetting his own alternative professional ambitions. “And that’s still the goal.”

			“Is it?” inquired Abdallah. “’Cause you’re pissing away the opportunity to do just that. Media is not like how it used to be, Nick. Years ago, you’d be apologizing to an entire production crew. Now, the only reason I even have Phil with me is cause CNN might need something to keep its audience watching in between Jake Tapper and Wolf Blitzer. But it’s only a matter of another few mass layoffs before all that shit is fossilized. Once the Boukan accepts the fact that I can put a lav mic on my iPhone, Phill will be gone, too.”

			“Bro, don’t talk to me about pissing away opportunities,” Nick quipped. “I put my whole career, shit, my FREEDOM on the line to get you leads, and what do you do? You put aside your duty to inform the public for an office by the White House and a six-figure salary–”

			“It ain’t six figures, my guy,” chuckled Abdallah. “At least not yet.”

			“Whatever,” Nick replied. “I need to give Yemi and Karen some time.”

			“You said Karen would be receptive.” Nick had never heard the salesman angle from Abdallah throughout their years of working with each other. “She’s the one who owns the company, right? Not Yemi?”

			“Yo Abdallah, I’m not going to lie,” Nick said, lowering his voice a bit. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” Abdallah almost laughed, clearly not believing Nick, but the empty face hinted the Raptor field agent was serious.

			“Alright,” Abdallah responded, his deflated body language displaying defeat. “This channel isn’t going to be open for long. Don’t forget who visited you in the hospital.”

			“Don’t forget who gave the location to the dudes who shot me.” 

			“That’s not fair, Nick. We already put that to rest. I didn’t have a choice–”

			“Just leave, bro,” Nick interrupted. Abdallah sighed, and he stepped past Nick to join Phil outside. Nick shut the door behind him and immediately went back to his mission control setup back in his room. He had two screens. One was the Twitter and news feeds automatically being refreshed with updates on Benny Thomas or the Chinatown attack. The other had a Surro app open.

			Nick wasn’t engaging in a conversation with an artificial romantic robot. He had the source code open in a terminal. Most of it hinted that Surro was little more than a Replika clone or a rip-off of another popular AI-generated chatbot. But then there was a patch of the programming language that looked strikingly similar to software used to win a Capture the Flag contest at DEF CON in Vegas during his college days. Code hinting at control from a remote user.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			“I know you wouldn’t have hired someone who posed a threat to domestic security,” Kirk said over a Zoom call from the Titus HQ. No matter how much Titus and Raptor seemed to be competitors, they crossed paths multiple times since Yemi’s exit from the company Kirk continued to serve. “So just answer some questions for my guys. They saw the word Venezuela on his profile and freaked out. And then you said he was the explosives expert?”

			“Kirk,” Yemi replied. “That man saved my life.” There was a pause as they looked at each other through the screen, reflecting on some shared history. Kirk gave Yemi all the credit in the world for connecting the pattern of homicides in the DC area to the Bazaar. Kirk just didn’t understand how a man turned down multiple offers for a high six-figure salary at Titus to command mercenaries from a safe office instead of having to dodge bullets in the field with every other client. Yemi wasn’t poor, but he avoided DC’s sky-high costs by living like a Spartan.

			“As you did as well,” Yemi added.

			“You know I don’t expect anything in return,” Kirk said about one of the last operations before the original Bazaar website was shut down. Yemi’s client had been the U.S. ambassador to Nigeria, and their safehouse in West Virginia was attacked by heavily armed Bazaar-tied assassins. In addition to the firepower, the domestic terrorists outnumbered Yemi’s squad 2-to-1, and if it wasn’t for the oil firm POPCO secretly hiring Titus to intervene, Yemi’s entire team would have been eliminated along with the former Nigerian diplomat.

			“But he wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Karen interjected. Yemi nodded in agreement. “So, we’ll always be in your debt for that.”

			“How about we do a trade?” asked Yemi. Kirk’s eyes perked up, a bit surprised or even confused, but not hostile to hearing his former employee out. “We give you everything we have on Victor, and you use your J-T-T-f connects to get us the contents of Benny Thomas’ computer.”

			“Well.” Kirk straightened himself up.”Think about what you’re asking me, Yemi. Handing over evidence of a terrorist attack to a private company–”

			“The DNC handed its servers over to CrowdStrike for the investigation into the 2016 election before contacting the FBI,” Yemi interrupted. “Happens all the time.”

			“Not quite the same, but fair enough,” chuckled Kirk. “You got a special one in your corner, Karen. This guy’s always a step ahead of me.”

			“He’s ahead of everyone,” Karen joyously said back to him. “Been like that since I was born.”

			“Let me run it by them,” Kirk replied. “Expect a follow-up by tomorrow.”

			“We’ll be waiting,” Yemi said back to him.

			“When were you discharged?” asked Kirk. Yemi glanced away from Karen’s tablet and looked down at the cast around his leg. Despite the injury, he was relieved
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