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To Dad, for demonstrating the art of living well.






PROLOGUE

WASHINGTON, D.C.

Logan Booth grips the coarse hessian. ‘No way.’

The sack in his hands is a dead weight, leadened by the knowledge that it’s going over his head for at least an hour. He’s not claustrophobic, but if you relinquish control in this world, you may as well walk to your death with open arms.

The underpass is drenched in shadow. Cars and trucks rumble overhead, tyres thudding on speed bumps, playing a rhythmic drum beat.

In the freezing air, his exhales are clouds.

He knows the man in front of him as Thoreau. They’ve worked together ten years. Logan’s read some Henry David Thoreau, and he gets the point of the moniker. He and his handler share similar views of the world.

They understand each other. They know why they do what they do.

Until now, when Thoreau looks solemnly into Logan’s eyes and says, ‘This isn’t something you can say no to.’

Thoreau’s a small man, pushing fifty. Steel-grey hair, pale blue eyes. You wouldn’t look twice at him on the street, which is the point.

Logan stares at his handler and knows this is it. It may not be the material end, but some ends are worse than the day your heart stops beating.

Most die long before they are buried.

‘No part of me wants to do this,’ Thoreau says, ‘but you deserve to know.’

‘Know what?’

Thoreau points to the sack. ‘Answers are in there.’

Logan sighs. He wouldn’t have taken the bag in the first place if he wasn’t going to do what he was told.

He takes the hessian in both hands and lifts it to his face.

Before he slips it over his head, Thoreau says, ‘Wait.’

Logan waits.

Thoreau blinks, like he’s trying to hold back emotion. It’s surreal, and it makes Logan’s stomach flip.

Thoreau says, ‘This is goodbye.’

A gust rips through the underpass. Logan’s bones are cold. ‘I’ll never see you again?’

‘No, you’ll see me,’ Thoreau says. ‘Once or twice, at least. There’s an offboarding process. But after this, you’ll hate me for as long as you live.’



With the hessian scratching Logan’s closed eyelids, and the smell of burlap burning his nostrils, every morsel of attention goes to his hearing.

A heavy gate groans. A dog barks a fierce warning.

A low male voice murmurs something into Thoreau’s Chevrolet Suburban. Thoreau murmurs back. From the rear middle seat, Logan can distinguish between the two voices but can’t decipher a word they’re saying.

More gates, more dogs, more murmurs.

It’s been maybe an hour since he blinded himself. He hasn’t reached up once, hasn’t dared tug at the hessian to risk a peek. Certain things are unfathomable in the world he inhabits, as obvious as eating and sleeping. If someone with the authority tells you to do something, you do it.

And Thoreau’s a someone.

They’re underground now. There’s weight above them and insulation all around them. The engine sounds different. The tyres slide over cement like knives through butter. Thoreau drifts the Chevy to a halt.

Logan inhales the burlap’s distinct kerosene smell, steadying himself.

Something’s coming.

The door beside him opens and multiple hands haul him out, guiding him through endless concrete hallways in rapid sequence, each carrying the overbearing silence of a tomb.

Eerie quiet.

He can hear his pulse at his throat, over 120 beats per minute. He works on bringing that down. It’s the only thing he can currently control, and he values control of his faculties over all else in his life. The way he sees it, there are things you can do something about, and things you can’t, and you must endure what you cannot change, preferably without complaint.

He doesn’t know he will soon abandon philosophy, along with any pursuit of the art of living well.

A heavy door groans open ahead and he’s not in a corridor anymore. The air carries the sealed weight of an antechamber. No one talks.

The hands gripping each of his arms fall away, and now there’s only a touch at the small of his back that he recognises as Thoreau’s.

‘It’s just us now,’ Thoreau says.

He nudges Logan forward, through another door, into a new space far larger than the preceding antechamber.

The guiding hand seats him in a chair with a solid wooden frame.

‘Us,’ Thoreau says from behind, ‘and a friend.’

Another voice, this one in front of him, says, ‘Take the bag off, Logan.’

Logan reaches up, lifts the hessian, and blinks as weak light floods in. He’s seated at a crude metal table.

A thin man in a shapeless suit sits in another heavy chair opposite. He has the soft and unremarkable face of a politician, but the cold, dead eyes of a man who knows what lies beneath politics. If you were to show his photo to civilians, maybe one in two hundred would recognise the subject, but Logan knows those he despises.

Michael Kaiser is the Director of the CIA.

Logan keeps his face clean of any reaction and conceals the shock until it dissipates. It takes maybe fifteen seconds. The Director doesn’t look away, doesn’t blink. Just trains those cool green eyes on Logan and waits.

Logan’s life isn’t what he thought it was.

He ignores the Director and looks over his shoulder at Thoreau, who stands several paces back.

‘What is this?’ Logan asks. Thoreau refuses to meet his gaze.

The Director says, ‘I told you this was pointless.’

Logan twists back to face him. ‘Huh?’

‘Not you.’ Kaiser juts his chin at Thoreau. ‘Him.’

There’s an anvil on Logan’s chest, pressing him down into the chair, grinding him deeper into despair. When he pulls himself together enough to formulate a question, he looks at the Director. ‘Who is he to you?’

There’s no emotion on Kaiser’s face. ‘He works for me. By extension, so do you.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since you started. You did two years with President Gardner in the beginning. You’ve been with President Reed for both his terms, which are now drawing to their conclusion, along with our need for your services.’

‘What…?’

It’s all he can manage.

‘You, Mr. Logan Edward Booth,’ Kaiser says, pausing between names like he’s reading off a file, ‘are not a vigilante. You’re a covert wet-work operative with the CIA’s Special Activities Center.’

Logan can’t keep up the act anymore. His face falls and he collapses in on himself.

The Director says, ‘You just didn’t know you were.’

‘Why tell me now?’

Kaiser doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Because the threat of whistleblowers is a headache on a good day, and I’d rather you find out now, before we part ways, than see your name leaked in some after-action report that slips through the cracks. I figured you deserve that much.’

‘How kind.’

‘Truth is, James came to me with this request. I gather he feels something toward you. He thinks he owes you something.’

‘James?’

Another jut of the chin, over Logan’s shoulder. The realisation thuds. Logan turns to the man behind him. ‘ “Thoreau”?’

‘An effective moniker,’ James says, his gaze lowered, ‘for the partner of a man who despises the government.’

‘You fed me that crap in the first place. Individualism? Anti-institutionalism? Civil disobedience? All that shit…’

‘Personally not my cup of tea,’ James says. ‘I guess that’s obvious now.’

‘That was your drivel.’

For the first time since the sack came off, James looks Logan in the eyes. ‘It was always yours. I only fanned the flames.’

‘I—’

‘A lifetime ago, before you studied computer science and wised up to encrypted browsing, you had an extensive and easily accessible Internet search history. We knew we could use it to get you to do what you never willingly would. It’s all a matter of framing.’ He taps a finger to the side of his head. ‘Perspective.’

Logan can’t look at him anymore.

He turns back and stares vacantly at the metal surface of the table.

James goes on. ‘You loved your Emerson—’

Facing forward, Logan says, ‘James?’

‘Mmm?’

‘Shut the fuck up.’

‘Oh, gladly.’

Kaiser looks faintly amused. ‘I’m sure you have questions. I carved ten minutes from my schedule.’

Logan takes a breath. He hopes they can’t see the vein in his neck throbbing. ‘So I killed all those men to…?’

‘Further the interests of the United States of America.’

Logan’s speechless. They wait.

He sees his window of opportunity closing, so he presses on. ‘I’d have put that together.’

‘If they were surface-level connections, of course you would’ve. Whatever James fed you had to be pristine, so that you would approve it after your own deep dive. That was your moral code, right?’

Logan feels naked, exposed in a way he can’t describe. It’s horrific.

‘Right, Logan? Your moral code?’

Logan can’t open his mouth. He can’t think.

‘Right,’ James says from behind, answering for him. ‘You don’t like the job, you walk away. That’s always been your deal. You comb every scrap of information off the dark web and from your sources, and if you don’t deem the target worthy of killing, you don’t do it. So we had to make you like the jobs. Didn’t take much. We didn’t have to fake it. Most of your targets were the scum of the earth.’

One word burns at the forefront of Logan’s mind. ‘ “Most”?’

‘Be realistic,’ Kaiser says. ‘Sometimes we had to be loose with the truth. Whether that’s hiding the second- and third-order consequences of the killings and how they benefit America, or inventing the odd atrocity for you to stumble upon… it had to be done.’

Had to be done. Dark fury rises out of him. If Logan doesn’t vocalise it, he knows he’ll end up doing something he regrets.

He stares across the table, lowers his voice. ‘You know what I’ve done, Mike. You know what I can do. And you march me in here, with nobody else in the room, to tell me you’ve been using me as your pawn for a decade.’ He works the ends of the armrests in his palms until they’re squeaking. ‘Did you think this through?’

The Director is monklike. Almost looks bored. ‘I could’ve carted half the Special Operations Group in here to intimidate you. But I had to show you something about yourself.’

‘What?’

Kaiser leans forward. ‘You’re a good servant. Nothing more. And you want to live. Otherwise I’d already be dead.’

Gripping the armrests, Logan’s knuckles are white.

‘Go on.’ A daring glint in Kaiser’s eyes. ‘Do it.’

Something inside Logan breaks.

He’s thirty-nine and has killed hundreds of men, but he feels like a child. Slowly, he relinquishes his grip on the chair, letting out the pressure.

Head bowed, he says, ‘What do I do now?’

It sounds like a plea, a cry for help.

It is.

‘You try to make peace with it,’ James says from behind, ‘as best you can. And, hey’—Logan hears him smile—‘at least you’re rich.’

They slip the sack back over his head and the world goes dark.

‘See?’ Kaiser’s voice worms through the hessian. ‘You’re not the hero you think you are.’





PART I ASHES
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How is the fortress destroyed? Not by iron or fire, but by judgments…

—Epictetus, Discourses
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THURSDAY

8:17 A.M.

EIGHT MONTHS LATER

Three hundred milligrams of slow-release oxycodone divided across fifteen little white tablets on the coffee table, and a sealed fifth of Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Fire beside them.

Logan knows that’ll do the trick.

If he’d opted for instant-release pills, he could have gotten away with something like eighty milligrams, but he’d prefer a steady descent into the great beyond. A fadeout over a cut-to-black.

He sits there and tells himself there’s still hope, still time to turn things around, but his surroundings beg to differ. The one-bedroom walk-up apartment in Brownsville—New York’s murder capital, ravaged by the long-term consequences of the crack epidemic—had little going for it to begin with, but Logan’s made things exponentially worse since he moved in six months ago. Initially he tried to keep the sea of debris confined to the floor, but waves of mess now crash across countertops and shelves.

Logan tears the seal off the bottle.

A vibration at his hip disrupts the miasma, and he groans. He knows who’s calling. He shouldn’t answer, but he does.

‘You been awful quiet lately,’ Jorge says.

Logan clears his throat. ‘Oh, yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

Logan’s transfixed by his field of view, the pills forming a macabre canvas of white polka dots. ‘What made you call?’

‘I miss you.’

‘You do?’

‘No. But I won’t sit here and let you spiral.’

‘You assume I’m spiralling.’

‘Come on, Logan.’

A sigh that seems to settle in his bones. ‘I’m hanging up now.’

‘What would it take?’

‘Huh?’

‘To turn it around.’

The whiskey glows. Glorious amber nectar, begging to wash down the oxys, dissolve the chalky whites in his stomach, and form a beautiful, lethal sludge.

‘—Logan.’

He tears his eyes off the tabletop. ‘Mmm?’

‘Hear what I said?’

‘Must’ve missed it.’

‘I think it’s time we talked about Washington.’

It’s like a bolt to the chest, and he sits up as his heart palpitates.

He doesn’t make any noise to alert Jorge, but he has to take a moment to compose himself.

‘The fuck did I tell you back in March?’ he hisses into the phone.

‘That it’s a miracle they let you go,’ Jorge says. ‘That your very existence as a free man is a fluke. That by opening up to me, you were risking both our lives, and if I were to utter a word to anyone about the stories you shared in that bar, you’d shut me up yourself. For good.’

Like a court transcription, word for word. This is what makes Jorge Romero such a good investigative journalist: the tape recorder between his ears.

Logan considered ‘photographic memory’ a fallacy until he went through undergrad with Jorge at NYU. Logan already had a BS/MS in computer science under his belt before he pivoted to journalism, which should have meant an egregious experiential advantage over the younger, fresh-faced Cuban, but Jorge accrued knowledge with a grace and fluidity that stopped professors in their tracks.

Logan stops reminiscing. NYU is ancient history.

Jorge says, ‘Hey.’

‘Mmm?’

‘A phone call usually involves two parties going back and forth.’

His gaze drifts back to the oxys. ‘You called me.’

‘Washington.’

Logan stands so he can pace. The sudden rise makes his head spin. ‘You recited all that back to me and you still don’t understand?’

‘I know you don’t sound like a zombie anymore. You’re angry.’

‘That’s what this is? If I drive over to the Times Building and strangle you, it’ll snap me out of my misery?’

‘That’s the first time I’ve heard you admit you need to be snapped out of anything.’

Logan scans the room, a dull headache ballooning behind his sockets. It’s been nearly two hours since he cracked a Red Bull. ‘What do you want?’

‘To talk. To help.’

‘What makes you think I’m in such a bad way?’

‘You didn’t hang up when I mentioned Washington on an unsecured line.’

Logan stares at the wall. It’s an irreconcilable error. ‘Shit.’

‘Don’t backpedal. I can hear those cogs turning.’

‘We can’t all be da Vinci.’

Hesitation. ‘What?’

‘He had a great memory, didn’t he? What’s that word? Eidetic?’

A longer pause. ‘Sounds like you’ve perked up. See you in an hour. Double espresso on me.’

‘Jorge—’

Click.

Logan holds the phone at arm’s length and stares at the home screen. His wallpaper hasn’t changed in ten years: a Japanese ensō circle, its single circular brushstroke representing otherworldly single-mindedness, sudden enlightenment. He used to be big into Bushidō, the Way of the warrior, peace within war. Philosophy used to mean something.

He lowers the phone and looks down at the coffee table.

That’s how you want to leave things?

No. It’s not.

He swears and kicks the table over on his way out the door.

When it flips, the glass shatters. The bottle cracks, too.

Whiskey drenches the shards and the pills.



Logan hates being in public.

He sees the worst in everything. It’s why he rarely leaves his apartment. Everywhere he goes, the world holds up a mirror—shows him what a coward he is.

Each day, for example, he passes his local laundromat, Vincenzo’s. The place has been in business well over a decade, but he rarely ever sees an actual customer amidst the steady stream of wiseguys flowing in and out. How much money has Vincenzo laundered for the Mob? Must be in the hundreds of thousands by now. Logan wonders how he would intervene if he had the interest, or the spine.

He used to intervene without hesitation, without so much as conscious thought.

Like five years ago, on a break between assignments, when he sat on a park bench at the southern tip of Manhattan, staring out at the Battery’s greenery and trying to put his head back together after an especially brutal job. A pack of mobsters on a cigarette break chose that moment to pass him by. He caught the tail end of one man’s spiel: ‘Thirty K? Light work. Remember the old bitch I took for one sixty? “Yes, ma’am, that’s right, I’m the IRS.”’ The rest of them laughed with a confidence that betrayed they’d never been held accountable for anything in their lives, and before Logan knew it he was in their midst like a buzz saw.

He preyed on them the same way they preyed on the elderly. Didn’t toy with them, didn’t make some grand speech, just went for the jugular.

He smashed two heads together and thundered a couple of kicks into midsections, turning rib cages to popping candy. Four went down in as many seconds and the fifth—the one who’d been doing the talking as they swaggered past—got a look on his face like he finally understood his place in the food chain. Then came the part where Logan was supposed to say, ‘Run’, and the guy would take off sprinting, but Logan wasn’t feeling all that merciful. He punted the man in the groin, then broke his face with a second switch-kick as he doubled over.

Logan walked off without a word, fifteen seconds after launching up off the bench, leaving them to spend the rest of their lives wondering what the hell happened that day. He knew from that point onward, they would never stop looking over their shoulders, fearing random, explosive consequences to their bragging.

That’s who Logan used to be.

Today, on the corner of Blake and Saratoga, he watches a deal go down. A crumpled twenty-dollar bill passes from a tiny hunchbacked woman to a tall, hooded man. In return, she pockets a small white rock sealed in a baggie. Her bloodshot eyes light up like she’s won Powerball. Logan passes at the right time, gets a front-row seat to the exchange.

He’s close enough for the dealer to glance over his shoulder and shoot a dark look at Logan. The guy has alopecia. No hair, no eyebrows; wide, unblinking eyes swollen in hollow sockets. His pale skin’s the cherry on top. He’s a walking skeleton.

Logan stops.

You don’t stop when you’re getting eyeballed like that.

Not in Brownsville.

The woman does what addicts do best: she makes herself disappear.

The dealer says, ‘What?’

Not politely.

The guy knows he’s not looking at a customer. Logan’s addicted to many things—booze, caffeine, self-loathing—but he’s never adding the hard stuff to that list. He understands the hypocrisy, given what’s lying in a puddle of whiskey on his living room floor, but he doesn’t consider a once-off, lethal dose a problem. In fact, he’s confident it would have solved his problems.

The dealer’s staring.

Externally, you can’t tell Logan’s addicted to anything. He won the genetic lottery. Being six-three, he doesn’t look ludicrously big at two hundred pounds. The weight’s in the right places. Broad chest tapering to a narrow waist, quads and hamstrings like corded steel. Given the intensity with which he trains, he only needs to pump iron three times a week to maintain a physique you’d consider intimidating. He can manage that.

Pain doesn’t mean much to him. It’s what makes him a stellar alcoholic.

The dealer sneers, flashing yellow teeth. ‘I seen you around.’

Logan stares blankly.

‘You ain’t done shit before.’ The dealer hacks up phlegm. ‘You ain’t gonna do shit now.’

The wind blows Logan’s long brown hair forward. He smoothes the strands back as he considers how to proceed.

The liver’s right there for the taking, and he’s in Muay Thai range. It would be a simple matter of interlocking his fingers behind the back of the dealer’s neck and bringing the guy forward into a knee to rupture one of the body’s most vulnerable organs. You take a hit there, you feel like you’re an inch from death. You lose your breath and your body shuts down. It doesn’t matter how tough you are. The agony overrides any willpower you’re capable of mustering. So the dealer will double over, in too much pain to even scream, and Logan will knee him again, this time in the face, shattering his nose and breaking his orbital bones. It’ll look like the guy stuck his head in a beehive. He’ll have slits for eyes. For good measure, Logan might scythe an elbow off the side of his head, sinking the point of the bone into the soft flesh above and behind the man’s ear. It’ll shut the dealer off at the power switch, and he’ll have a severe concussion for days, maybe weeks. He’ll vomit when he wakes up, probably shit himself while he’s at it.

All in all, it’ll take two seconds, even if Logan’s rusty—which he most certainly is.

‘Do something,’ the guy says.

Last year, Logan would have. But he’s not that man anymore.

He turns and walks away.

The dealer spits phlegm after him. The wind carries the gob, but it falls short of Logan’s jacket.

He doesn’t look back.
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THURSDAY

9:05 A.M.

The crack pipe whispers in Alice’s hands.

She watches the tendrils reach for the den’s ceiling, order and chaos on her mind.

She could hit it. She could not.

Decisions, decisions…

Ruby holds the lighter steady, its flame licking the bowl. She watches the thin smoke dissipate with sad eyes, mourning the loss of each wisp. ‘Quick. Hit it.’

Alice doesn’t.

Not yet.

Decisions…

She’s never tried cocaine in crystal form. She tells herself that’s all it is, a variation of the same old vice, and she’s technically right.

She’s smart like that.

Natural intelligence and work ethic gave her a 3.8 GPA and an acceptance letter from Harvard, which, in turn, gave her a Bachelor of Arts and three hundred grand of student debt. Then the job market gave her nothing, and her hometown friend Ruby gave her booze and weed for the first time in her life after a rigid Catholic upbringing. That night, they realised they loved each other.

Alice had heard all that stuff about gateway drugs but it’s a little different when, months later, there’s a white line in front of you and your girlfriend’s saying it’s no big deal so long as you resist the urge for more, so you shrug and bend over the table.

And now she’s here.

Ruby inches the pipe toward her lips.

Alice knows how hard it is to fall short of your own expectations, to accept that you’ve failed yourself. How that kills a little piece of you. But this rock in front of her will kill a larger piece.

So, no. She knows it will disappoint Ruby, but she’ll decline. She envisions a better life than this: imperfect, crooked, but better.

Then she sees it.

She’s got crack hands. The heat of the pipe has scorched thick black lesions on her palms over time. Some split like boils. Some harden. They’re supposed to favour the dominant hand, the palm that holds the pipe, but Alice doesn’t discriminate.

Her first time is a distant dream. She remembers the hundreds of times since.

She remembers six months ago, when Ruby took a hit and didn’t wake up.

She remembers sirens.

She’s alone now. She’s only got her dealer, and the lost souls she occasionally shares a pipe with.

She holds the lighter. She looks down at skin that seems painted right onto her skeleton, stretched tight over tired bones. She runs a cracked tongue over abscesses in her gums.

Everything is pain, all is desire.

There’s only an absence of the white rock, a gaping, all-encompassing void that must be fed but is never full.

Beside her, a rail-thin guy whose name she can’t remember twitches as he says, ‘Wanna hear some crazy shit?’

She doesn’t answer.

Across from them, another addict—Isaiah, she’s pretty sure—says, ‘Aight.’

The man beside Alice sniffs. ‘Me and Cole gettin’ paid to kill someone tonight.’

Isaiah scratches the dark, pockmarked skin of his forearm. ‘How paid?’

The other guy glances sideways. He lifts a skeleton finger and skewers it into the side of Alice’s head, twisting clumps of her thin hair. She offers no resistance.

‘Does the little lady wanna know the details?’ he croons.

She shrugs. ‘Sure.’

But she doesn’t. She craves numbness.

The man sneers. ‘So, what’s gonna happen is…’

Alice sees wonderland for what it is, but that doesn’t stop her.

She brings the pipe to her mouth and takes the hit.

Down the rabbit hole.
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THURSDAY

9:38 A.M.

Empyrean is an upmarket, overpriced café a block down from the New York Times Building that calls its baristas ‘alchemists’.

Logan hates the pompous atmosphere but appreciates the severe minimalism of both the branding and the interior design. On his way to Jorge’s table, he passes fishing-rod standing lamps that seem to defy physics. A double espresso sits opposite the round-faced, curly-haired Cuban.

They have the routine down to a science. Logan fails to make any effort to sustain the friendship, Jorge gets fed up and gives him a call, and they agree to meet here. It’s happened half a dozen times, and by now Jorge even knows precisely when to order Logan’s coffee.

Logan sits and drains the espresso in a gulp. ‘You don’t have to do that,’ he says, gesturing to the empty cup. ‘I’ve got my own money.’

Jorge says, ‘It’s no problem.’

Logan ignores the charitable tinge to his tone. He tries to switch tracks by wisecracking like it’s the old days. ‘What happened to round for round?’

‘Life happened. That was college.’

‘Yeah, well, we’re just as single.’ Logan glances over his shoulder. A sea of Manhattanites crowd the counter. Their collective chatter has a life of its own, a simmering energy. Every seat is taken. When he turns back, he says, ‘Anyone catch your eye?’

‘For you or me?’

‘Why’s that matter?’

‘Gotta set realistic expectations.’

Logan raises an eyebrow.

Jorge rolls his eyes. ‘Brother, you look like Paul Newman with a ponytail and a maniacal passion for bodybuilding. I look like an oversized cherub.’

‘Come on.’

Jorge’s turn to lift a brow. ‘ “Cherub” too harsh? A brown Michelin Man, then?’

Logan tries to flash a half-smile but winds up lowering his head into his hands and groaning instead.

Jorge wipes his own smile off his face, gets serious. ‘We gotta address this.’

Logan’s idea of addressing things is to reach into his jacket pocket, squeeze a couple pieces of 4mg nicotine gum from a 6x4 sheet, and throw them in his mouth. The rush of icy mint cuts through the espresso’s hazelnut notes. It’s heaven; stimulant wonderland.

Jorge stares at him. ‘I’ll say it again: we gotta address this. Washington. What they did to you.’

Logan can’t help another look over his shoulder. Jorge scoffs when he turns back. The reporter points to the base of the neighbouring table. ‘They could have a bug planted right there and it wouldn’t pick up shit. You’re safest from surveillance in a place like this. Trust me.’

‘Oh, yeah? You do NSA work on the side?’

A shrug. ‘I’ve got to be wary for now.’

‘What, you working on something big?’

Jorge is serious when he asks, ‘What’s it to you?’

Logan can take pain. What he can’t stand is Jorge thinking Logan doesn’t care about anyone other than himself. It’s simply not true.

He hates himself.

‘Look,’ he says, and takes a breath. ‘I know I’m not myself. That doesn’t mean I’m any less interested in what you’ve got going on. It’s just… there’s a buffer between what I want to say and what I do say. What I want to do and—’

‘You don’t do anything, Logan.’

‘Exactly.’

The reporter sighs, then relents. ‘I’m working on an op-ed. It’s big. I want to ruffle feathers. The truth is I owe you. You gave me the idea.’

‘I haven’t had an original thought in eight months.’

‘Not a thought. A place.’

Logan lifts a brow. ‘Brooklyn?’

‘Narrower. Brownsville. Ordinarily I’m of the mind that op-eds—you know they’re called “Guest Essays” now?—should stay light on opinion, but this time I’m going in. I want to stir enough shit so the mayor has no choice but to act.’

‘Act on what?’

‘The state spends forty mil a year incarcerating people from Brownsville. Your neighbourhood takes the cake in New York for most homicides, drug-related deaths, and highest infant mortality rate. I only learned the extent of it over the summer when I started googling my surroundings, walking to yours from the 3. That was before you shut down on me, stopped letting me visit.’ He pauses. ‘In person, I saw good-natured, hardworking people, not fiends. But one in fifty men in New York prisons come from Brownsville. So I got interested, put together a couple of sources. Didn’t take me long to find them. Turns out there’s a short list of major players responsible for a large majority of the violence in that hood, and there’s enough dirt floating around to put a stop to at least a couple of them. But I did one better than that. I got a good witness who’s going on record.’

Jorge stops there.

Logan tries not to roll his eyes. He knows when he’s getting spoon-fed, but he plays along. ‘What’d they witness?’

‘They were in the room last year when a couple of well-intentioned cops recommended the mayor’s office put out a statement about Brownsville. There’s nothing like public pressure and scrutiny to shape change. Right?’

‘If you say so.’

‘You know what the mayor said?’

‘Let me guess,’ Logan says, pretending to think. ‘It’s not his problem if dumb-fuck addicts kill each other and their dumb-fuck kids wind up caught in the crossfire, ’cause those kids will just end up dumb-fuck addicts anyway.’

A pause. ‘Were you in the room?’

‘He’s a politician.’

Jorge clears his throat. ‘You’re close enough. You can see why I’m wary. Can’t keep track of how many people I’m pissing off.’

Logan meets a passing server’s eye and signals for two more espressos. When he turns back, he doesn’t voice what he thinks, which is, What difference do you think you’ll make?

Jorge says, ‘But enough about me.’

Logan utters the forbidden word: ‘Washington.’

Jorge’s eyes light up.

Logan says, ‘I already told you what happened.’

‘I don’t want a recitation. I want to know what’s still plaguing you.’

‘Is this therapy?’

‘If it needs to be.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you had the backbone to share the details of your life with me, so I’d better have the backbone for an uncomfortable conversation or two. Least I can do to help.’

‘Because you’re my friend, right?’

‘Right.’

Logan shakes his head. He wants to laugh. It’s all a joke. ‘You shouldn’t come within a block of me, Jorge. You know I killed innocent people. Murdered them, for an institution I despise. You should have reported on it when I told you the truth, the way I expected you to. You think I wanted your protection? I wanted you to be the one to martyr me. I was too weak to do it myself. I still am.’

He throws a twenty on the table, gets up, and walks out.



His phone rings before he can make it to the subway.

He grinds his teeth as he fishes his phone out of his pocket and answers wordlessly, veering off Eighth Avenue onto West 40th Street.

‘You left too much money,’ Jorge says. ‘Your coffees were five each.’

‘You have the wrong impression of me.’

‘How so?’

Logan feels like burning bridges. ‘I’m worth about seven million.’

A silence drags on for an eternity, punctuated on Logan’s end by pedestrian chatter and honking horns.

Finally, Jorge says, ‘What the hell are you doing in Brownsville?’

‘Just where I wound up. What, you think I should be lording it over everyone on the Upper East Side? You know what I’ve done. I deserve nothing.’

‘I know your intent. That’s all I care for.’

‘Didn’t intend hard enough, did I?’

‘You did everything in your power.’

‘Wasn’t close to enough.’

‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but you thought you were taking jobs from a band of vigilantes. You thought this group was combing cyberspace for monsters and feeding them to you through your handler.’

‘I believed it,’ Logan says, ‘because I’m a moron. Nothing more to it.’

‘Only you didn’t stop there. Your conscience wouldn’t let you. You wouldn’t take their word for it, so you put your extensive education to use and researched the jobs yourself. You turned down anything you couldn’t convince yourself was the right thing to do, scrounging up intel that’d make a data-mining firm proud.’

‘Which ended up being nothing more than another way to manipulate me.’

‘You can’t blame yourself for that.’

‘Jorge—’

‘You wouldn’t hate yourself if you weren’t a good man.’

It stops Logan in his tracks, paralyses him right before the descent into Times Square—42nd Street, where he had planned on hanging up on his only friend and returning home to finish the job.

Jorge says, ‘You still there?’

Logan can’t hold back. ‘I was going to kill myself this morning.’

‘What?!’

‘Fifteen oxys and a fifth of Jack. They’re still on the floor at home.’

There’s no response for what must be minutes. Commuters flow past; Logan’s an immovable object.

Finally, Jorge says, ‘How do you hide something like that? I couldn’t have imagined…’

‘I hide everything.’

‘I knew you weren’t yourself, but…’

‘Don’t blame yourself.’

‘I—’

‘Don’t you dare blame yourself,’ Logan hisses, to the visible displeasure of a passing businessman.

‘I know your life has been hell,’ Jorge says. ‘Okay? I can see that. But you didn’t come from a broken home. You’re not some orphan indoctrinated in a government program. It’s not that you didn’t know any better. You chose your life. You’re smart as hell and you were curious and impassioned and willing to delay gratification and suffer for what you thought was right, when you had a cushy life available to you, right there for the taking. You’re the best man I’ve had the pleasure of knowing. I know I’m only telling you this now, but we’re human. We don’t say how we feel until it’s too late.’

Time stands still at the mouth of the subway entrance.

‘So that’s how I feel,’ Jorge continues. ‘It’d crush me if you did something as stupid as what you were planning. So you tell me—you fucking promise me—that you’ll hold off. At least until I can get over there and sort you out.’

Logan doesn’t say a word.

‘The article can wait, okay? I could see in your eyes. You think it’s bullshit, and I guess it is. If I can snap you out of this, show you your worth, that’s real.’

Jorge is talking to himself, but Logan finds it cathartic. He tried to push the man away, and Jorge hasn’t gone anywhere.

That, Logan figures, makes his own choices worthy of reconsideration. ‘I won’t do anything stupid.’

‘Good.’ Jorge exhales. ‘Good. Shit, you’re a piece of work.’

‘And Jorge?’

‘Yeah?’

Logan remembers the dealer on the street corner, the desperate, predatory gaze. ‘The article can’t wait. Get it done.’

There’s silence, which he takes as confirmation. Then Jorge says, ‘Go home. Get rid of those pills.’

‘On it.’

Logan hangs up and lowers the phone. The ground sways, discombobulating him. He thinks it’s an earthquake. There’s so much grey around him, tons of glass. The skyscrapers fold in on themselves, tightening his lungs, squeezing his oesophagus, only leaving enough room for short, laboured breaths. It’s anxiety—his career familiarised him with the sensation in all its facets—but he doesn’t understand why it’s rearing its head.

Descending the steps into the station, he gets it. Anxiety is worry, and you only feel fear if you’ve got something to lose. So maybe Jorge is right.

Maybe the fact he hates himself isn’t something to dismiss.

Maybe a bad man wouldn’t bother.
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THURSDAY

11:25 A.M.

The dealer’s still there.

Three hours later and he’s on the same corner with the same look on his face.

Well, almost the same. This time, he smirks darkly when he sees Logan.

Then, as if it’s predestined, the same woman reappears.

Logan’s on the opposite sidewalk, and he can’t believe what he’s seeing. She scurries out from the mouth of the same alley, and he has to do a double take to convince himself he’s not trapped in some melancholic version of Groundhog Day. But there she is, lighter on her feet after what must have been her first hit of the morning, back for more.

He gets a better look at her. She’s five-foot-nothing, her hair’s like straw, her skin’s like sandpaper, and there’s no way she’s more than a hundred pounds. Beneath the total ruination of her body and soul, he can see she used to be beautiful.

Logan feels for her.

He meets the dealer’s eyes across the street, sees the unrestrained delight in them. Her re-emergence is a novelty, Logan can already tell, which means she’s never scored this frequently before. She’s ramping up consumption, and he’s elated. He can’t wait to feed her poison, as much as she can scrape together to afford, until her carcass is tossed to the vultures.

Before Logan can think it through, he’s sprinting. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.

But he’s doing it.

Two hundred pounds of fast-twitch muscle fibres barrelling at you teaches you what you’re made of. The dealer thinks he’s tough. He’s a man of the streets. Yet he doesn’t understand toughness. If he were truly competent, he wouldn’t weigh a hundred and sixty pounds and use his own product. He wouldn’t rely on his height and the crazed look in his eyes and the threats he makes and the piece in his waistband.

These things seem impressive, but they’re papier-mâché.

Logan closes the gap. Takes about three seconds. The dealer only has time to bring his hands up. There’s no doubt the guy will swing like crazy; he’ll throw wild haymakers with his fists balled and his eyes closed until he short-circuits, because he’s an addict himself and knows how to get animalistic. Crack euphoria makes you capable of inhuman feats. He’s not high now, but he knows how to tap into that energy.

Logan doesn’t give him the chance.

Six feet from impact, he brings his boot up in a stabbing Muay Thai front kick. The only difference between his strike and a traditional front kick is he’s travelling at nearly twenty miles an hour. He could tear a hamstring or shred a ligament or break an ankle, even if this goes right.

He doesn’t care.

He lunges into it.

Catches the dealer square in the solar plexus, like trying to kick a reinforced door down with a sixty-foot run-up.

The dealer flies back, crumpling at the midsection like he himself is papier-mâché. He doesn’t travel far, but there’s an abandoned shopfront behind him and he obliterates the graffitied glass. The floor-to-ceiling pane explodes with the volume of a crash cymbal through a speaker system. Fragments rain down on his twisted body as he sails on through, sliding maybe a dozen feet across the floorboards within. He comes to rest in the middle of the empty store in a heap of limbs and glass. He’s still conscious, curling into the foetal position and cowering. As Logan lands and skids to a halt, boots grating on pavement, he thinks he hears the man whimper.

The woman stands there, eyes wide, jaw slack: a deer in headlights. He doesn’t blame her. Violence is a different beast when you see it in the flesh. Watching a boxing match on television, you just don’t understand…

He knows nonchalance is the only thing that will bring her back down. He looks to the shattered window frame, then back to her. ‘Did you see that?’

It takes her a second. She’s shaking, but she’s got survival instinct. ‘See what?’

‘That’s the spirit.’

He walks toward her.

She braces for the worst. She should run, but she doesn’t. She freezes like she’ll take whatever’s coming.

He strides on past, looking over his shoulder as he goes by. ‘Buy you a coffee?’

‘What?’

He stops in his tracks, gives her a pointed look. ‘I’ve caused you severe emotional distress and you deserve compensation.’

He isn’t in the mood for convincing her, so he turns and keeps walking.

It’s not long before he hears the scuff of shoes behind him.



Neither of them want to be the first to speak.

They walk side by side past brick Nehemiah homes, erected from the literal and metaphorical ashes of the crack epidemic. The sea of affordable housing rests on lots that resembled war zones after a wave of arson swallowed tax-foreclosed in rem housing in the late seventies. It took two administrations, a Ten Year Plan for Housing, and $5.1 billion of expenditure to rebuild. Back when mayors gave a shit, or at least pretended they did.

She won’t start, so he takes the lead. ‘You’re upping your use, aren’t you?’

She scoffs. ‘You don’t know shit about me.’

‘Am I wrong?’

She doesn’t answer.

‘There’s a point of no return,’ he says. ‘You might have already crossed it.’ He remembers the exact day his father stepped off the cliff. Albeit that was whiskey, not crack, but all vices lead in the same direction.

‘Might have?’ she says. ‘You’re optimistic.’

‘Optimism gets you nowhere.’

‘This is some pep talk.’

‘Pep talks are for when you first indulge and have to resist the urge to go back for more.’ He glances at her. ‘We’re long past pep talks, you and I.’

‘I remember that day,’ she says, voice small. ‘My ex gave me that talk. Between my first and second hit.’

‘He’s a smart man.’

‘She.’

He wipes his runny nose, keeps walking. The silence becomes uncomfortable, and he glances over. She’s staring at him. She looks ready to beat him like he owes her money. ‘What?’

She shrugs, as aggressively as she can manage. ‘Thought you might have something to say.’

‘Who do you take me for, exactly?’

‘Someone who gets up in other people’s business.’

He stops in his tracks, forcing her to slow. They end up a few paces apart, enough space to make it reasonably awkward. He jerks a thumb over his shoulder. ‘I’m not your counsellor. You don’t like me up in your business, I’m gone.’

She sniffs. ‘Maybe that’s not such a bad idea.’

He doesn’t walk away. She doesn’t ask why he’s not going anywhere.

This uneasy, unspoken truce culminates in him setting off again, heading straight past her, and she falls in with his stride like nothing happened.

‘You think I’ve got a whole lot of ideas,’ he says, ‘on what’s right and what’s wrong.’

‘Seems that way.’

‘That’s how I’m coming off?’ In a strange way, it’s a welcome surprise. He thought his recent past was defined by nihilism and indifference.

‘I don’t know—’ She pauses abruptly, like she was going to call him by name but realised too late she didn’t have the requisite information.

‘Logan,’ he says.

‘I don’t know, Logan.’

‘Well…’ He pauses deliberately.

‘Alice.’

‘Well, Alice, I’ve got ideas on what’ll get you killed. Upping your use will get you killed.’

‘And you care what happens to me.’

It puts him on the spot in a way he doesn’t anticipate.

Although it physically hurts to tell the truth, he says, ‘Yeah.’

She blinks rapidly as she walks. ‘Why? You don’t know me.’

‘I was at my best when I cared.’

‘ “Was”?’

‘I’m not fit to help anyone anymore,’ he admits. ‘Compared to me, you’ve got your shit together.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Oh, yeah. Sure I do.’

‘You’re scrounging every last penny for crack, right?’

‘What, you couldn’t tell?’

‘See,’ he says. ‘At least you’re trying to keep yourself alive.’

She isn’t sure how to respond. They walk in turbid silence for a full block before she changes the topic, clearly uncomfortable. ‘You sure messed that guy up. You know him?’

‘Not personally.’

‘Huh?’

‘I know his kind.’

‘He was good to me. He gave me discounts.’

‘Think about what you’re saying.’

She doesn’t grace him with a response.

A block later she snaps out of her trance. ‘So you’re trying to get back to your best, huh?’

‘I don’t know what I’m doing.’

‘Got any tips?’

‘For weaning off?’

She shakes her head. She’s deathly pale yet flustered. An odd dichotomy. ‘Everyone thinks it’s the crack. Like if I wasn’t addicted, I’d be an angel.’

‘You’d be better.’

‘You don’t know that. I won’t blame drugs for my decisions. I’m not that weak.’

‘Yeah? Decisions like what?’

‘Like I know someone’s about to get killed,’ she blurts out. ‘Two guys in the den running their mouth about being paid to whack some guy. And I got no spine to go to the cops, so I guess I’m just letting it happen.’

His stomach knots. He’s at a crossroads; one wrong step and this spirals, runs away from him, starts to gather its own momentum. Kicking a dealer through a window is one thing. Getting in the middle of a planned hit is a different beast.

And she might not even be aware, but she’s telling him for a reason. She knows he can do something about it.

He takes his wallet out, peels off a twenty, and hands it to her. ‘I got somewhere to be.’

He thinks she’ll be dejected, but she isn’t. Life’s squeezed all the hope out of her. He knows what that’s like.

He looks down at the banknote before he leaves. ‘You gonna buy coffee with that?’

Her eyes are empty. She’s a husk. ‘I don’t want to lie to you.’

‘You know what it’s doing to you.’

‘So? Knowing and doing… they’re not the same. Otherwise we’d all be perfect.’

Well, he thinks, that’s true.

He knows damn well what he should do.

She holds out the crumpled bill. ‘You want it back?’

He turns and strides away.



Life’s about compromises.

By the time Logan gets home, the sludge of whiskey and dissolved oxys has fused with the carpet. The ugly brown stain below the shattered glass resembles a murder scene. It sufficiently deters him from the thought of overdosing, but there’s another fifth of Tennessee Fire on the kitchen countertop, unopened.

The liquor store had a two-bottle discount.

He rips the seal off and takes three long swigs, draining a third of its contents.

Compromise. Balance. He puts a dealer in the hospital but walks away from responsibility. He doesn’t end his life but drowns himself in liquor. These binges began with his forced retirement, and now he drinks like this whenever life gets complicated, just the way his father did. That understanding kills him, a little piece of him burning away with each gulp from the bottle. It’s not even the drinking itself that he despises, but the knowledge that he isn’t that different from his dad after all. Most of his adult life has been a rebellion against Roy Booth—he always knew that. He used to consider what his father would do in every situation, and then do exactly the opposite. But the last eight months have shown him he was only delaying the inevitable, running from the shadow of his old man until he collapsed from exhaustion, forced to finally accept they’re just different versions of the same beast.

Seems you can’t escape what’s in your bones.

After a brief delay, the whiskey hits and he rides the anaesthetic wave of timelessness. Hours meld together. He sits on the sofa and sips intermittently from a fresh tumbler. He flicks through cable channels, using the staccato jumps between programs as background noise. He doesn’t dare sit in silence. Without constant stimuli, the alcohol might not be enough.

He polishes off the rest of the bottle over the course of the day.

It’s nearly midnight by the time he claws himself out of the trance and makes it to his phone. He left it on the countertop by the front door when he got home. He stumbles across his apartment on inflamed joints and catches a glimpse of his puffy face in the screen’s reflection. He thumbs the power button.

Five missed calls from Jorge over the last few hours.

One voice message, left eighteen minutes ago.

He dials his voicemail and listens, head throbbing.

Jorge, talking fast: ‘Listen, I’ll be over real late… I don’t care what you pretend you’ve got on, okay?… I like the progress we made this morning… Fuck’s sake, man, I know you’re screening these calls… Look, I’ll be there in an hour, maybe two. I know it’s late; I know I said I’d put the article on the back burner, but I fluked the source of a lifetime and I can’t let this slip through my fingers… You’ll understand. I know you will… This is big, Logan. It’s unbelievable, man. I’m gonna crack this thing wide open…’

He’s unreasonably excited. Someone’s offered him something too good to be true.

Logan’s spent more than a quarter of his life under constant physical threat. He knows when alarm bells ring, it’s worth being cautious.

Dots connect and his stomach falls as he calls back.

No answer.

He snatches up his flannel and a compact 9mm Glock 43X in an abdomen holster. He careens out the door. It feels like his head’s splitting in two.

He’ll have to do this in the incipient stages of a violent hangover.



The dealer’s gone, and there’s a noticeable absence of police tape across the shopfront, its frame a gaping maw in the dark. Glass still riddles the sidewalk.

Logan’s not surprised. It’s Brownsville, after all.

His lungs burn, spasming as he refuses to let them refill. Lactic acid swells in his legs and his knees flare with each step, but he’s not stopping. He darts down the alley she emerged from, then weaves left and right at random, tearing through a maze of boarded windows, dumpsters, and doorways. Damaged things and damaged people. He knows he’s moving too fast for a place like this and the jumpy paranoia it harbours in its denizens.

He skids round a corner and a thin man screams in his face: ‘Get out! Get out! Get out!’

Logan tries to get past but the guy’s crowding him, swatting at him with palms riddled in lesions. Logan hits him once in the chest. The addict goes down like he’s been shot.

Until today, Logan hadn’t hurt anyone in eight months.

He circles the alleys concentrically, doubling back on his initial position, taking fresh paths through the interconnected web. He’s good at finding people. He did it professionally for ten years, and those were targets who spent considerable resources hiding from him.

He’s at the neighbourhood’s western edge, about to hit East 98th Street, when he rounds a corner and sees her.

Slumped on a damp sheet of cardboard under the night sky, head lolling. She’s living the dream.

He crouches by her, rasping for breath, perspiring freely. His presence doesn’t rouse her, so he grips her by the shoulders.

She mumbles something.

He shakes her.

Her eyes fly open, terror flaring. ‘What?!’ She sees it’s him, which melts away the panic. ‘What?’

‘Who’s getting killed?’

Her eyes roll back and she goes limp. ‘Leave me alone
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