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    For Bill Carrick. 


Friend, mentor, and Dad. I still say it's the moon. 
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This was a time of tremendous opportunity.

He had stayed dormant. Fit the profile of the all-American boy. Good student. Quiet. Twenty-something with a bland job in a bland office. No one would suspect Henry Trank of anything. 

He sat in his living room watching the flat screen. On it was a live news feed of downtown Los Angeles. A mob of people surrounded a gray Mercedes at an intersection. The feed was being shot from a helicopter. The mob dragged the hapless driver from the car. Someone bounced a brick off the driver’s head. The driver collapsed. Even from the news helicopter’s vantage, you could see the blood.

Trank laughed. 

On screen, the driver was swarmed by the mob. He disappeared from view. The cable news channel was one of the few major networks remaining on the air. The peculiar men and women dressed in black and gray had stormed the  networks. Other channels emitted that horrible screeching noise, the one that seemed to drive people crazy.

There was talk of the military and the cops storming the news buildings, but half of them had lost their minds. The other half were busy putting out fires: riots, mass shootings, home invasions. 

There were people rounding up others and putting them in makeshift concentration camps.

To Trank, it was beautiful. More importantly, it provided him camouflage for his own activities.

Hungry, he shut off the television and went to the kitchen. 

The house was quiet. He owned it. His job as an IT engineer afforded him enough salary to buy a home in this shithole of a town. 

Before the country began losing its mind, their town was in an uproar over the disappearance of Abner McCallister. Abner did handiwork around town: fixing leaky sinks, roof repairs, drywall. He also loved cheap whiskey. 

You would see him walking his peculiar bowlegged walk, usually leaving the liquor store with a bottle of Evan Williams in a bag. Either that or he’d be on his green bike with the dual saddlebags. Rumor had it he’d lost his license after too many DUI charges.

Trank had always hated the sight of him. Every time he saw Abner’s unshaven face and glassy eyes, he envisioned horrible fates for the handyman. His last little fantasy involved an electrical cord and a hammer. 

A week ago, he’d seen Abner coming out of the home improvement store at the plaza. It had been raining in silvery sheets. He’d offered Abner a ride. 

Instead of taking Abner home, he’d offered to buy him a drink. They’d thrown back shots of Royal Crown at a bar outside of town. 

When the handyman was good and drunk, Trank took him to an abandoned power station. He’d strangled the drunken man with a length of extension cord and buried his body in the woods. It surprised him how long it had taken the life to go out of the man.

It had been a rush. He’d returned home feeling electrified. He’d showered, hoping to get any traces of evidence off of him. While in the shower, he’d promised himself he’d take his time with the next victim.

Now, he made himself a peanut butter sandwich. Looked out the kitchen window, which faced the street.

There were new people in town. Others had fled when the violence started. This could be a wonderful time for him. Fresh victims. 

All he had to do was keep his father out of his business. He’d kill the old bastard if it came to that.

He finished his sandwich, set the plate in the sink.

He decided to have another, thinking of how to get creative with his next victim.
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After finishing his snack, he decided to go for a stroll. Work was shut down and he was bored. 

He went to his closet, pulled down a shoulder rig with a .357 tucked in the holster. It was fully legal. Two years ago, he’d decided to get a gun after someone broke into his garage. 

After strapping on the .357, he took a folding tactical knife from his dresser drawer and stuck it in his front pocket. These were dangerous times. You had to be prepared for anything.

He slipped on a light jacket and stepped outside. The air took on a sharp chill. The wind blew, stung his cheeks. Snow couldn’t be far behind.

He’d spotted a couple moving in the other day. They had taken the house occupied by a family of four. He didn’t know their names, just that that had two kids.

The woman was nice-looking, if a little rough around the edges. She looked to be the other side of forty. The man wore a uniform. It looked like he was in corrections.

He walked down the street to the house where the new couple was staying. Went up to the door, sidestepping the potted mums on the front steps. 

He knocked on the door. 

The woman cracked the door open. She had nice, blue eyes. Attractive despite the crow’s feet and a few laugh lines.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“I’m Henry Trank, your neighbor. From down the block? I noticed you moved in.”

“What do you want?”

“You’re new in town. I just thought I’d offer to help out if you need anything. Recommendations on where to eat, where to find things,” Henry said.

She eyed him up and down. 

He gave a good first impression. He’d had girlfriends. Girls liked him, thought him polite and handsome. One of his high school girlfriends had gushed how sweet he was before giving him a hand job in her parents’ laundry room.

“Can I ask your name?” Trank said.

“It’s Kim and I’m expecting my boyfriend any minute.”

Flat tone. He wasn’t winning her over.

Trank put up his hands, palms facing her. “Okay. No problem there. I’m harmless, I promise.”

“Then why do you have a gun?” Kim asked.

“Dangerous world. For protection.”

Trank heard a car engine approaching. He turned to the street, where a green Trailblazer slowed. The two men inside the vehicle eyed Kim and Henry. The Trailblazer sped up, darted down the street, and turned the corner.

“I didn’t like that,” Kim said.

“Me neither,” he said. “All right. I’ll get going. Didn’t mean to scare you. I’m in the second house from the corner if you need anything.”

She shut the door without a word.

Uppity bitch.

Reminded him of his mother, who’d been liberal with the belt. And the lit cigarette. He still had scars on his arms from that. 

He’d pushed her down the stairs when he was twelve. She’d tumbled, bones popping on the way down. Snapped her neck at the bottom. This had been after a whipping with an electrical cord. His crime? Taking an extra chocolate chip cookie from a cookie sheet on the counter. He’d been convincing, calling 9-1-1 and cooking up tears. The cops had questioned him, but it was ultimately ruled accidental. 

Kim would come around, though.

He walked back towards his house, thought he’d check out the rest of the block for new neighbors.

As he neared his house, someone yelled, “Get out! Stop! Getouttaheeere!”

He turned, looked back down the street. The green Trailblazer was parked in front of Kim’s new house. 

He ran down the street, ready to play hero.

This was perfect. A way in.
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When he reached the house, the front door was wide open. The wood had splintered around the door handle. It had been kicked in.

The security chain and plate hung askew.

A crash came from the rear of the house.

“Hold still,” a rough, male voice said.

Trank slipped through the house and found the source of the commotion in a laundry room.

A man with a gray ponytail had Kim pressed against the washing machine. As Trank stepped forward, a second, younger guy ripped her sweatshirt, tattering the front. She had on a white, lace bra.

“Let her go,” Trank said.

The younger guy, whose hair stuck up on the sides like devil’s horns, said: “None of your business.”

As the younger guy turned back to Kim, she kneed him in the balls. He grunted and doubled over. Trank whipped out the knife and slashed him on the arm. He yelped like a scalded dog.

Ponytail let Kim go and charged Trank. He was fat and slow. Trank sidestepped and slashed him across the belly. Ponytail slapped his hand over the wound.

Kim gave the other guy a shove, who was still doubled over, and he slammed into the wall. Shook the paneling. He stood cupping his crotch.

Ponytail looked down at his belly, then back at Trank. 

“You little prick, you slashed me.”

“Get out, or I’ll do worse than that,” Trank said, pulling his jacket aside to reveal the gun.

“C’mon Ray,” ponytail said. “Let’s go.”

Trank pulled the revolver. “Go quick or I’ll shoot.”

The two of them hobbled out of the laundry room. He followed them out, watched them stagger down the walk. They got in their vehicle and pulled away.
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After the men vacated, Trank waited in the living room while Kim changed. She came out wearing an oversized flannel shirt that came almost to her knees.

“Thanks for helping,” Kim said.

“Just as long as you’re okay,” Trank said. 

“I’ll be fine. Just shaken up.”

“Whatever I can do to help.”

That’s the image he wanted to project. Better to build trust, let her think he was some sort of hero.

“Can I offer you a cup of tea?” she asked.

“That would be great,” Trank said. “I’m sorry if I scared you before.”

“There are dangerous people out there. You understand me being cautious?”

“That I do,” Trank said, giving her his best smile.

While she boiled water for tea, she told her story. Her boyfriend was a corrections officer. They’d fled their apartment after prisoners had broken out of the state pen nearby. They’d spent some time locked up in an auto plant where people were burned and shot by their captors.

He’d nodded in fake sympathy the whole time. In reality, he felt people got what they deserved. 

She brought over a cup of steaming, hot tea. Then she got a sugar bowl and spoon from the counter. She brought it over and Trank spooned some into his tea.

The front door slammed. He heard footsteps. He almost wished the would-be rapists had returned. Trank wouldn’t mind shooting them. 

Instead, he saw the boyfriend enter the kitchen. He was still wearing his uniform. The underarms were stained with sweat. The shirt was creased with wrinkles. 

Trank sized him up; he was thick and stocky. Bull necked.

“Who’s this?” he said.

“Tim, this is Henry,” Kim said. “He saved me.”

“From what?” Tim said, crossing his arms.

“Some men broke in. They tried to hurt me,” Kim said.

“No disrespect Tim, but they were trying to rape her,” Trank said.

“Jesus. Are you all right? Did they?” Tim asked.

“No. Henry scared them off. We’ll need to fix the front door. They kicked it in,” Kim said.

“Thanks man,” Tim said. 

“Glad I could help.”

He went through his pitch again about living down the street and how they could call him for help any time. 

“Good to know,” Tim said.

“What did you find out?” Kim asked.

“Tell you later,” Tim said.

Trank sipped his tea. Sized Tim up. He was stocky and possibly quite strong, but there was also a softness to him. His gut hung a bit over his belt. Trank was younger and quicker. 

“I’m going to go have a look at the door,” Tim said.

“Let me know if you need a hand,” Trank said.

“I’ll do that.”

The tone of his voice said: Fuck off, I got this.

He finished his tea and then set his cup in the sink. “I should be going. Do you have any guns here Kim?”

“No. Just household items. Some knives. I was maybe going to see if there was a baseball bat lying around.”

No guns. Good. “I’ve got this here,” he said, patting his coat. “Just a phone call away if there’s trouble.”

“Thanks again, Henry. Sorry if I was a bitch at first.”

“No worries.”

She showed him to the front door, where Tim was examining the busted door. As he slipped outside, he thought that her first reaction to him was correct; that she should be cautious. 
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Anders watched the hotel from the stolen vehicle.  Snow blew across the lot, obscuring the front doors.

“How should we go in?” he said. “What do you think?”

Lucy’s gaze was flat. “Shoot them all. Every last one.”

“Tempting. But some subtlety might be required. We need to find the room. May require some coercion,” Anders said.

“It can be done.”

“We’ll see if they’ll tell us where Lacroix is. If not, we may need to get serious,” Anders said. “C’mon.”

They got out of the vehicle and battled the wind while they crossed the lot. They reached the door. Anders’ face felt frozen. Snow stung his eyes and cheeks. He opened the door and entered the lobby. Lucy was right behind him.

A fireplace full of fake logs gave off a pleasant heat. There were couches and some leather armchairs set up around the fireplace. It would’ve been nice to sit and enjoy the fire if they didn’t have to potentially shoot some people.

The clerk was bald. His pink, shiny scalp seemed to glow in the overhead lights above the counter. Anders approached the counter. 

“Can I help you sir?”

Anders said, “Yes, you can. What room is Henry Lacroix in?”

“I can’t give out that information, sir,” the clerk said.

“It’s Anders, not sir.”

He turned and looked at Lucy. Besides the clerk, they were the only two people in the lobby. The snowstorm outside would provide some cover, preventing prying eyes from looking in. 

He nodded, indicating Lucy should move.

She slipped behind the counter and the clerk started to protest, but she pulled the M-4 from under her long coat and stuck it in his belly. The clerk’s eyes got wide. Anders could see beads of sweat forming on his shiny dome. 

“Henry Lacroix. Where is he?” Anders asked.

“Don’t shoot. I’m sure we can work this out,” the clerk said. “I’ll need to pull up his name in our computer. Can I do that?”

“You do that,” Anders said. “But if your hands go anywhere else besides that keyboard, my friend here is going to shoot you in the belly.”

Lucy jabbed the clerk with the rifle barrel. Hands shaking, he typed information into the keyboard that rested on the polished mahogany counter. 

“Suite three-eighteen,” the clerk said.

“He came here with others. Do you have their room numbers?”

“I checked them in a little while ago. They’re in the adjacent suites. Three-sixteen and three twenty-two.”

“Thank you. Now here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to stand at your post here. Lucy will sit in that chair behind you. Of course she’ll have the assault rifle pointed at you. You’re going to pretend like everything’s wonderful, okay?” Anders said.

The clerk swallowed and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “I have kids.”

“I don’t care,” Anders said. “But if you cooperate, we might not kill you.”

Lucy took up a spot in a chair behind the clerk. She set the M-4 at her side. It wouldn’t be easily spotted if someone approached the counter. 

“She’s quick,” Anders said. “I wouldn’t try anything.”

“I won’t.”

A bead of sweat dripped down his nose. Anders peered at his nametag. It read: Quinten. “Wipe your brow, Quinten. Which way to the suites?”

“That way, sir. Take the elevator.”

Trank felt restless; he was surfing the web looking at some whacked-out Russian porn when he decided to get some air.

The street had been quiet. He was bored and he couldn’t stop thinking about Tim and Kim, his new neighbors. How he would move in on them. How he could stalk them while pretending to help. They had been stupid to trust him, but that spoke to his skills as an actor. 

He shut down his web browser, went to the front door, and slipped on his jacket. He decided to take his gun, so he went upstairs and got it out of the small safe he kept in his bedroom. Instead of the shoulder rig, he took a hard, plastic holster from the closet. He slipped in on his belt near the small of his back, tucked the gun in, and covered it with his shirt.

Satisfied the gun was out of sight, he headed out to the car.
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He’d wound through the streets, noting the occasional house that seemed to be occupied. There was movement in some of the windows, but very few lights. 

Bored, he decided to head into town. As he passed Gallivan’s, he spotted the vehicle: a green Trailblazer. The two assholes that had tried to rape Kim were drinking in there.

He swung back around and pulled into Gallivan’s parking lot. As he got out of the car, the sound of someone strumming an acoustic guitar drifted out of the bar.

He went inside; the two men were seated at the bar, their backs to the door. A man was singing a David Bowie tune and strumming a guitar from a small stage set up in the corner. A crowd sat at the tables set up around the stage.

He spotted a corner booth and slipped into it. Trank had no intention of buying a drink; he hoped they wouldn’t toss him out for not buying anything. 

He watched them drink beer. The older guy got up after a bit and headed for the bathroom. 

When he came back, he nodded to the other man. The younger guy left some crumpled bills on the bar in the form of a tip. They walked out the door and didn’t notice him.

He got up and followed them out of the bar.
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He followed the Trailblazer to a trailer park on the outskirts of town. The vehicle parked outside a rusted trailer with a powder blue awning. 

The men got out and entered the trailer. 

A dim light appeared in the window. 

Trank didn’t know if anyone else was inside with the two men; he decided to take a chance.

He killed the headlights and eased the car next to the Trailblazer. He got out, careful not to slam the door. 

Footsteps thudded inside the trailer. 

He drew the revolver.

The older guy with the ponytail flung the door open. He had a shotgun. Racked the pump. “Who the fuck’s out there?”

Trank took aim, shot him in the belly. He fell forward and landed in the dirt.

Trank moved in, stepped in the doorway. The younger guy was in the kitchen, a steak knife in his trembling hand.

“You followed us,” the man said.

“You’re observant,” Trank said, and shot him in the head, the flash lighting up the trailer. He dropped to the floor, the knife falling from his hand.

Trank went to the bedrooms. He found a hunting knife in a drawer. It gave him an idea.

Before he followed through with his idea, he stepped outside the trailer. The other trailers were dark, but people could be hiding.

He stepped over Ponytail and took a walk around the trailer park. Surely someone would’ve come running at the sound of gunshots. 

He tried the door on the first trailer. As he stepped inside, a greasy smell overtook him. The source of the smell was on the counter: a deep fryer filled with rancid oil.

“Hello?” he called.

No answer. 

He left the trailer, walked the park and checked each trailer, maybe a dozen of them. All were abandoned.

He returned to Ponytail’s body; Trank still had the knife. After staring at the dead man for a moment, he decided where to cut.
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John couldn’t rest, as the wind whipped and moaned outside the hotel. Snow pelted the window, sounding like someone tossing rocks against the glass. Jake was out cold in bed, sprawled on his stomach.  

He got up, went into the bathroom, and ran some water. He splashed water on his face, grabbed a towel, and dried off. He looked in the mirror and noticed the dark circles under his eyes and the sallow look his skin had taken. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in a week. He didn’t smell like peaches, either. Days’ worth of dirt and sweat had accumulated on his skin. 

He decided to take a shower. Before doing that, he grabbed the semiautomatic and placed it on the vanity. 

He cranked the hot water and let it run until steam filled the bathroom. Then he got in the shower and scrubbed the grime and stink off of himself. When he was done, he got out and toweled off. Wrapped the towel around his waist.

He wiped the condensation off the mirror.

As he grabbed another towel to dry his hair, he heard a huge thump out in the hallway. It was followed by someone yelling. He couldn’t make out the words, but the noise sounded like it was coming from Lacroix’s room. 

Still in the towel, he grabbed the semiautomatic. Jake was still asleep. He cracked open the door and peered out into the hallway, where he saw Lacroix’s door wide open.

Shit. 

He stepped into the hallway, cool air catching him, feeling ridiculous. 

He approached the door and saw one of Larsen’s gunmen – the guy with the white hair – crouched over Lacroix. Lacroix had an arm up, trying to fend him off. The guy was trying to haul him to his feet. He had an assault rifle clutched in his hand. 

John held the towel tight with one hand. He raised the semiautomatic. “Get away from him.”

“Looking good, friend,” the blonde man said.

The door down the hall opened and Adam popped out. He had on fatigue pants and a black t-shirt. He was carrying his M-4 rifle. “What the fuck’s going on?”

John nodded towards the blonde man. Adam stepped into the doorway. “They found us. Shit.”

“You’ve been found. That’s correct,” the man said.

“Hands in the air and set the gun down,” Adam said. “Turn around and on your knees. Lace your hands behind your head.”

The man did so. As he did this, Lacroix got to his feet and brushed himself off.

“He kicked down my door,” Lacroix said, sounding indignant. 

“Marshall, go put some clothes on, for Christ sake,” Adam said.

John went next door and checked on Jake, who was still out cold. He threw his dirty clothes on and went back over to Lacroix’s room. They had shut the door and had the blonde man seated on the edge of the bed.

As John approached him, he said, “Where’s your girlfriend?” 

“She’s not here.”

“He’s lying. What’s your name, shithead?” Adam said.

“None of your concern.”

Adam backhanded the man. His lip blossomed blood. The man wiped his wounded lip with the back of his hand. 

“You’ll have to do better than that,” the man said.

“Your name,” Adam said, pointing the gun at the man’s temple. “Or I shoot.”

“Shoot me. Go ahead,” the man said.

“Marshall, go watch the hallway,” Adam said.

Marshall nodded. He went to the door and peered out. The blonde woman – who could’ve been the man’s twin - strolled down the hallway. She had an M-4 rifle in her hands. John’s heartbeat quickened. He had a moment to think: it was either blast her or duck back inside. 

She saw him, raised the rifle. He peeled off two shots and she hit the deck. Someone inside one of the hotel rooms screamed. 

This was going downhill fast. The woman looked up, tried to aim the rifle at John, but he took aim and shot her in the forehead. Her head jerked back and blood splashed on the carpet. Beyond the woman, he saw the front desk clerk at the end of the hallway. The guy had been stupid enough to follow the woman up here. And he was likely to call the cops. Just what they didn’t need.

John took off after the man, caught him at the end of the hallway and said, “Move and I’ll kill you. Stop.”

The man, whose shiny-slick head seemed to be oozing sweat, stopped and put up his hands. He had a cell phone in his right hand.

“Drop the phone,” John said.

He did. 

Keeping the gun on him, John went over and stomped on the cell phone. It shattered in three pieces and he kicked it aside. “Did you call the cops?”

“Not yet,” He said.

“You lying?”

The man turned around. Quentin. That was his name. 

“No, that’s the truth,” Quentin said.

“Come with me,” John said.

Quentin’s hands were shaking. His nails were a bit long, but clean and neat. John fell in behind him and they walked down the hallway, passing the woman’s body. Her blood had stained the carpet a dark cherry. The exit wound had left a large hole in the back of her head. The hair was matted with blood. John felt a little sick at the sight of it. She’d come to kill them. He had to remember that.

“That’s awful,” Quentin said.

“Keep moving. In that suite.”

He nudged Quentin into the suite. The clerk’s eyes grew wide at the sight of Anders on the bed. “Your friend is dead, Anders,” the clerk said.

“Lucy’s dead?” he said. 

Adam said, “So his name is Anders.”

“What happened?” Anders asked.

He seemed genuinely shocked and dismayed. 

“I shot her,” John said. “She was about to kill me.”

Anders launched himself off the bed, but Adam clipped him in the jaw and the man fell back to the bed. To John’s surprise, Anders began to weep, tears dripping onto the bedspread. The weeping turned into sobbing, even as a fresh welt rose on his face from where Adam had hit him. Was it an act?

“Get the fuck up,” Adam said. “You tried to kill us. Multiple times.”

Lacroix said, “What are we going to do with him?”

“He’s baggage. I say we pop him,” Adam said.

“What about him?” John said, referring to Quentin, the hotel manager.

“You’re going to let us stay the night,” Adam said. “We’ll be out of here in the morning. Got it?”

“What the hell is going on? Who are you people?” Quentin said.

“We’re trying to save your ass,” John said. “Believe it or not. Did you call the cops?”

“No. I followed the woman down here before you shot her, but I didn’t call.”

“How many guests in the hotel?” John asked.

“I can’t reveal that,” Quentin said.

John was in no mood to fuck around. He’d almost been killed wearing nothing more than a towel. Half of his family was across the country. He put the semiautomatic in Quentin’s face.

“Six other guests besides you,” Quentin said.

They had to have heard the gunshots. Someone was going to be calling for help. 

The sirens off in the distance told him someone already had. 

“Get your boy,” Adam said. “We need to go.”

Tim was sitting in the family room. Kim had pulled a James Patterson novel from the shelf and was reading when he heard something outside.

There was an aluminum bat propped against the couch. Tim had found it up in the boy’s bedroom.

“Hear that?” Tim asked.

“I did.”

“I’ll go check it out,” he said, grabbing the bat.

He went to the front window and peered out. He had a good view of the front steps. There was a shoebox on the front porch.

“What the fuck?” he said.

He scanned the front yard; no one was out on the lawn. That didn’t mean someone wasn’t hiding in the shadows. Working in a prison had taught him to have eyes front and back. You never knew where an attack could come from; some inmates wouldn’t hesitate to shank a guard. Years ago he’d taken a poke with a sharpened brush handle. The resulting wound an infection had kept him out of work for a month.

Kim came up behind him. “What is it?”

“Box on the porch.”

“See anyone?” she asked.

“Not so far. I’m going to grab that box.”

“Be careful.”

He would ease the door open and poke it with the bat for starters. 

They had slid the loveseat in front of the door; the lock was busted from where the men had kicked it in. Kim helped him move the loveseat. He listened for a moment and heard no one outside.

He eased the door open and poked the box. It slid easily enough, so it must be light.

“Bring it in and shut the door,” Kim said.

Using the bat, he slid the box inside. Kim shut the door and they slid the loveseat back in front of it. 

“Do the honors,” she said.

He lifted a flap with the baseball bat. A spoiled meat smell drifted out. 

“Goddamn,” Tim said.

He took a deep breath, flipped the box on its side. Two items came out: a long, silvery lock of hair, and a severed middle finger. 

Kim gasped.

“Son of a bitch,” Tim said, and took a step back.

“Whose are they?” she asked.

“How the hell am I supposed to know?”

Tim stepped forward, crouched down. He took another look at the lock of hair. It was tied on one end with a rubber band; someone’s ponytail. The finger was long and slender.

“Wait. That’s his hair,” Kim said.

“Whose hair?”

“One of the creeps that attacked me today. He had a long, gray ponytail.”

“You sure?”

“I don’t think I’d forget that.”

“I’m going to get a shovel or something and throw it the fuck out,” Tim said, heading towards the rear of the house.

“There’s only one other person who knew about them,” Kim called after him.

Tim stopped. “Who?”

“Henry.”
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They hadn’t done a very good job of tying him up.

Anders wriggled free of the sheet and pillowcase that the men had used to bind him. Maybe they only wished to buy time for escape. He stood up and looked around the suite. It was a shame to waste a nice hotel room, but he had to keep moving. The sirens were growing louder. 

He went out into the hallway and saw Lucy’s lifeless body. He almost couldn’t look. The Gray Men could come back from some serious damage and live to fight again, but this was too much. 

Her beautiful, fierce face had been ruined by that bastard. He gently rolled her over and took the assault rifle and spare magazines off of her. Then he went into the suite, grabbed the sheet that had been used to bind him, and covered her up. He rested his hand on her back, closed his eyes for a moment, and hurried down the hallway.

He ended up back in the lobby. A panicked-looking man in blue pajamas stood in the lobby. His hair stood up in multiple directions. 

“Don’t shoot me,” he said, putting his hands up.

“Shut up and go back to your room,” Anders said, pointing the M-4 in his general direction.

The man hurried away, slippers shuffling on the tiles. 

Things had gone into full disaster mode. He’d lost Lacroix, and Lucy was dead. There was a goddamned blizzard outside and the cops were closing in. Anders didn’t have Sloan or Larsen’s ability to convert people and control minds; he was pretty much a killer. It’s what he did best. That’s what Larsen had wanted him to do. 

He saw the lights strobe against the snow. The cops were pulling into the lot. He moved away from the doors. He spotted only one cruiser. 

He ducked across the lobby and hunkered down behind the desk. The lobby doors opened, letting a rush of wind inside. 

“This ought to be good,” a male voice said.

“Please let me go,” a woman’s voice said.

“Shut up,” a second voice said.

Anders peered over the counter. They hadn’t seen him. He spotted two large men in police uniforms. Both the uniforms were torn and disheveled. One of the cops had his shirt un-tucked. The second guy’s shirt was missing half a sleeve. Why the hell didn’t they have jackets on in this weather? 

One of them was holding a Glock, the other a pump shotgun. 

The slightly larger of the two cops had a woman by the arm. She was wearing a tank top and a mini skirt that barely covered her bottom. Her feet were bare. Face streaked with makeup. Anders had killed many men in his time. He’d slit the throats of German soldiers while they were sleeping and watch the blood steam in the bitter Russian air. He would have no problem killing these two. The woman looked so pathetic he might let her live.

The cops had the look in their eye. They’d been converted by the signal that his fellow Gray Men had broadcasted. No matter. They were in his way.

The cops turned their backs to the front desk. He risked popping up a bit more. Beyond the police, he could see down the corridor that led to the hotel restaurant and pool. A few of the hotel guests had gathered, some of them in robes.

“All of you, come here,” one of the cops said. 

“Now,” the second cop said, waving the Glock in the crowd’s general direction.

The group of three people shuffled into the lobby. Anders didn’t like these two. They were loud and brutish. He decided they should die. 

He popped up and aimed the M-4. He shot the one with the Glock in the head. The woman screamed. His partner with the shotgun whirled. Anders hit the deck. The blast from the shotgun demolished the flatscreen monitor, sending bits of plastic and glass everywhere. Anders belly-crawled as the shotgun boomed again and tore a hole in the wall underneath a portrait of a sailboat. 

He reached the edge of the counter, where you could gain access through a half swinging door. Lying on his back, he raised the M-4 up over the lip of the door and fired randomly. He heard a scream. Still on the ground, he pushed the door open and saw the cop rolling around and holding his leg. He’d dropped the shotgun.

Anders got to his feet. The woman in the tank top was hunkered down behind a plush chair in the lobby. The hotel guests had scattered. One guy was crouched down by the lobby’s fireplace with a cast iron poker in his hand. He hated to tell the guy, but a decorative fireplace poker most likely made a lousy weapon. 

Anders stood over the crazed cop. His eyes were a mess of red.

“You son of a bitch, you shot me,” the cop said.

“Yes. And I’m going to shoot you again.”

Anders shot him and he was still. Behind the chair, the woman started sobbing. 

He picked up the shotgun, then tucked the other cop’s Glock into his waist band.  As he approached the woman, he saw her trembling. 

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “Stand up.”

She stood up. She crossed her arms.

“What were you doing with them?” Anders asked.

“I’m a dancer. They came into the club where I was working and pulled me off stage. Made me get dressed and took me with them. They’re fucking crazy,” she said.

“What’s your name?”

“Destiny,” she said.

“You’re going to help me Destiny. I need food for the road. Let’s go see what we can find.”

After finding a shovel in the garage and disposing of the finger and hair, Tim came back in the house. Kim was sitting on the couch in the family room. 

“I’ll be back,” he said.

“Where are you going?”

“To have a talk with Henry,” he said.

“What are you going to say?”

“I’m going to tell him to stay the hell away from us,” Tim said. “Hand me that knife.”

“He has a gun,” Kim said. “You shouldn’t go.”

“I didn’t like the guy, Kim. I deal with shitbags all day long at work. He would fit right in. That’s my impression of him.”

She handed him the knife. “Be careful.”

“I can handle myself,” Tim said.

“I know, just still be careful,” Kim said.

“Help me move the loveseat?” he said.
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Outside, the air stung his cheeks. He wore no jacket and the cold bit into his arms through his sleeves. He would have to get some sort of winter coat if they were to stick around here. 

He wasn’t exactly sure which house belonged to Henry. Kim said he lived somewhere down the street. 

If I were a creepy little prick, where would I live?

He turned right, perhaps out of instinct. He walked down the block; the first three homes were dark. 

The fourth house had a Ford conversion van in the driveway, green with a tan stripe on the side. He stopped in front of the house, looked for signs of movement. 

He’d give this house a try. As he went up the front walkway, he watched the windows. They were cave dark. 

A knocker was affixed to the door; the name inscribed on it read Mosley. 

He knocked on the door, then a moment. After waiting, he heard someone shuffling around inside. 

“Henry?” Tim called. “I want to talk to you.”

“I’m not Henry,” a male voice said from behind the door. “Go away.”

“Can you tell me where he lives?”

“I don’t like him. He used to give my daughter funny looks.”

“Can you tell me where he lives?”

“House on the corner. Five-six-three. Now go. I have a gun.”

“I’m leaving,” Tim said. “Easy.”

The idea that he might have a gun could be bullshit, but Tim didn’t want to take a chance. He backed away and headed down the sidewalk until he reached Henry’s house.

Tim watched the house for a few minutes. He didn’t feel like he was being watched, so he went to the door and knocked. Took a step back from the door.

The door cracked and Henry appeared.

“Oh, hey Tim,” Trank said.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“I’m sorry?”

“The little gift you left on our porch,” Tim said.

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

Tim felt his blood pressure rising. “Don’t bullshit me.”

Henry put up his hands, palms out. “Okay. Okay. I did you a favor.”

“That’s a sick favor.”

“I took care of a problem for
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