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			To Todd

			I learned it by watching you

		

	
		
			
			
				We should be able to hold our suffering and look deeply into it, hold it tenderly and learn from it.

				—Thich Nhat Hanh

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Somewhere…
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			The shroud is ripped free, bright lights raking my eyes. I’ve been breathing through that fabric for at least a day, and it was developing an unpleasant funk. Before I can appreciate the fresh air, I’m shoved from behind.

			With my hands bound behind my back, I can barely twist enough to stop from breaking my face on the floor. I manage to take the brunt of the fall on my shoulder, tucking my chin up and to the side to protect my head.

			A rough pair of hands grab mine, and a cold blade slips between the delicate skin on the inside of my wrists, before slicing up and cutting the zip-tie. I twist around and crab-walk backward to create distance, thinking this might be followed by some kind of attack.

			Instead, my captor is standing in the doorway, still as a monolith. He’s a bundle of muscle so big it’s almost grotesque, wearing black tactical gear and a white, featureless mask with dark lenses over the eyes. He looks like an owl with a steroid habit.

			“Who are you?” I ask.

			He tilts his head slightly to the side, like he doesn’t understand what I’m saying. Which makes me think he doesn’t speak English.

			Not that I’m going to give up that easy.

			“Why am I here?” I ask. “What do you want?”

			He steps back and heaves a heavy steel door closed. There’s a loud shunk as a locking mechanism engages.

			And then I’m alone.

			I climb to my feet, rubbing my wrists to get blood moving back into my hands, and survey the room. It’s a cell. There’s a stainless-steel toilet-sink combo in one corner. In the other, a metal cot juts from the wall, with a small foam mattress and a folded, threadbare blanket.

			No windows, not even in the door. No shower. Perched on the sink is a travel-sized tube of toothpaste, so cheap it doesn’t have a label, and a plastic cap covered in bristles that I can put over my finger; a prison toothbrush that can’t be ground into a shank. There’s a hotel-sized bar of soap, but no toilet paper.

			I’m still in the same jeans and sweater and sneakers I was wearing when I was taken. Walking down Suffolk Street, to the Tuesday night meeting. My guard was down—I knew there was someone behind me, but it’s New York, there’s always someone behind you. Serves me right for thinking you can leave the life behind. I didn’t clock the danger until I heard the scrape of a shoe on pavement, someone setting their weight to launch their body at me. I had barely registered the arms wrapping around my torso when a gleaming black van skidded to a halt at the curb.

			I was thrown inside and the door slammed. The hood came down and my hands were quickly and efficiently zipped behind my back. A guttural voice got close to my ear and said, “Go along to get along.”

			Since then, not a word.

			How long it’s been, I don’t know. Based on what I could hear—shuffling, clearing of throats—there were two people in the back of the van with me, and one person up front at the wheel. We drove for more than an hour. In traffic, then on a highway. We stopped and waited, the sound of the running engine lulling me into a state of calm, until something sharp pierced the skin of my neck. Then I disappeared into a twilight space, though not so far that I missed the unmistakable push of gravity shifting things around in my stomach.

			We were airborne. At some point we landed, and then we drove some more. There was a noise so loud it made my skin vibrate, followed by a blast of wind whipping my clothes and then another shift in gravity. A helicopter.

			The cobwebs in my head were finally clearing as the man in the mask marched me through this place, but my brain was still coming back online, sputtering in stops and starts. I couldn’t tell much about the ambient climate, couldn’t smell anything through the sodden mask, couldn’t even think straight enough to count my steps.

			Now that I’ve got my senses back, I can take better stock of my surroundings.

			Something about the cell says “new construction.” It smells like Sheetrock and fresh paint. The toilet and the reflective plate bolted in the wall above it, meant to be used as a mirror, are pristine and scratch-free. Everything is metal. The floors, the walls, the ceiling. There are curious seams in the floor, circles about three inches in diameter, at random intervals, and long horizontal slats on the walls, like venetian blinds.

			Since this wasn’t any kind of proper arrest, and the guard may not speak English, this most likely is a black site prison. The kind that operates outside laws and jurisdictions. No phone call, no lawyer. I know about a handful of places like this, but there are plenty I don’t know about. If this one is new, trying to guess where I am isn’t even worth the effort.

			So I sit on the cot, exhausted, because being drugged and sleeping aren’t the same thing. I do have to pee and consider using the toilet. I scan the cell one more time and find a small glass dome nestled in the corner of the ceiling, a tiny red light flashing behind the lens.

			I wave at the camera. “Don’t suppose you’re going to tell me why I’m here?”

			As if in response, there’s a soft mechanical whir, and the slats on the wall slowly raise. Behind them is a massive white screen taking up three walls, which flickers to life and plays an array of swirls and patterns and colors that induce immediate feelings of dizziness and nausea.

			So I look down at the floor, and those circular seams rise up—small pillars, no more than a few inches high each, making it impossible to walk freely. The cot tilts a few inches down and I nearly slip off, ensuring there’ll be no way to sleep on it comfortably.

			Before I can fully appreciate the level of thought that went into the discomfort of this place, a Celtic fiddle blares from hidden speakers, followed by a jaunty drumbeat.

			Oh god.

			“Come on Eileen” by Dexys Midnight Runners cuts through the room, bouncing off the hard surfaces, notes pelting me from every direction.

			I take in my surroundings—the floor and the cot and the light show and the song and the camera through which someone is about to watch me pee—and I can’t help but laugh.

			Maybe it’s the dying gasp of the drugs in my system. Maybe it’s the realization that, after the type of life I lived, this is what I deserve. Just because you’ve decided to stop sinning doesn’t mean you didn’t sin.

			And I have a very long list of sins.

			I hope to meet the person who came up with this. I can’t decide if I want to shake their hand or slit their throat. It’s so diabolical as to deserve some kind of recognition.

			The throat-slitting will depend on how many times I have to listen to this song, probably.

			Even if that’s a thing I’m not supposed to do anymore.

			Even if sometimes I still want to do it.

			In my time on this earth I have taken a lot of lives. One day I woke up and decided I didn’t want to do that anymore. Every day I’ve woken up since then has felt like I was making that decision for the very first time.

			That’s the thing about being free from addiction. You’re never free.

			If there’s one thing I wish I could do in this moment, it’s convey to whoever my captors are how little this setup means to me. They get an A for effort, sure. I’ve seen torture, been tortured—this is some top-notch work and I expect it’s not going to stop anytime soon.

			But I have endured far, far worse than this.

			And more than that, I endured those things alone.

			This is me in my element.

			I know what Mark would say right now. He would say: You have tools, use them, figure out the next right action, and go from there. Then we’d order takeout and put on a movie.

			But Mark isn’t here.
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				How can one expect a state of abundance to be everlasting?

				—I Ching
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			Mark

			Chinatown

			One Month Later

			We take our places around the statue of Dr. Sun Yat-sen in Columbus Park, everyone spreading out so we have room to move. As usual, I am the only white face, and the only person who doesn’t qualify for an AARP card.

			“Your form has been improving, but you’re too much in your own head,” Ms. Nguyen says, stretching her arms in the spot next to me. “Drop into it this time. Let everything else go.”

			“Just doing my best to keep up with you, sweetheart,” I tell her.

			Ms. Nguyen is wearing athletic pants and an oversize T-shirt, her gray hair tied back in a ponytail. Despite being in her seventies, the outfit makes her look like a kid. I’m in running shorts and a tank, the least modest outfit here. I tend to run hot, and by the time the class ends, the sun will have peaked the line of buildings and roared into the park.

			“Remember,” she says, “if you get overheated, you’re welcome to take your shirt off.”

			“You’re not worried about the other ladies getting jealous?”

			She leans over and smacks the exposed flesh of my thigh. “I bring you here to show you off,” she says.

			Master Feng takes his place at the front of the group. He stands for a moment, in his cream-colored cotton uniform, his hands clasped behind his back. The man must be pushing ninety, but his eyes exude a penetrating sense of inner calm and presence, like he could count the droplets in a rainstorm.

			He offers us a slight bow, and we all bow deeper as a sign of respect. Then he leads us through the opening movements, placing his arms out in front of him, before bringing them around to the right and toward his hip as he steps, delicately and deliberately, forward.

			When Ms. Nguyen first suggested I do tai chi with her, I brushed it off. I know a dozen fighting styles, all of them designed to injure and kill as quickly and efficiently as possible. Tai chi looked to me like a bunch of old folks waving their arms around in a park.

			And it’s exactly that.

			But it’s more, too.

			I’ve come to appreciate the gentleness of it. The focus of being in my body. Thinking of it less as a tool designed to inflict pain—which is something I spend every day actively working to forget—and seeing it more for what it is.

			A tool in service of myself.

			My own little temple, in which I can find peace.

			I don’t know the name for the movements we do, but I watch Master Feng, and the men and women around me, as I try to emulate them and get lost in the flow.

			The ache in my shoulder whistles in my ear, reminding me of the chunk of deltoid muscle that got torn out by a bullet. The practice has brought back some range of motion, more than physical therapy did. I’m able to move into the pain and then through it—like I’m manipulating something inside me, a little ball of energy I can toss from side to side.

			Observing it and experiencing it without fighting it.

			The getting out of my head part, that I’m still struggling with.

			I called Astrid this morning, like I have every morning since she disappeared. I used to leave voicemails, then I stopped doing that. Today the robotic voice on the other end told me the line had been disconnected.

			It was only a matter of time, I suppose.

			It sounded like a period on the end of a sentence.

			Confirmation she was back in the game, or dead.

			For people like us, for me and Ms. Nguyen and the other members of our homegroup, I’m not sure if there are any other options. There’s a reason working as a high-level assassin doesn’t come with a 401(k) match.

			Eventually, you cash out.

			As we flow through a downward movement, Ms. Nguyen clears her throat. I glance over and she’s tossing me a sharp eyebrow.

			She doesn’t need to say it. She can hear the gears grinding in my head.

			Okay. Stay in the movement.

			I follow Master Feng, try to match his energy, and let the surroundings fall away. For a little bit, it works. The ambulance screaming around the corner turns to a dull buzz. The kids playing in the adjoining park muffle into raindrops on a window.

			I breathe deep and follow the peace of that breath.

			Breathe in for four, hold for four, exhale for four, empty lungs for four.

			Then I think about Astrid and it all goes to shit.

			There’s really not much to do at this point. I sit within the acceptance of it and continue the movements, enjoying the feel of my body brushing the dust off my muscles.

			Another half hour, and we’re done.

			Master Feng bows to us, and we bow in return. The practitioners break into cliques, most of them rounding up expeditions for tea or dumplings.

			A hand appears on my shoulder and I turn to find Master Feng. He offers me a serene smile. “Next time, less effort.”

			I bow to him again. “Thank you.”

			I’m not even sure if he heard it—he’s off mingling with the other students, offering them words of affirmation. Ms. Nguyen appears in front of me, a sheen of sweat on her brow, but before she can say anything, an older woman grasps her arm, leans in to her ear, and says, “Tā hěn shuài.”

			He’s handsome.

			“Tā shì wǒ de,” Ms. Nguyen responds.

			He’s all mine.

			The woman scrunches up her face, looks at us both like she’s discovered a conspiracy, and leaves.

			“You know,” I tell Ms. Nguyen, “I never said we were exclusive.”

			“I’m protecting you,” she says. “That one would eat you for lunch.”

			“My hero.” I offer her my arm. “May I escort you home, darling?”

			She loops her arm into mine. “Of course.”

			The sun is out full blast now, June coming in hard. We wend our way through the streets of Manhattan, toward the West Village, navigating the morning crowds of commuters and tourists.

			“I’m assuming Astrid didn’t pick up the phone this morning,” she says.

			“Disconnected.”

			Ms. Nguyen gives a little shake of her head. “People go out.”

			“She was my sponsee. Which means she was my responsibility.”

			“The only person responsible for Astrid is Astrid. You can’t take that on.”

			We stop at Canal Street, waiting for the light to change, letting the conversation drop as people crowd around us, knowing better than to say something that could be overheard by the wrong person.

			Once we’ve crossed and we’re clear of prying ears she says, “The point of sponsoring someone isn’t to save them. It’s to save yourself.”

			I respond by being obstinate and not saying anything.

			Two blocks later she asks, “How’s the new apartment?”

			“It’s fine. I like the East Village a little better than the West. It’s quieter. Fewer drunken college kids.”

			“You sure it’s safe to be here?” She nods up toward the glasses on my face. “Those things really work?”

			I tilt them down at her. They look so stupid. Which is sort of the point. Thick black frames, wide lenses, the shape of them designed to screw with facial recognition software, by making it hard to take accurate measurements of my features. As an added layer, they project a low level of infrared light onto my face, so on CCTV, I’ll appear slightly washed out and less identifiable.

			“Been fully back three months and no one’s killed me yet,” I tell her. “Had a friend set up a new identity to overshadow my lack of an old one. But look, I live in acceptance of the fact that this is a risk. I was bored living up in the mountains. P. Kitty’s not a good conversationalist.”

			“I’m glad you’re back,” she says. “I missed that cat.”

			“And you missed shamelessly hitting on me.”

			Ms. Nguyen smiles. “Sooner or later, you’ll come around. Older women know what they want.”

			We make it to her building—my old building, too, before my apartment was firebombed in an attempt to draw me out of recovery—and she stops. She looks up at me and smiles. It’s the way you would smile at a child who has just discovered some harsh reality about the world, like Santa isn’t real.

			“It’s not your fault,” she says.

			“Feels like it is.”

			“Then you should talk about it tonight. See you later?”

			“Wouldn’t miss it.”

			She winks at me and heads inside. I watch her go, a little wistful for the life I had here. I really did love this building.

			But, you know, the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, and all that.

			

			—

			My footsteps echo through the basement of St. Dymphna’s, bouncing off the black-and-white checkerboard floor and the robin’s-egg blue walls. I love the ritual of showing up early and setting up the space. Putting out the donuts, making the coffee. Dragging out the folding chairs and setting them in a circle.

			One for Booker, our former Marine turned black ops mercenary. It’s been more than five years since he’s taken a life.

			One for Valencia, formerly of the Special Operations Group, the covert paramilitary arm of the CIA. Seven years sober.

			One for Ms. Nguyen, former employee of the Agency—a clandestine group of government agencies, and financial and industrial leaders. Retired ten years, sober sixteen.

			One for Astrid, a former Agency hitter who operated under the name Azrael. She would have six months, and I put her chair out every week in case she shows up.

			One for me. Formerly known as the Pale Horse, who, if you had asked my old bosses at the Agency, or anyone in the game really, was one of the best assassins in the world. Something that used to be a point of pride, and now is just an uncomfortable truth.

			Finally, one for Kenji. Former Yakuza hitter, former chair of this group. My sponsor. Dead now, sacrificing both his recovery and his life to save mine a year and a half ago.

			My friend.

			I miss him so much.

			Especially on days like today.

			It does comfort me, putting his chair out, feeling his confident, gentle presence.

			The same way Astrid’s empty seat screws with my sense of inner peace.

			The lights flicker, and Booker and Valencia enter, the two of them dressed for the summer heat: Valencia in yoga pants and a loose-fitting T-shirt, Booker in a black tank and camo pants. Valencia is pushing the baby stroller that Booker and I got for her baby shower. It cost what most people would spend on a month’s rent, but that little girl in there only gets the best.

			Valencia had wanted to be a mom for a long time. It’s why she stopped killing, why she got into recovery. She didn’t want to be a mom who killed people. And every week she would unpack that.

			One day she decided she was ready, she found a donor, and: Lucia.

			Born three short weeks ago.

			That baby isn’t just a milestone for Valencia. She is a tiny, breathing, sometimes-screaming example that the program works. She bound us tighter, giving us someone to love together. It’s personal, too; I can’t ever see my son, and every day that feeling twists like a blade in my stomach. I will do whatever it takes to make sure this kid grows up safe and loved.

			Valencia rolls the stroller up to me. Lucia is swaddled in a blanket, snoozing away. The wisps of black hair on her head are thickening. “She’s looking more like you and less like a potato,” I tell her.

			Valencia beams when I say this.

			I like her smile. She didn’t used to smile this much.

			Booker slaps me on the back, a little too hard, but exactly as hard as I would expect him to. “How are we today, Uncle Mark?”

			“Good, Uncle Booker. How about you?”

			“I never signed off on her calling either of you ‘uncle,’ ” Valencia says, adopting her usual look of barely restrained contempt.

			“That’s why I’m going to keep on saying it,” Booker says. “She’ll pick it up through osmosis.”

			The lights flicker again, and Ms. Nguyen comes in, carrying a plate of shortbread cookies, which she places next to the donuts. I’ve given up on telling her not to do that; no one eats the donuts, then I have to take them home, and I spend the whole week trying to finish them before I have to buy more. It’s too many carbs.

			I could always stop buying them, but, habits.

			That’s why we’re here. It takes work to break them.

			Sometimes the best way to do that is to replace them with other habits.

			Valencia and Ms. Nguyen step away to get themselves settled and coo over the baby. Booker glances over at the chairs and asks, “Anything?”

			I shake my head. “Number was disconnected.”

			“Shit.” He sighs, his shoulders sagging. “Might be time to put away her chair.”

			“Not until I know, one way or the other.”

			“I know what you’re doing,” Booker says. “Kenji lost sponsees, too. Difference was, he didn’t blame himself.”

			“I’m not blaming myself.”

			“You’re a shitty liar.”

			“Out of practice, I guess.”

			Booker surveys our little group. “Maybe it wasn’t for her. Six months, she never shared.”

			“You don’t have to share to be here.”

			“But did she want to be here?”

			When I can’t come up with a good answer, Booker pats me on the chest and points a nonthreatening finger in my face. “Share about it, okay? The only way out is through.”

			“The through part sucks,” I tell him.

			We make our way to the circle of chairs and sit. I take out the lipstick-sized transmitter from my pocket, switch it on, and place it on the floor next to me. It’ll serve to prevent any other devices from listening or recording the things we say.

			And then I start:

			“Assassins Anonymous is a fellowship of men and women who share their experience, strength, and hope with each other, that they may solve their common problem and help each other to recover. The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop. We are not allied with any sect, denomination, politics, organization, or institution; our primary purpose is to stop killing and help others to achieve the same.

			“We do not bring weapons into Assassins Anonymous, nor prior political affiliations. If any of us were known by any particular handle or nickname, we do not use it here. We share our stories, but we obscure details as best we can. If any of us seek to bring in new fellows, we agree to have them properly vetted. This is to protect us, not just from prying ears, but from each other.”

			We take a moment of silence for fallen comrades.

			No one ever suggested we should. We just know to do it.

			“Valencia,” I ask, “could you read the steps?”

			Valencia shifts in her seat and closes her eyes. In a normal AA meeting, you’d read from a handout, but we like to avoid putting things in writing.

			“We really gotta do this every time?” Booker asks.

			“You really got to ask that every time, B? Remember what Kenji said: ‘We have steps to keep us from killing ourselves, and traditions to keep us from killing each other.’ Valencia?”

			Booker smiles. He’s being difficult, but he knows it, too.

			Traditions.

			Valencia begins:

			“One, we admitted we were powerless—that our lives had become unmanageable.

			“Two, we came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.

			“Three, we made a decision to turn our will over to the care of a higher power, as we understood it.

			“Four, we made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.

			“Five, we admitted to our higher power, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.

			“Six, we were ready to have our higher power remove all these defects of character.

			“Seven, we humbly asked it to remove our shortcomings.

			“Eight, we made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.

			“Nine, we made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.

			“Ten, we continued to take personal inventory, and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.

			“Eleven, we sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with our higher power as we understood it, praying only for knowledge of its will for us and the power to carry that out.

			“Twelve, having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to others like us, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.

			“No one among us has been able to maintain anything like perfect adherence to these principles. We are not saints…”

			Booker and I chuckle, because, traditions.

			“The point is that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines,” Valencia says.

			When she’s done she puts her hand on the stroller, but Lucia hasn’t stirred.

			“Okay,” I say, “so before we get started, any announcements or topics we need to discuss?” When no one says anything, I ask, “Who would like to share first?”

			Booker crosses his arms.

			Valencia raises an eyebrow.

			Ms. Nguyen smirks.

			All of those actions, heat-seeking missiles directed straight at me.

			Fine.

			“I’m Mark, and I haven’t killed anyone in two and a half years,” I say.

			“Hi, Mark,” Booker says in a slightly mocking tone, his voice ringing through the space.

			“You’re such a dipshit,” I tell him, and he laughs. “Valencia, I think you’re the only one I didn’t tell this to, but Astrid’s phone is disconnected. I’m really struggling with that today. These programs, obviously, are pretty small, so I feel like the act of taking on a sponsee…it’s pretty intimate. You feel like your recovery is connected to theirs. And I know what all the literature says, I know what you’re all saying, that it’s not my fault, but it’s easy to say and not so easy to believe. I just wish I could talk to her. See where she’s at. I’ve even gone onto the Amber Road…”

			“Mark,” Booker says, clearly upset I’m back on the website—a darknet marketplace for anything from weapons to drugs to kill contracts. Something all of us are supposed to avoid.

			“Crosstalk,” Valencia says, scolding Booker for interrupting my share.

			“Thanks, V. I know I’m not supposed to be on there. I know it’s like walking into a bar and telling myself I’m just going to have a cranberry juice. I’m fine with the cranberry juice. I don’t feel tempted to work. I just want to find some kind of sign, and it’s the only way I can think to do it. See if Azrael has popped back up. But, nothing. She just disappearing into thin…”

			The lights flicker again, and my pulse immediately amps up.

			A year and a half ago, I was attacked after a meeting. Part of a plot to draw me out and get me back into the killing life. It’s why Kenji is dead and my shoulder is jacked, but it also brought me and Astrid together, and got her into the program.

			Shortly after I took over as chair of the weekly meetings, the archdiocese decided this broken-down church wasn’t worth maintaining anymore. So I bought it. It felt like a good thing to do with all that blood-drenched money sitting in my safe.

			We could have found a new home for our meetings, but I didn’t want to. Because this is where these people saved me after I accidentally killed an innocent man, and nearly took my own life as a form of atonement.

			In the process of buying this place I made some upgrades to ensure our safety. If we were exposed once, it could happen again. The flickering light is a gentle notification that someone is coming in through the front door. All of us know this, but we also know that no one else is due to be joining the meeting.

			Whoever it is, they’re walking into a room of trained killers.

			Reformed, sure, but still not a smart move.

			Footsteps echo from the doorway and I pray to see Astrid.

			Instead it’s a tall Hispanic kid with a shaved head, barely out of his teens, wearing basketball shorts and a tank top. He pokes his head in and surveys the lot of us, then steps into the room, hoisting a pizza box.

			“Mark?” he asks.

			“Yeah,” I say, getting up, my senses kicked into overdrive.

			He tentatively steps forward, holding the box aloft. “Delivery.”

			His arms aren’t straining against the weight of it, so I doubt it’s some kind of explosive device. He looks confused but not scared. Just like anyone would be confused, delivering a pizza to the basement of a church.

			“From who?” I ask.

			“Whom,” Ms. Nguyen mutters.

			The kid shrugs. “I just deliver them, man.”

			I take the box from him and give it a little jostle. It’s warm and humid. I bring it to the table with the donuts, set it down, and open it up to find a large pie, covered in olives.

			Only monsters put olives on pizza.

			And Astrid.

			“Where did you get this?” I ask.

			“The pizza place I work for?” the kid says, clearly befuddled. “It’s just a delivery.”

			“Who called it in?”

			“I don’t answer the phones, man. I got, like, three more to do so…”

			Booker is at my side now, looking down at the pie. He looks back and forth between us and I tell him, “That’s Astrid’s order.”

			He nods. “She’s alive.”

			A soft buzzing alarm rings from the cabinet in the corner of the room, and my racing heart slams to a near stop.

			The lights mean someone is at the front door.

			The buzz means someone is coming in from the roof.

			I dash to the metal cabinet in the corner, insert the key, unlock it, and throw the doors open. The video feeds are lit up; there are three black SUVs outside, idling at the curb. Upstairs, in the office space formerly used by the priests, there are eight men in tactical gear; they must have climbed down from the apartment next door and gotten in through a window, tripping the alarm in the process.

			Three of them are carrying Benelli M4s. The Rolls-Royce of combat shotguns, and they’ll punch a basketball-sized hole through anyone not wearing a vest. The rest are carrying LMT CSWs—nasty compact rifles with subsonic .300 Blackout chambering and shrouded suppressors.

			None of that gear is cheap.

			They’re professionals.

			Booker appears next to me. “How many?”

			“Eight upstairs,” I tell him. “Can’t tell how many out front.”

			No one needs to be told.

			We all get it.

			Looking, in unison, at Lucia, sleeping in her stroller.

			Before I can even ask him to, Booker is across the room, opening a hatch in the floor. The lid falls back with a clang, which makes the delivery kid jump, and it wakes up Lucia, who starts wailing.

			The SUVs are still waiting at the curb, same as the men upstairs. They must have someone looking for a way to kill the lights. It won’t take them long to figure it out.

			I grab a Glock 43 from the cabinet and hand it to Ms. Nguyen.

			“Just in case,” I tell her, and she checks to make sure it’s loaded.

			Valencia is already strapping Lucia to a harness hanging from her chest, as the pizza delivery kid is staring at the screens, hands on his head, muttering a string of curses.

			I pat him on the back. “Hey, what’s your name?”

			“Julio,” he says, without looking at me.

			“Okay, Julio. Not much time to explain. You’re going to go down that hatch with Valencia and Ms. Nguyen. There’s a subbasement, which leads into an old Prohibition tunnel, which will bring you to the basement of an apartment building a few blocks away.”

			He looks around the room, too confused and panicked to focus on anything. “I don’t know…I don’t know…”

			“Julio.” I give him a soft smack on the cheek, and that makes him look at me. His eyes are so wide it’s a marvel they’re still in his head. “You drew the short straw tonight, bud. I’m sorry. Those people outside will kill you without hesitation. We’re not going to let that happen, but you have to listen to everything we say. Do you understand?”

			He nods and runs for the hatch, stumbling as he seeks purchase on the ladder.

			Valencia stands at the mouth of the tunnel. “You and Booker can come, too.”

			“We’re going to hold them off.”

			Lucia is still screaming, her face wrinkled and red. Valencia puts a hand on her head, to try and calm her. “Try not to kill any of them, okay?”

			I touch the top of Lucia’s head. She is so warm and so soft and so beautiful.

			“We’re going to do whatever we have to,” I tell her. “Now go.”

			I can see it on Valencia’s face; she wants to argue. She doesn’t want to leave us behind.

			But she understands the crushing gravity of this, so she heads down the hatch after Julio. Ms. Nguyen is the last to go. As she’s descending I tell her, “If they get past us, you give ’em hell, okay, sweetheart?”

			She offers a sly little grin. “See you soon, Mark.”

			Once she’s clear, I close the hatch. There’s a lock, which I don’t bother clasping; if they make it to the door it’ll barely slow them down. I wish I’d gotten the chance to finish the last part of my plan, which was to line the shaft with explosives. That way, once everyone was clear, it could be blown and ensure no one would be able to follow.

			When I thought of it, it seemed like a bit much.

			Now I realize none of it was enough.

			I run back to the cabinet and gear up: a night vision mask, a level-three ballistics vest, and a fully automatic paintball gun with a two-hundred-round hopper. Booker has a similar paintball gun, as well as a Mossberg 500 shotgun strapped to his back, packed with rubber slugs. I grab a collapsible baton, then get to work situating all the gear.

			Once everything is secured, I turn to Booker. We linger, for a moment, in the recognition of what’s about to happen.

			The appreciation that we’re in this together.

			“Whatever it takes,” he says.

			He doesn’t need to explain it.

			When you get into the killing life, you do a moral inventory: what you’ll kill for, who you’ll die for.

			You do the same when you enter the program. A part of you understands that one day you might have to sacrifice your recovery for someone.

			Like Kenji did for me.

			Like both of us will, right now, for Lucia.

			She lives.

			Even if we have to kill every single one of these motherfuckers.

			“Whatever it takes,” I tell him.

			The lights click off, plunging the basement into darkness.

			“Okay,” Booker says, with the resignation of someone looking at an unmowed lawn. “Let’s work.”

		

	
		
			Astrid

			Albuquerque

			Twenty-Two Years Ago

			A beat-up Jeep Cherokee the color of an old forest cruises down the block, like the people inside are looking for an address. The windows are tinted so I can’t see them, but I don’t think they can see me, dressed head to toe in black, standing in a pool of shadow at the edge of the park.

			It’s just past two a.m. The dealers are winding down for the night, and the cops don’t tend to come here unless necessary. People don’t call this neighborhood “the War Zone” because it’s nice.

			The ranch-style house across the street seems to decay further the more I look at it, the rot creeping across in real time. The screens on the door are ripped, the windows that aren’t broken are replaced by cardboard. Weeds grow wild out of the cracked pavement.

			I run my hand across the pocket of my jeans, feeling the bulge of the switchblade, then slip my hand inside to grasp the handle. A talisman, granting me courage.

			Then I walk toward the house, keeping watch on the windows, the street, for any signs of light or movement.

			A broken gate leads to the backyard, and I slip through without moving it, then creep low underneath the bedroom window, until I’m in a sea of tall brown grass and broken furniture. As I make my way toward the sliding glass door, something big shifts up from the ground, and I’m staring at a massive Rottweiler. It offers a low growl that starts threatening, then quickly grows confused.

			“Rocky,” I say, offering my hand, even though this might be a mistake. “You remember me, Rocky, don’t you?”

			The dog’s eyes fix on me and it gives another little growl, and I think, okay, maybe this wasn’t the best idea, but then the dog comes trotting over, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. It reaches the length of its chain, about ten feet away. I close the distance, kneel down, and accept a big, sloppy, wet tongue on my face.

			“I missed you, too,” I tell him, scratching him behind the ears.

			I run my hand over his muscular back. He was so much smaller, the last time I saw him…

			Push it away. I get up and move toward the glass door. There’s a filthy gray curtain hanging on the inside. I give the handle a little nudge, and it doesn’t move. There’s a window a little farther down, slightly ajar. I creep over and peek inside the kitchen, then slide it up slowly, so it doesn’t make a sound.

			I snake through the window. It’s easy for me. I’ve done enough crawling and climbing for a lifetime, my body used to getting away from danger. For the first time I’m going toward it, and somehow it feels a little like the same thing.

			I slide off the counter and onto the floor, nearly gagging on the thick smell of food decomposing in the trash, dirty dishes growing mold colonies in the sink. There are flies in the air. I listen for any sounds other than the buzzing, like someone might have been alerted to my presence.

			Hearing none, I move toward the bedroom. On the kitchen counter is a cheap chef’s knife with a white plastic handle, encrusted with days-old peanut butter. It’s a little less sturdy than the switchblade, but I like the size of it, so I grab it off the counter and hold it against my forearm.

			And as I tiptoe toward the bedroom I wait for it to hit: that feeling like I should run.

			Like I shouldn’t be doing this. That this is wrong.

			I’ve never killed anyone before.

			Shouldn’t I be feeling some sense of trepidation? Second thoughts?

			What does it say about me that I don’t?

			All I see is the clarity of the task before me, and then tomorrow, I will be healed. I will be done with this. I get to make a new life for myself.

			I just have to do this one thing, and then I’m free.

			The door is open. There’s only one body in the bed, under a bunched white sheet.

			Him.

			That sandy mop of hair. That thick beard that always smelled like cigarettes and rum. I move around to the side of the bed and consider waking him. Consider asking him all the questions I’ve wondered almost every day for the last six years.

			How much was I worth, in actual dollars and cents?

			Did you ever miss me?

			Why?

			I don’t care to hear the answers. Not from him, at least. So I raise the knife, ready to plunge it into the soft part of his throat. I hesitate, wondering, Can I do this?

			And realize: Of course I can.

			His eyes snap open.

			They lock on mine and in that moment I’m a child again, terrified of the wrath that would come out of nowhere, like a summer storm. In a state of bleary confusion, he mutters, “Emma?”

			His eyes dart from mine to the knife, now hovering in the air, and his eyes go wider. Realization dawns, and in a flash his hand comes out from under his pillow with a small black revolver.

			I react a second too slow.
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