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The world breaks every one and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills.

—Ernest Hemingway

Every man has a secret in him, many die without finding it.

—Stéphane Mallarmé






PROLOGUE


The important thing wasn’t how Evan got here, shirtless and blood-spattered in an underground bar, nor why he had half a human ear in his pocket, nor why the heavily perspiring bald bouncer proportioned like the Farnese Atlas seemed determined to twist Evan’s head off his torso. The important thing, given the size of the manhunt massing for him on the streets outside, was what he did with the precious next few seconds.





1
Pale Nothingness



Evan stood where the long dirt road gave over to the desolate heat-miraged loam, staring at the double-wide manufactured home where the man who was presumably his biological father lived, the man Evan had never laid eyes on, the man he had reason to believe was currently inside those four dilapidated walls.

He had the taste of dirt in his mouth, sunbaked Texas mountain laurel. A taste of land foreign to him, the taste of another kind of life.

The taste of poverty was familiar, despite the fact that his own childhood indigence had been of the urban variety. He recognized something here in the cracking cement boards that spoke to drafts, the dimpled roof that let in rain, the pink paint faded to pale nothingness that no one would ever bother to patch. It was the kind of broke that looked right back into you, into your worst parts, and told you that what you saw around you was a precise reflection of just how worthless you were and would always be.

The mailbox spoke to drunkenness and disregard, its wooden post snapped by a wayward bumper.

Parked just beyond, at an arbitrary slant where in an alternate universe a front lawn might live, was a Ford F-150 not unlike Evan’s, except this one was dark blue, with rusting wheel wells and a dent in the right rear fender.

The front door was shut against the sandpaper wind. A black trash bag that had replaced a windowpane thrashed back and forth and then fell still in the heavy heat.

Blooming in his stomach was a kind of dread he’d nearly forgotten, a dread of private stakes and private consequences, of opening a door that could never again be shut.

He stepped up onto the porch, the sagging boards rasping against the soles of his boots.

Once he knocked on that door, he could never undo it.

He searched for his breath, lost it, found it again.

He knocked.

A few seconds’ delay spoke to surprise that an unannounced visitor would trek to this edge of civilization.

And then footsteps, approaching.





2
Same Old, Same Old



The surprising thing about compiling weapons was how fucking expensive it was. You’d think from the lamestream media that any inbred mouth-breathing reprobate desirous of a good rampage could just go assemble a personal armory.

But you gotta save up.

Five hundred and change for a pump shotgun purchased in Texas to avoid registration. Seventy-five bucks for a box of rifled slug cartridges times ten for a case of 250 if you’re lucky enough to find it. Seven hundo for a semiauto shotgun bought at an Arizona gun show. Six fifty for a pistol, thirty bucks for each mag, and a hundred a pop per box of fifty hollow-point cartridges. Another fifty for a cleaning kit and one twenty-five for a supply of high-quality springs. Seventeen hundred fifty bucks for a box magazine–fed 5.56 mm NATO carbine, which he’d just picked up in Reno to circumvent California’s restrictive gun laws. Fifty dollars for each magazine and a grand for one thousand practice-ball rounds. Another two K for a case of a thousand hollow-points, which were harder to find by the day, so by the time you’re done gearing up to protect yourself you coulda bought a time-share in Palm Springs.

Hard to plan for when the only gig you can find is working minimum wage in a fucking warehouse twenty-nine hours a week, one shy of what you need to get health and benefits. The working conditions were for shit, too. Last week a foreman literally suggested they wear adult diapers on shift so they wouldn’t waste time taking bathroom breaks.

American born, raised in the prosperous nineties, now forty-three years old, and this was what Martin Quinn had—twenty-nine hours of work a week and Depends. With no prospect to ever get anything more.

The world had stopped making sense to him.

It used to be that if you busted your hump and kept your head down you could make enough to cover rent and the cable bill and maybe take a girl out for dinner and a movie on the weekend. Used to be that a high-school graduate with some credits at community college could land a job that’d keep him above the poverty line. Used to be employers valued folks who spoke English and bothered to pay for car insurance. Used to be an American could keep his head above water even if he wasn’t trained in the latest computing-whatever or hadn’t inherited Daddy’s business or couldn’t cut the line because of what kind of anatomy he came packaged with or how much pigment he had in his skin. Not that it was a right, but it was a way of life the world he’d been raised in had taught him to expect.

He didn’t have that anymore.

Now he just had resentment.

And fear.

It felt like he couldn’t trust anything anymore. The news was all fucked up and screamy, and the internet was driving everyone insane, and as far as Martin was concerned both political parties could go suck a bag of dicks. Everything felt like guilt, guilt, guilt rammed in his face 24/7. When he was younger and dumber he’d done shit he’d never do now—pinched an ass or used a slur—but that wasn’t who he was now and it felt like the world was just waiting to root out an old grudge and flatten him into all the worst parts of himself he’d ever been. When he turned on the TV, he didn’t recognize any of the actors no more, and the movies were all about lecturing people, and it seemed like every last fool in the world was trying to be an influencer, which as far as he understood meant they had good abs or tits and could make arty-farty photos of themselves with kombucha balanced on their heads while doing yoga poses or fronting like a gangsta. Then there were the other types, the freaks demanding to be celebrated for being fat or having some mental illness or coming from a country somewhere no one had ever heard of. And you couldn’t say what you thought anymore in public, and you weren’t allowed to disagree with people, and you couldn’t use words you’d used your whole life, and even the new words got updated every three minutes. The whole thing was confusing as hell, like walking barefoot through a maze of mousetraps, and if he was honest it made him feel like one of those old-ass Eskimos the tribe just shoves off on an ice floe because they’re useless. Part of him deep down suspected that was the whole point. To show him that his time was over.

When the world shifted this far upside down, it meant it was about to break.

And he was gonna be ready for it.

If anyone came for him or pushed him too far, he’d be ready.

He arrived back at his tiny apartment in Panorama City, the only place he could afford, with a broken air conditioner hanging in the window, dumbbells on the ratty carpet, a pull-up bar across his bedroom doorframe, and two whores who lived next door and kept the walls thumping. The sole decoration in the entire shithole was the Sears photo of him and Maryanne from back in happier days with Joshy propped between them on Martin’s knee, all fat and smiley. Martin had tacked it up by the gooseneck lamp set on the floor next to his mattress so it would be the last thing he’d see every night. A comforting reminder that there’d once been a time when the world had made any kind of sense.

Martin nestled the new 5.56 mm NATO carbine between the shotguns in the rack he kept in the closet. The big gun made him feel safe, protected, like he was still worth something after all.

Even if the world didn’t have plans for him, he had plans for the world.

When he stood up to admire his weapons cache, he didn’t see the feminine figure standing behind him, gripping a belt looped into the shape of a noose.



Martin Quinn dangled from the convenient pull-up bar, the tips of his Carhartt boots stretching to graze the ground. The stool had already been neatly placed, toppled just out of reach beneath him to the side. For the first few seconds he’d tried to hoist himself up to shake his head loose, but she’d greased the metal pole with petroleum jelly, so it hadn’t been long before his arm muscles gave out. Now his weight sagged, the belt torquing his head to the left.

That always interested Karissa, which way the head tilted in a hanging. It abided by some weird natural law like wishbones and that groundhog in Punxsutawney. Her scorecard showed Left 6, Right 7, so she was pleased to even up the score.

Quinn gurgled a bit, his lower lip wet with drool. His face hadn’t purpled yet but the blood was building up, like he was embarrassed, which he should be since she’d loosed his trousers and tugged them down to his shins.

Karissa preferred not to use guns, because guns could be traced, and she liked to choose different methods to obscure the connection between jobs. Just last month, she’d crossed “fell asleep with a lit cigarette and died in a house fire” off her bingo card when dispensing with a perky accountant with a proclivity for embezzlement. This morning’s gig, autoerotic asphyxiation gone awry, would likewise leave no fingerprints.

Especially once she disposed of Quinn’s arsenal and plugged her USB Rubber Ducky drive into his antique laptop, where it would purge his search memory of anything to do with weapon acquisitions and implant a history of perusing vibrant S&M vids.

It had to go slowly, the strangulation, for the forensics to add up. Karissa needed everything to add up, because when the forensics added up that meant that she had never been here.

She stood before him, arms clasped at the small of her back, observing. It was a rarity in the human experience to watch someone die up close, and for her it held endless anthropological interest, like seeing peregrine falcons mate or an octopus crack a crab apart to get at the meat.

Quinn’s bladder released, sheeting yellow down his bare inner thigh. To no avail his fingernails scrabbled at the edge of the leather band, gouging his throat. He strained to thrust his toes into the carpet and pull another sip of air through his constricted windpipe. His eyes pleaded with her. He made squeaking noises.

People said the weirdest shit before they died. Karissa collected dying words. Mostly folks were scared or regretful. Few were angry or defiant; almost everyone begged. The most common refrain was “Wait.” That always amused her. Wait for what?

Quinn choked some more, his bluing lips trying to shape themselves to say something.

She was curious.

She heeled one of the ten-pound dumbbells off the baseboard and rolled it over toward him. His boots scrabbled for purchase and then found it, buying him a few inches’ lift.

The words came so soft she had to step right up to him. At five foot four, she had to tilt her face up near his, close enough that she could feel his breath against her cheeks. She was flat-chested and tapered, gymnast-strong, and her power caught most everyone, Martin Quinn included, off guard.

He wobbled on his precarious perch, the dumbbell rolling beneath his toes. “… Joshy … tell … wish I … more time with … made it … right … him…”

More of the usual.

Karissa sidled a half step in, catching waves of heat from Quinn’s body and the smell of urine. Their lips, almost close enough to kiss.

She placed the ball of her foot on the dumbbell, rolling it slowly out from under Quinn’s toes. His eyes bulged. A blood vessel had given way, a lightning strike bleeding through the sclera. “… wait,” he creaked, his legs straining to hold the dumbbell underfoot. “… wait…”

Same old, same old, and besides, she had another stop today.

With a brisk nudge of her toe, she pushed the dumbbell free.





3
A Once-Brutal Man



Orphan X was missing.

It had been three days since Evan Smoak had blinked off the radar—or blinked further off the off-the-radar realm he inhabited—and Joey had kept herself busy being furious with him so she didn’t have to be worried.

He wasn’t answering his RoamZone phone, which had happened precisely never in all the time she’d known him, not once since he’d slammed into her on a mission way back and they’d gotten stuck with each other. X kinda sorta looked after her and she looked after him, too, because if left to his own devices, he would’ve fallen desperately behind when it came to digital intrusion (and, like, interpersonal skills). And besides, someone had to make sure the world’s most dangerous assassin didn’t embarrass himself.

Even though she was seventeen and he was, like, late-thirties old, they had some stuff in common, her and Evan, like that they were both recruited out of broke-ass foster homes into the full-black Orphan Program by three-letter-agency types intent on turning them into disposable weapons. Joey had washed out early on ’cuz turned out that while hacking was her love language, killing enemies of the state in violation of international law wasn’t so much her jam. And X—after neutralizing boo-koo targets in boo-koo time zones—had proven to be not so disposable once he’d parted ways with the Program, so the joke was on the government asshats who thought they could take him down.

Not that they’d stopped trying.

Since Evan had been on his own, he took pro bono missions under the guise of the Nowhere Man, who (Movie Trailer Voice:) Helped the Powerless and Downtrodden Who Had Nowhere Left to Turn.

A secret phone number passed from one client to the next: 1-855-2-NOWHERE. When someone in the seriously worst moment of their life dialed the line, the call got split into digital packets and filtered through a host of encrypted virtual-private-network tunnels on various continents before it rang through to the RoamZone.

The one thing you could count on in this screwed-up world?

The Nowhere Man would answer.

Which is why, after seventy-two hours of him not picking up, Joey had finally caved in to her mounting concerns and broken into his place to see what the hell was going on. The front door, with its labyrinth of internal security bars, water core to deter battering rams, and murderers’ row of next-level dead bolts, was a pretty good disincentive for mortals who were not her. She’d gotten through it before, though it had taken a half hour, two sizes of bump keys, a Dangerfield Z-wrench, a .023-inch-gauge half-diamond pick, and a copious serving of light-viscosity spray lubricant (insert gross dude joke here). So the next time she’d been over and Evan had retreated to meditate on his floating bed, she’d taken an impression of his key to save time in the future.

Now here she was, alone in the deserted penthouse.

She’d been standing frozen on the poured-concrete floor for maybe ten minutes trying to make her brain believe what her eyes were feeding her.

The RoamZone.

Sitting on the kitchen island.

Abandoned by X as surely as she had been.

She felt a weightlessness in her stomach, a roller-coaster drop where her body couldn’t catch up to the rules of physics.

X was reliable.

X honored his word.

X had that phone on him always.

The Second Commandment decreed it: How you do anything is how you do everything.

Evan stuck to that edict with the same OCD meticulousness with which he kept his penthouse psychotically spotless and tidy.

The Nowhere Man didn’t take breaks. He wasn’t allowed to. The very thought was a perversion of natural law.

She realized she’d forgotten to breathe, and she gulped in a hunk of air and finally broke eye contact with the abandoned phone.

Like Evan, the seven-thousand-square-foot condo was designed for maximum efficiency. Slab, stone, stainless-steel fixtures. The floor-to-ceiling windows made the penthouse’s floating starkness apparent, like a Scandinavian tree house hovering twenty-one stories above Wilshire Boulevard. With its discreet-armor sunshades and glass walk-in vodka freezer, it usually felt cool and contemporary.

But today it felt like a crypt.

Her legs were growing numb.

What the hell could have gotten to Evan? What made him disappear?

His last mission had been crazier than most. At its conclusion, he’d gone to Texas in search of the biological father he’d never known, a onetime rodeo cowboy named Jacob Baridon. Even though X had been resistant to the whole thing, Joey had tracked down the location for him behind his back.

Had he caught up to his father?

Was that what had pushed him over the edge?

Or was it something worse?

And if he had disappeared ’cuz of something to do with his bio dad, did that mean this was all her fault?

No. She wasn’t gonna blame herself for Evan’s choices. Not even if she felt panic bubbling up her throat at the thought of him going missing. Clearly he’d gotten back here safely enough to leave his phone behind. He’d probably wander in soon enough with some stupid excuse and get all brooding and moody when she tried to ask what happened.

She’d wait here, give him until nightfall. Not that she was happy about it. In fact, she was the kind of mad she could feel seething beneath her skin.

She stomped over to the RoamZone and with a few furious flicks of her thumbs changed his ringtone to something he’d find maximally embarrassing. Then she glared around at all the annoyingly dust-free surfaces, every last thing in perfect place.

Throwing open the cupboards, she rearranged the height-ordered glasses so they were all messed up. She interspersed salad plates with dinner plates, giving each stack a jagged rise that would make Evan twitchy.

The high midday light was starting to bleed into oranges and golds, the sun not really caring too much about the arbitrary deadline she’d given Evan to get back home.

Shoving her way into the glass-walled freezer, she took a pull of vodka straight from the bottle, some variety that cost more than the national median income and had been, like, filtered eleventy billion times through panda hide.

It tasted fine.

She paced some more.

Dusk was coming on.

She retrieved a box of paper clips from a kitchen drawer, then charged back to the master suite with the levitating bed held aloft by the push of neodymium rare-earth magnets and the pull of steel cables. After lining up the paper clips on the floor, she flicked them one by one into the magnetic field so they pinged invisibly onto the bed’s Houdini undercarriage.

When she ran out of paper clips, she did missile dive-bombs onto the bed to see if she could get it to sway on its cables.

She couldn’t.

In the north-facing window she could see the last reflections of light dwindling in the windows along the Wilshire Corridor as nightfall smothered the sky.

She couldn’t imagine her life if X was gone for real. Even if he was stubborn and a colossal pain, he was the only person who got her, got the kind of rough she’d come from and the kind of rough she still was. Her brain couldn’t compute the levels of lonely she’d feel if he’d finally gone and gotten himself killed.

Or if he’d taken off and left her like everyone always did.

Anger swelled up fast and familiar. She threw open the bureau drawers. His socks were folded tight like hand grenades and lined up with mathematical precision. She pulled them apart and shoved strays in his shirt drawer and threw others across the floor. Then she contemplated cleaning the toilet with his toothbrush, but she thought of that one look he got when his eyes crinkled at the edges and he couldn’t help but be gentle as only a once-brutal man knew how to be.

Then she was bawling. Shit.

Ugly-crying, with snot and everything.

She allotted herself five minutes to be a mess. She only took three.

Then she moved through the bathroom, past the tempting toothbrush and into the shower. Gripping the hot-water handle, she waited a beat for it to scan the vein pattern in her palm. It gave a nearly imperceptible vibration and then she twisted it the wrong way and swung open the secret door disguised seamlessly in the tile pattern.

She entered the Vault.

The Nowhere Man’s inner sanctum, a hidden space he’d retrofitted to be the nerve center of his operations. No more than four hundred square feet filled with server racks, computer hardware, weapon lockers, and an L-shaped sheet-metal desk. Exposed beams matched the pattern of the public stairs to the roof above, the ceiling encroaching down on the forgotten storage area that had never even made it onto the building blueprint.

Aside from X, she was the only person who’d ever seen it.

Collapsing into his chair and clicking the mouse, she brought to life the hidden micro-OLED screens mounted to the three concrete walls that embraced the desk. Two of the walls featured pirated feeds from around the building, an intimate look at the spaces and corridors of the Castle Heights Residential Tower. The other showed the measly file Joey had compiled on Evan’s “father”—a few credit-card charges clustered around Blessing, the most Texas-sounding town in all of Texas.

A fresh swell of regret washed through her for pursuing Jacob Baridon when Evan had told her to leave it alone. The Fourth of the Ten Commandments X lived by—Never make it personal—meant he avoided telenovela drama like this at all turns. Not that he always could. A while back, he’d met his mother briefly and learned that he had a half brother, Andre Duran, who needed his help. Turned out Evan and Andre had actually been in a foster home together like a million years ago and had never suspected they were related. If Joey ever found out she had a half-sibling? She’d be all over that shit. But not X. After helping Andre, he hadn’t been in touch with him even though the guy lived right here in Los Angeles and had a cute daughter and everything.

Never make it personal.

That was Evan.

And yet Joey had pushed him. Found an approximate location for his father. And led him right onto the only kind of terrain Orphan X wasn’t trained for.

She rubbed her eyes. Then she felt someone watching her.

Evan’s little aloe vera plant, Vera III, looked up at Joey from the desk, noirishly lit in the artificial light of the OLED monitors. Inhabiting her bowl filled with rainbow-colored glass pebbles, she was Evan’s only companion here in the penthouse, probably because she placed as few demands on him as he did on her.

“I don’t know where he is,” Joey told Vera.

Vera converted carbon dioxide to malic acid with seeming concern.

“Fine,” Joey said. “I’ll call Tommy.”

Tommy Stojack, a nine-fingered armorer with a workshop off the Strip in real Las Vegas, was Evan’s most trusted contact. Tommy not only conducted R&D for government-sanctioned black groups but also machined ghost weapons for a few unsanctioned individuals, X included. Over the years, he and Evan had fallen into a cadence where they relied on each other.

Calling up videotelephony software she’d personally encrypted, she pinged Tommy.

Three rings, five, seven.

Then he answered, that bulbous nose looming large as he squinted at the screen like a Boomer. He was driving somewhere, his phone resting on one knee, jouncing around. A biker’s mustache framed his upper lip, the bottom one pooched out with Skoal. “Roadkill Spreads and Delicacies. Taking out or dining in?”

“Gross.”

He gave a double take, noted that it was Joey. His baggy hound-dog eyes looked happy to see her, even if his mouth didn’t follow suit. “What do you want?” he said, over a wash of engine noise from his rig.

“Evan’s missing,” Joey told him. “Three days.”

“How do you know he’s missing? Insteada off being himself somewhere?”

“He left his RoamZone here at—” She caught herself. Evan’s operational security protocols meant that not even Tommy could know where he lived. “Left it behind.”

“What? He left the RoamZone? That thing’s always stuck to him like shit on a shovel.”

“Thus my call.”

“And you think what?”

“I don’t know,” Joey said. “What if he needs our help? What if he’s in trouble? What if he was killed in an extreme gender-reveal mishap?”

“Then at least we’d have something to laugh about.”

“Tommy!”

“C’mon, girlie girl. Tell me you wouldn’t love to chisel that shit on his tombstone.”

“I think … I think he went to find his father.”

“Why do you think that?”

Guilt permeated her hesitation. “I mighta dug up a location for him. Maybe whatever happened set him off.”

“You’re so worried, why don’t you just find him?”

“Oh, sure. Tracking down the Nowhere Man. That should be a snap.”

“You know him pretty good. Ask yourself what he’d get up to if he left his phone behind.”

“‘What Would Evan Smoak Do?’ Said: No one ever.”

“You check his safe houses?”

Joey hesitated a split second too long. “… Yeah.”

Why hadn’t she thought of that? Her fingers were moving already, pulling up the internal surveillance feeds from the dozen or so safe houses Evan kept scattered around the greater Los Angeles area.

East L.A.: empty.

Westchester: empty.

Boyle Heights: empty.

Tarzana—holy shit.

There he was, sitting on the couch of the sparsely furnished bungalow, staring at … It looked like he was staring at nothing. And swaying ever so slightly. On the floor before him were several vodka bottles, which a quick zoom and image enhancement showed to be empty.

“Just spotted him.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded dry and strained. “I’ll call you back when I get to him.”

“Bated breath, crossed fingers, thoughts and prayers.” Tommy spit a jet of tobacco juice through his gap teeth out the window and hung up.

Joey studied Evan some more, her mouth ajar with disbelief.

He was drunk.

Not quaffing two fingers of some vodka distilled by Amazonian warrior queens in northern Anatolia and then poured over a geode-shaped ice cube. But fucking hammered.

You shoulda seen him.

It was a disgrace.





4
The Kentucky Fried Fuck



Evan heard a pick set scratching at the front lock of his Tarzana safe house. When the door swung open, a cold, hard light fell across the bungalow, and his pupils contracted. The glare made his brain ache.

He had his ARES 1911 raised and aimed but was not as surprised as he’d have thought to see Joey stride inside, her angry walk with her Doc Martens stomping out ahead of her. The diamond pendant glinted at her chest, a concession to the elegant, striking a contrast with her flannel and scowl, both oversize.

“What the Kentucky Fried Fuck?” she said.

He lowered the pistol. “Language.” His voice was cracked, desiccated.

She threw something at him. It struck his chest, not gently, and fell into his lap.

His RoamZone.

“You’re not allowed to just disappear and not have the Nowhere Man phone on you,” she said. “What if someone needed you and you didn’t answer?”

Though she’d violently heeled the door shut behind her, he could still feel the aftereffect of the blast of daylight, an ice pick through his corneas. He shifted on the couch, his boot knocking over an empty bottle of Cîroc. It rattled noisily on the hardwood, describing an excruciatingly lethargic arc across the floor to stop at Joey’s feet.

She looked down at it as if that just said it all.

Maybe it did.

Her hands were on her hips, rarely a good sign. “It’s not just you, you know. You have responsibilities to—to people, okay?”

The alcohol was wearing off, leaving a dull ache in Evan’s cranium. He’d vomited once cleanly last night, the kind of avian regurgitation when the booze hits bottom and your stomach says, Nope, and sends it right back out in the form it came in.

He lifted his chin slightly to indicate the refrigerator. “Saline.”

When she walked to the kitchen, her boots knocked the floor with slightly less vehemence, a promising development. She poked through the takeout by the sink. “You,” she said, “left shit on the counter. Isn’t that one of the signs of the apocalypse?” She was joking, but the tremor of concern in her voice betrayed her. “And besides, you shouldn’t use plastic straws.” She held up the offending utensil.

The throbbing in his head intensified. “It came in the bag.”

“As a proper La-La-Land-ian you should get your own, you know, made out of bamboo or steel so you don’t, like, strangle turtles.”

“It came in the takeout bag,” he repeated. “What was I supposed to do? Bring in a straw-sniffing canine?”

“Just look in the bag,” she said angrily. “Take it out.”

“I’ll send a check to the Turtle Anti-Strangulation League.”

“Is that a thing?”

“No.”

She leaned into the fridge, digging in the vegetable drawer and coming up with an IV bag. “Tommy was worried about you, you know.”

“Tommy,” he repeated skeptically.

“Yes, Tommy. You don’t just leave your phone behind like that. Ever. That’s, like, the deal.”

She came over and tossed a saline pouch at him. It hit his chest with slightly less force than the RoamZone had.

He said, “I also need the—”

She flicked her other hand. The infusion kit landed in his lap.

It took some focus but he spiked the IV bag, leaned with a groan, and hooked it on the knob of the halogen floor lamp to his side. He milked the juice down the line, cleared the bubbles, then poked at his arm for a good vein.

“What happened?” Joey said. “Where were you?”

“Texas.”

He found a drained bottle at his feet, raised it at a tilt to see the tiny isosceles of vodka pooling at the base.

“Did you find your dad?”

He poured a few drops over the crook of his elbow to sterilize it, then ripped the top off the sterile catheter bag, uncapped the needle with his front teeth, and slid it into his vein. “Nothing,” he said. “I found nothing.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

He leaned back, stared at the ceiling, waited for the drip to start. “I don’t either, Josephine.”

She hesitated. In the half-light, her irises looked translucent, nearly jade. Her long lashes blinked, eyes flashing. Her thick black-brown hair was shaved on the right side in an undercut, long locks flipped over to cascade down her cheek. An emerald stone punctuated her left nostril. She looked tough and beautiful and suddenly fragile.

She whipped out her phone. “I’m calling Tommy.”

“Put the filters on.”

“I know how to make an encrypted call, X. I’m the one who made your encryption un-shitty.”

He felt the saline solution hitting his blood, the boost immediate. His headache evanesced, his veins swelling, bringing a flush of much-needed energy.

Then Tommy was in his face, peering out from the rectangle of Joey’s phone in extreme close-up, his mustache ballooned to Teddy Roosevelt proportions.

“Jesus,” Tommy’s mustache said. “You look like the back a my balls.”

“I think he’s having some kinda midlife crisis,” Joey informed Tommy. “Which is … unbecoming.” She held the phone at her chest aiming out so they both stared at him.

“Okay,” Tommy said to Evan. “So you caught up to Papa Smurf and now you feel like a can of crushed assholes. Lay it out for us cheap-seaters.”

Evan said, “No.”

Joey rotated the phone briefly for her and Tommy to share a look of aggravation and then swiveled it back.

“I seen you drink more times than I can count without taking off my shoes,” Tommy said. “But I never seen you drunk.”

Evan adjusted the roller clamp to increase the flow into his veins. His vision sharpened and he felt the first premonition of clarity in a day or so. “I’ve never seen me drunk either.”

Joey’s glare hardened. “Whatever happened or didn’t with your father, you need to compartmentalize that shit and deal with it on your own time.” She picked up the rugged phone beside him and flung it into his lap. “You’re X. Grow a pair.”

“Listen to sugarbritches,” Tommy said. “’N’ I’m gonna spit some truth at you, too.”

“I’m not in the mood for—”

“No. Fuck that. A friend’s a person who’s right when they tell you you’re wrong.” Tommy had inexplicably repositioned his phone camera so only a single eye peered out with speakeasy intensity. “So listen up, honcho. Whatever’s got you spunfucked, you gotta snap to and get back on yer feet. You know how, too. Start small.”

“Small?” Evan said. “‘Small’ doesn’t happen around me.”

A sudden blare erupted from his crotch: DONCHA WISH YER GIRLFRIEND WUZ HAAAWT LIKE ME?!

The RoamZone, with a Josephine Morales–amended ringtone.

Her lips parted slightly to show the hair-thin gap in her front teeth.

He glared at her. “You really thought it necessary to—”

DONCHA WISH YER GIRLFRIEND WUZ HAAAWT LIKE ME?!

Joey touched her fingertips to one ear. “Sorry. I’m having trouble hearing you. Mayhaps you should pick up, as is your sworn responsibility.”

Miserably, Evan set the RoamZone on his knee and pressed SPEAKER. He tried to muster energy but his voice still came out flat. “Do you need my help?”

“Yeah,” a young girl’s voice said. “My dog went missing.”





5
Loco



Joey stared at Evan. On her phone, Tommy’s visible eye rolled and then the screen went dark as he cut the connection.

Evan sighed, the RoamZone heavy against his thigh. “How did you get this number?”

“Duh,” the girl at the other end of the line said. “It’s Sofia. Andre’s daughter.”

Sofia Duran, the eleven-year-old daughter of Evan’s half brother.

The half brother who drank too much and—like most folks who’d grown up in the foster system—had a hard time staying out of trouble. The half brother Evan had saved on a prior mission and helped reunite with his daughter. The half brother whom Evan had largely and happily ignored since then.

Sofia lived with her mother, Brianna Ramirez, Andre’s ex. Evan had met Sofia all of once, and as far as he knew, she had no idea that they were related. Despite coming up together in the Pride House Group Home, Evan and Andre had only learned of their blood relationship recently themselves. They’d reconnected in the midst of a homicidal onslaught, which might be strange for some people but for Evan was relatively normal.

Evan tugged the needle from his arm and stood up. “Sofia, you can’t call this number. It’s not for you.”

“Why not? I heard Dad talking and he said it’s for people who are upset—”

“It’s not for people who are ‘upset.’”

“—and Loco ran away and I can’t find him.”

Evan pinched his eyes, his headache threatening a comeback. “Loco.”

“Dad got him for when he can’t be with me. He’s my whaddayacallit? Volitional object.”

He bent his arm to put pressure on the puncture spot. “Transitional.”

“He’s not a object though. He’s my dog and he ran away two days ago and I can’t find him and what if a coyote or a hawk got him or someone took him.” Her voice wobbled and Evan thought, Here we go.

Joey’s brow was intensely furrowed. Her expressions were rarely subtle, but her current display was silent-movie worthy.

Evan turned away from her and thumbed the phone off speaker. “I’m not a dogcatcher.”

“But Dad said you help people.”

“I help people who really need help. Not kids with missing pets.”

“He’s not a pet,” Sofia said. “He’s … he’s my best friend.”

And then she was crying. Evan pressed the RoamZone tighter to his cheek in hopes of muffling the speaker, but when he risked a glance over his shoulder, Joey was standing with her arms crossed, her face brimming with disappointment.

“Look,” Evan said. “I’m sorry. It’s not what I do.”

But if Sofia heard him, she gave no sign, only sobbing broken by great shuddering breaths.

Evan stood a long time with the phone cool against his cheek and the sounds of Sofia. He clenched his eyes shut, bit his lip to trap the incipient profanity before it left his mouth. When he opened his eyes, his head was throbbing anew, the girl was still sniveling, and Joey was staring at him expectantly.

Joey threw her hands wide, fingers spread, and mouthed, Start small.

He mouthed back, No fucking way.

Joey grinned big, mouthed, Language.



Even in photographs, Loco was the ugliest dog Evan had ever seen. A trembling skeletal miniature pinscher–Chihuahua mix, he sported wiry thrusts of uneven hair, bat ears, and a psychotic snaggletoothed scowl. A bulging carbuncle riding the top of his tiny snout looked to be on the verge of explosion. Scrolling through digital pictures and videos with expert flicks of her thumb, Sofia charted the love story of girl and dog. Loco curled in her lap while she studied. Loco eating a French fry straight out of her lips. Loco dressed as a ladybug for Halloween, his terror-rictus undiminished beneath spring-mounted red poof antennae.

The dog loved her, that much was clear. He wobbled in her orbit in a fit of perennial anxiety, only calming when she picked him up and held him. His tiny misshapen head jerked around in constant rotation, bulging eyes on the lookout for imagined threats, and he made a guttural noise that sounded like a phlegm-intensive growl.

When Sofia blew gently into the mutt’s face, which seemed a common ritual, he calmed and closed his eyes, basking in the faint breeze. The only other time he appeared to be in a nonagitated state was when he was sleeping atop her head on the pillow, scraggly hind and front legs framing either side of her face, an occurrence memorialized in myriad bedtime selfies.

For the past twenty minutes, Evan and Sofia had been sitting on the couch in the tidy apartment while Brianna bustled to and fro in the background, washing dishes, vacuuming, loading Sofia’s lunch box for the next day, and then paying bills at the rickety desk in the corner. The amount of labor a single mother had waiting at the end of a workday seemed insurmountable, and yet Brianna kept at it, knocking down one task after another with a bowler’s efficiency.

“Okay,” Evan told Sofia and her endlessly active iPhone finger. “I think you’ve provided sufficient documentation to identify the dog.”

“Hang on.” Sofia’s thumbs tapped expertly, bringing up another video. “I gotta show you this time I snuck him inta the pool at the Y and he swam in circles ’cuz of his bum leg.”

The treasure trove of Loco’s digital imagery was clearly inexhaustible. Sofia had had him for less than a year, and yet his personal archive seemed to exceed that of most United States presidents.

“The man said he’s got it,” Brianna called over her shoulder from the desk. “Don’t everyone need to see endless footage of that crazy dog.”

A knock on the door and Sofia flew up from the couch. “Dad!”

Brianna’s head snapped up, reading glasses low on her nose. “You invited your father here?”

“Uh, yeah,” Sofia said, gesturing back at Evan. “He’s Dad’s friend.”

Evan cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t say we’re exactly—”

Sofia pulled the door open and jumped up onto her father, who play-groaned, stumbling in under her weight. He collapsed onto the carpet with her.

“Don’t play,” Brianna said. “Someone’s gonna get a tooth knocked out and you know who’ll have to front the dentist bill.”

“Okay, okay.” Andre rose, straightened his clothes. A bit skinnier than Evan, he wore an oil-stained mechanic’s shirt, and blue-white jeans low on his hips—not quite the sag he favored back in the day but enough to show off a band of underwear. “How’s my little girl?”

“I’ll be better once Evan finds Loco.”

Evan stood. He and Andre faced each other awkwardly across the living room. “’Tsup,” Andre said.

“Sup.” The reply slipped out of Evan’s mouth before he could catch it.

Around Andre, Evan found himself dropping back into the street patter of their youth. Reminders of the past he’d left behind messed with his mental wiring. They hit his DNA, knocking old sensations back into his body. Taste of mold from the walls. Chafing of ill-fitting clothes. That awful gut-deep emptiness when the check from the state was late and there was nothing to eat for days but generic potato chips, the ones that came in white boxes with black block lettering. Worst of all was the shame burning beneath the skin at the wary looks they drew from clerks when a pack of them chimed a shop door to enter, at the sight of parents driving normal kids by in station wagons, at the chipped plates off which they ate their runny mac and cheese, and the cracked plastic glasses that leaked beads of water over their knuckles. Broke and powerless. Useless, too, except for Evan, who was lucky enough to get chosen for a program that created expendable human weapons no one cared about and no one would miss.

He’d won the lottery in Jack Johns, the handler who’d raised him from the age of twelve. Jack’s philosophy—at turns pragmatic, sagacious, and blue-collar Zen—had been Evan’s touchstone up to the moment of Jack’s death. The toughest and finest man Evan had known, he was the first person to show Evan respect by placing exacting demands on him, by expecting more than Evan thought he had in him, by giving him a place in the world. And as sure as Jack had drilled into his young head marksman skills, hand-to-hand disciplines, and psyops techniques, he’d hammered home the most important lesson of all.

That the hardest part wasn’t teaching Evan to be an assassin. The hardest part was keeping him human.

Every day was a fight between the two warring instincts—the push of perfection and isolation versus the pull of emotional contact with its endlessly confounding shades of gray. Evan felt it now in his repulsion for everything Andre’s appearance had surfaced in him and in the drumbeat of guilt he felt at having pulled himself out when most everyone else from Pride House had wound up dead, or in a cell, or scraping by. His head, muddy from vodka and the aftermath of what he’d encountered in that prefabricated house in Texas, wasn’t making any of this easier.

“Good on you for agreeing to do this,” Andre said.

Evan said, “I didn’t agree.”

“How do you know Dad again?” Sofia asked.

We had the same mom even if we never knew it.

“We knew each other from back when,” Evan said.

“What was Dad like as a kid?”

“He sketched a lot,” Evan said. “And talked even more.”

Andre laughed. “What you know, man? Running your skinny ass around the playground tryin’ to not get it beat.”

Brianna had not risen from her desk. She kept her head down, scribbling away in a checkbook. Andre glanced over at her quickly and then once again.

“How you doing, Bri?” Andre said.

“You know,” she said.

“Nope. Why I’m asking.”

She put her pen down with a sigh. “It was a lotta work when you brought that ratty dog over here—”

Sofia, arms crossed: “He’s not ratty.”

“—and it’s a lot more work comforting this child day and night now that he ran away.”

Andre showed his palms, heeling away. “Hold up, hold up. We’re gonna get this fixed. Ain’t that right, Evan?”

Evan felt his molars grind.

Brianna mm-hmmed and went back to her work as Andre joined Evan and Sofia over at the couch. Sofia had dropped to the carpet in a perfect ballerina split. She was a dancer, always twirling and spinning, her hair fastened at her nape in a frayed bun.

Evan said, “What else can you tell me about Loco?”

Sofia rotated slightly to second-position stretch, rainbowing one arm up and over her torso, an elegant taffy stick of a girl. “He’s allergic to apples, make him throw up—”

Brianna, still not looking up: “On my carpet.”

“—and he’s got this guilty face that’s so cute when he tinkles by mistake—”

“On my carpet.”

“—and he curls his tongue when he yawns like—”

“Stop,” Evan said. “I mean, did he go outside by himself? Did he ever run off? Did he go missing from here?”

“No. No. And no. We went over to Leela’s house ’cuz we was going to the park. She lives in the fancy apartments across from Del Taco ’cuz her momma works at Disney—the studio, not like Space Mountain—and her momma’s allergic to dogs so Loco couldn’t come in so I tied his leash to the fat post thing at the bottom of the stairs and went up to get Leela and when I came out he was gone.”

“Was the leash gone, too?”

“No. It was there. And his collar. Just empty.”

“So he slipped the collar.”

“And that’s got his tags and everything so no one’s gonna know how to call us.” Sofia sat up out of her stretch and hugged her knees, her cheeks flushing.

Moving quickly to avert a breakdown, Andre smiled big, clasped his hands, and rubbed them together like a waiter about to recommend the Parmesan-crusted sand dabs. “So, Evil E. Where we gonna start?”

Evan asked, “Is the dog chipped?”

“Nah,” Andre said. “I found him on the street behind a dumpster.”

“Well, we should start at the pounds—”

“Seriously?” Sofia said. “I’ve already checked them, like, a hundred times.” She side-eyed her father. “I thought you said he was good at this.”

Evan pushed through: “I’ll go over to the apartments then and look around.”

“Hang on.” Sofia popped up in a single motion, a jack-in-the-box exploding. “Mom had flyers made for me at work.”

Brianna, head still down: “Though no one’s gonna mention unsanctioned use of the office copy machine to Mr. Olmeda at the holiday party.”

“Mom, come on. Let’s get ’em from the car.”

Brianna shoved out from the desk and followed her daughter out. At the door, she looked back at Evan and Andre. “Don’t you two do anything dumb, you hear?”

The door closed, an awkward silence asserting itself. Evan glanced out the window. Debris littered the sidewalk across the street, a rusty shopping cart on its side, someone’s life possessions spilled across the cracked concrete. The pandemic had been brutal for the city’s residents, homeless encampments springing up all over, humans washed up beneath every underpass and scattered across every sidewalk. So much suffering forced to the surface, and yet he was here, in hot pursuit of a pet.

“You seem tense, man,” Andre said.

“I’m not tense.”

“You know who says that? Tense people, that’s who.” Andre sucked his teeth, flicked his chin. “You got to let go and let God, you know?” He tilted his head, studied Evan. “What?”

Evan said, “I forgot how quickly you annoy me.”

“Nah, man. The annoying Christians are the ones who’ve been Bible-thumping their whole lives. You wanna know if Jesus got anything interesting to tell you, find a fuckup like me who found God ’cuz he had to. See what that dude knows.”

“Leviticus 17:11?” Evan said.

“Huh?”

“Nuthin’.”

Andre’s grin was so good-natured it made it slightly less easy to stay aggravated with him. “Look, man. I wanna thank you, showing up for Sofia like this. That dog, man. He’s everything to her. I got him for when I can’t be around, you know? I’m busting tail, working three jobs, tryin’a make good. It’s hard out there, man. It’s hard.”

Evan said, “Right.”

“And I’m still trying for Bri, but you know what she told me? She wouldn’t get back with me if the world was flooded with piss and I lived in a tree.”

“Cold.”

“Women are like that, man.”

The front door flew wide and Sofia ran in cradling a phone-book-thick stack of photocopies. “You can put them up for me.”

As Brianna resumed her position at the desk, Sofia thrust the flyers at Evan. He stared at them.

“I don’t do flyers,” he said. “You put them up.”

Brianna’s voice floated over: “She has a dance recital.”

Evan glared at Andre. Andre waved his hands. “Hail no. I’m driving Lyft tonight. They got streak bonuses starting at ten so I’m gonna be carting drunk white girls around hipster-ass Echo Park all night.”

Sofia kept her radiant focus on Evan. The smile she had screwed onto her face looked rehearsed. She had dimples. The proffered flyers hung there between them.

Evan said, “I’ll need the address of the place he went missing from.”

She tapped the stack. “On the flyer.”

He looked down. There it was.

“Please, Evan?” she said. “You said you’re going there anyways.”

She worried her bottom lip with her teeth. There was an instant of pure vulnerability in her face. Evan caught a flicker of his own features in her expression and felt his heart stop.

My niece.

I have a niece.

He took the goddamned stack of flyers and walked out.





6
An Elegant Picture of Accidental Death



Anwuli Okonkwo was stressed the hell out.

When she’d been promoted to senior software engineering manager last year, her parents had thrown a party for her, though she suspected the motivation was less to celebrate her and more to showcase her promotion to various aunties and cousins. The old joke was that an Okonkwo had four career choices: lawyer, doctor, engineer, or don’t show up at the family reunion.

To speed up existing big-data-analysis techniques, Anwuli had two spike teams pursuing approaches to building a revolutionary measurement engine at petabyte-per-minute scale to optimize predictive analytics for e-commerce consumer behavior. The new job meant interfacing with a lot of Chads in engineering and Chelseas in marketing, most of whom elaborately complimented her hair until she’d done the big chop to save time in the morning and to remove her head from contention as a conversation starter for overly exuberant “allies.”

The work was challenging in all good ways, Anwuli’s rise meteoric. Recently she’d been cleared to attend strategy meetings at the VP level, which meant elbow-to-elbowing with the best and brightest behind closed doors. Being invited to brainstorm over confidential company matters felt like finally being handed the keys to the kingdom, so there was no way she could say no, despite the untenable workload she was already carrying.

This all would’ve been manageable because she was an Okonkwo and her parents didn’t raise no olodo, but then Dad’s Alzheimer’s had kicked into high gear and then Mom had fallen and broken her hip. The next week her brother’s shipping company in Lagos had gone under, putting him in hock to the wrong people. Now everyone was short on time and money and resources, and it felt like it was up to her to come up with more of all three.

Which is why she’d carved out forty minutes of Me Time after work today before Amar from accounting emailed over the capital expenditures report for her to review. Stone-resin bathtub filled to the brim, Butterball bath bomb from Lush, ERIMAJ’s “Conflict of a Man” bumping from her Samsung Edge. Relaxing into the soapy water, she took a single healthy hit of OG Kush from her vape pen just to loosen the screws a touch and nestled into her inflatable neck pillow. She’d lit a few chill-out candles on the counter, but her thoughts kept drifting back to the sheer volume of cash required to take care of both parents and bail her brother out. Her brain scrambled to hatch ideas for how she could generate a next-level payday.

Deciding she needed to go lights-out to give her overburdened brain a rest, she pulled a silk sleep mask over her eyes and sank into the bathtub until the warm water slid up to her chin.

That’s when Karissa stepped into the bathroom holding a frayed extension cord.

She’d taken her shoes off in the foyer, her socks silent on the tile, an added precaution in case the music thumping from the Samsung Edge stopped. The bathroom smelled delicious—cocoa-butter bubble bath, and mint-vanilla wafting from the candles. Easing forward, she halted over the freestanding bathtub, her reflection drawing into rippling view in the lightly foamed surface of the water.

Okonkwo was rocking her head from side to side, lips moving with the lyrics. Her cropped haircut had taken both a hair dryer and curling iron out of contention, though Karissa probably wouldn’t have gone for either these days; appliances had gotten trickier with their ground-fault interrupters. The most dependable objet d’électrocution was a toaster oven, but acute midbath Pop-Tart cravings weren’t common enough for a coroner to buy the notion of a tubside toaster.

So here she was wielding a frayed extension cord. After the fact she’d plug the Samsung charging cord into the power strip, which would paint an elegant picture of accidental death: Mildly Stoned Soaking Executive Charges Phone, Disaster Ensues.

Karissa loved these moments. This proximity to another soul about to be extinguished. Watching the flare of the nostrils, the faintly heaving chest, each precious breath transformed into something momentous. The kind of concentrated power she felt inside, God trapped like a genie in her chest.

Okonkwo was humming a bit now, one set of toes emerging from the water to drum against the rim of the tub. Beneath the cloudy water, her clavicles and the tops of her arms were visible but the rest of her naked body faded away like a magic trick.

Karissa leaned over her. Closer, closer, until their noses almost touched. She felt Okonkwo’s breath against her chin, tasted her mint toothpaste.

An adrenalized tickle came on deep in her stomach, in her loins. She could do anything. She could be anything. She was everything.

Slowly she straightened back up. Extended her fist, clenching the power strip, over the water.

The track stopped on Okonkwo’s phone. With a squeak of her heels against the bathtub, she slid up and shoved her mask to her forehead with the heel of her hand.

She clocked Karissa standing over her and started. Her eyes narrowed, pupils tightening, a hard intelligence concentrating in her stare. “Who the fuck are you and what are you doing in my bathroom?”

Karissa dropped the power strip into the water.

A faint fizzle.

And nothing else.

Karissa sighed.

With all the safety codes and regulations these days it was getting harder and harder to stage a basic accident. Arc-fault circuit interrupters, OSHA-approved wiring, surge protectors, and self-grounding outlets in wet and dry rooms alike. Some bathtubs were even plumbed with plastic pipe to reduce the likelihood of an electrical current.

It was like they were trying to put her out of work.

Okonkwo stared down at the power strip that had plopped between her legs, then followed the snake of the plugged-in cord over the lip of the tub. Her gaze rose to find Karissa’s.

What fear it held was quickly overtaken by anger.

“Damn,” Karissa said. “I’m sorry, sweetie. We’ll have to go another way.”

Okonkwo’s hands sloshed up in unison to grip the sides of the tub to hasten her rise.

Karissa moved in a flash, leaning over the water, cupping the balls of Okonkwo’s shoulders and plunging her to the bottom. Clamping her neck would’ve been easier, of course, but that would leave bruises and bruises would leave questions.

A burst of Okonkwo’s breath bubbled up immediately, scared out of her, which meant a quicker route to the desired outcome. Her hands rose to slap at Karissa’s biceps and her knees windshield-wipered, spilling water over the brim.

There’d be some mop-up work, but not much.

Karissa took care to keep her grip even on the shoulders. She wanted no contusions, no fingernail scrapes.

Homicidal drowning was nearly impossible to prove and far less likely than the obvious story; a hot bath and marijuana had dilated Okonkwo’s blood vessels, causing her to faint and slip beneath the surface.

Occam’s razor was a helpful bitch.

Karissa’s shirt was drenched, her sleeves plunged in to the elbows. Okonkwo bucked one last time, her back arcing. Her feet were still jerking but there was no power in her anymore, just her nervous system shuddering to a halt. The foam at the surface had cleared, allowing Karissa to stare straight down in Okonkwo’s eyes. There was hatred in them and then an empty sort of peacefulness.

Tiny bubbles clung to her eyelashes.

Karissa held her under for a few more minutes. And then let go.

With filled lungs, Okonkwo’s body did not rise.

Karissa sat back on her heels and caught her breath.

Now she’d ticked two out of three off her quarterly cleanup. She was pleased with her improvisation; preserving a staged accident was key for two reasons.

She didn’t like patterns.

And she’d planned the next one as an evident homicide.
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