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      The wait at the door was ninety minutes. Porter didn’t want to stand around in the brisk autumn air for that long, so he slipped the security guy a twenty. Front-of-the-line access came cheap. When he had worked a door, Porter couldn’t be bought for less than a Benjamin.

      Badway needed to hire better help.

      After squeezing through the narrow hallway entrance, Porter was surprised that the interior was so large. The club had a massive open area, a stage with a DJ to the right, and a bar taking up the entire left wall. Dotting the concrete floor in between the two were several elevated platforms, with girls selling bottles of beer from large aluminum washtubs filled with ice. They reached down to the patrons, exchanging drinks for money.

      The DJ was a pro, with perfectly timed pickups and blends, and the music never missed a beat. Also expertly controlled was the volume knob. The music was loud and driving, and Porter winced as he got close to a large floor woofer.

      Porter passed a blonde beer-tub girl up front and snaked his way through the crowded dance floor to a pretty brunette with a low-cut shirt, plenty of cleavage, and a name tag that read Erin.

      “How much?” Porter said.

      She made a motion with her hands as if she couldn’t hear Porter.

      He pointed at the tub and made a rubbing motion with his other hand, the universal sign language for money.

      With a practiced move, Erin leaned over and cradled Porter by the back of the head with her left hand, and pressed her other palm flat against his ear, dampening the music and her voice. “Bottles are five, cans are three,” she yelled.

      Porter could just make out the words through her hand. He pulled out a ten-dollar bill, handed it to her, and excavated an American brew from the elbow-deep ice. Erin took the ten and dug into her fanny pack for change, but Porter made a motion that said keep it. She kissed him on the cheek, above the coarse hair of his beard.

      The scrum of people was as relentless as the beat of the song. The body heat of the crowd made the air as thick as a sauna. Porter pulled at his T-shirt, regretting the button-up he’d slid on over it. He moved toward the stage, trying to find fresh air.

      Making his way through a crowd had never been a problem for Porter. It was rare that he wasn’t the tallest person in a club, often a full head over the rest of the crowd. Couple that with broad shoulders and a thick build, and people moved out of the way.

      Weaving his way through the crowd, Porter made it to the stage and up three simple steps that led to a large, flat platform. People were paired off together, doing what passed for dancing. In the corner, at a waist-high, wooden table, Porter saw the DJ, orchestrating the action on a tablet, not a record in sight. She wore big headphones and tight jeans, and was focused on her work.

      Porter stood at the edge and looked out, surveying the crowd. It was an old habit.

      The crowd was mixed, as far as crowds went. There would always be more men than women in a club like this. Men were hunting, looking for new prey. Most women knew that and understandably  didn’t come very often, save with large groups of girlfriends. This was the reason ‘Ladies’ Night’ was even a thing—to get more women into a bar or club.

      If the women were there, the men would be close behind.

      Finally, the man Porter was looking for emerged from a hallway behind the bar. Robert Badway was smaller than Porter, but still a good-sized man. He had brown hair that had decided it was going to be long but wasn’t there yet, and a full mustache with a goatee. Porter thought it was called a Van Dyke, but he wasn’t quite up on the naming conventions of facial hair.

      Badway was smiling and clapping patrons on the arm, working the room like a pro.

      Porter felt the trouble before he saw it. He wasn’t psychic or a Jedi, but he had experience. Experience watching a room and trying to identify the problem spots.

      Crowds of people had energy. It was easy to feel if you watched from a distance. A trained eye could see and feel a disturbance in advance. In this instance, the trouble had black, slicked-back hair and an ugly green tracksuit, Adidas by the look of the stripes.

      The man was grabbing at the blonde beer-tub girl, the one near the front of the club that Porter had passed on his way to Erin. She pushed him away but he continued letting his hands wander, obviously enjoying her struggle. Behind him were three other guys dressed in the same manner, the only variations being the colors of their tracksuits. They wore them as if they were uniforms. Porter guessed they probably were. The three men milled around, laughing and joking.

      Mr. Green reached up on the platform and grabbed the blonde girl by the crotch. There was a swift motion and the girl delivered her response: a firm slap across the face. This only emboldened her harasser. Now he was up on the platform himself, trying to dance with the girl.

      Porter looked around for security. A club this big should have at least four guys in it. One by the back door, one on the stage, where Porter was, and two roving the floor. If you include the door guy, maybe five bouncers. Porter hadn’t seen one since the guy he’d bribed to cut the line.

      Badway raised his head and looked toward the beer tub. He weaved his way through the crowd and circled the platform, pushing his way close. Badway tapped the girl, who snapped her head around, ready to fight until she saw who it was. She reached for Badway and he pulled her down, away from the jackass trying to dance next to her.

      Mr. Green turned around and, seeing he was by himself, dug through the aluminum tub. He started handing beers out to the crowd, laughing and smiling.

      Badway tapped him on the leg and motioned for him to get off the platform.

      Porter stepped off the stage and made his way through the crowd, heading toward the beer tub. There were plenty of people in the way, but he could still see over the crowd and take in the action.

      Mr. Green walked to the edge of the platform and glared down at Badway. Badway again beckoned him off the platform, and Mr. Green’s answer was two middle fingers, stuck in Badway’s face.

      Almost before Porter could register it, Badway swung a short punch at the leg of the man on the platform, knocking his knee sideways. Porter couldn’t hear it, but saw a roar of pain on Mr. Green’s face. Badway grabbed the man’s ankles and, with a hard yank, pulled Mr. Green’s feet out from underneath him. Mr. Green landed flat on his back, kicking to free his legs.

      A roar went up as the crowd morphed, clearing space around the beer tub. Badway pulled Mr. Green off the beer-tub platform and he again landed on his back, this time on the concrete floor. One of the other men—this one in a red velour tracksuit—was moving to help his friend. He collided with Badway, and Badway released Mr. Green’s ankles, turning on the new threat.

      Velour threw a wild overhand right. Badway blocked it with the outside of his left arm and then fired off a crisp boxing combination, right cross then left hook. The left snapped Velour’s head to the side, and he stumbled and dropped to his ass on the concrete floor.

      Porter was close now but stopped to watch rather than intervene. Badway seemed to have things handled.

      Turning his attention to the other two track-suited men, Badway pointed toward the door. The larger one on the right, a ball of muscle in a black suit, bull-rushed Badway. The club owner pivoted, letting Muscle miss him to the right, peppering him with short punches as the man ran by.

      The man on the left, in a dark shade of yellow, saw an opening and went for Badway while he had his back turned dealing with Muscle. Porter closed the distance and wrapped Mustard in a choke. Efficient and easy, with no punches thrown. Porter pulled the man backward, away from the rest of the fight. Several seconds later, he dropped the unconscious man’s body in a heap on the floor.

      At some point, the music had stopped playing—standard during a fight in a bar or club. If the security staff had trained the DJ right, they would stop the music to help simmer the crowd down while the fight was stomped out.

      There were grunts from Badway as he flung several punches in quick succession at Muscle, a right straight finishing the flurry. Muscle had no answer to the barrage of blows and fell limply to the floor.

      Mr. Green made it to his feet and moved toward Badway’s exposed back. Porter was quicker, and hit Mr. Green near his kidney, doubling him over. Then he clinched the man in a front headlock, slipping his forearm under the man’s chin and squeezing.

      “Walk or I’ll put you to sleep,” Porter said.

      Mr. Green struggled against Porter’s headlock. Porter’s reply was to raise his arms ever so slightly. Porter’s forearm pushed up into his opponent’s throat, and the man’s own body weight pulling him down caused him to choke. Mr. Green stopped struggling as he coughed and sputtered underneath Porter.

      “I told you. Walk out or I’ll carry your fat ass out of here,” Porter said.

      Mr. Green inched his way toward the front door, shuffling his feet as Porter steered him. When they neared the front, the door guy must have finally noticed the action inside and rushed to get a piece for himself.

      Porter walked him through the entrance, then several steps down the sidewalk.

      “Let me go, you prick,” Mr. Green said. There was a hint of an accent that Porter tried to place.

      “I don’t think so,” Porter said. “Call it an asshole tax.”

      Porter elevated his forearm again and the man choked. “But I… walk out… like you say…” The man coughed and struggled against Porter’s arms, but they were a vise on his neck. His arms went limp, and Porter dropped the unconscious man on the dirty sidewalk.

      Porter turned to re-enter the club, but there was no need. Badway had Muscle outside. The doorman was wrangling Mustard, who was just waking up from Porter’s rear naked choke, and two guys dressed like bartenders had Velour underneath the arms. His feet dragged behind him as the men pulled.

      Badway looked at Porter. “I saw you on the stage when I came in from the beer cooler. What took you so long, dick?”

      “I thought you could handle it,” Porter said. “Guess growing that adorable little mustache didn’t make you any tougher.”

      Porter and Badway embraced in a big bear hug that was part genuine affection and part a contest of wills. Porter won.
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      The police response to the fight at the club was cursory, at best. A squad car at another bar down the block rolled down when it saw unconscious people being dragged from the club. The cops shooed away the men in the tracksuits, telling them they were taking up space on a public sidewalk.

      Badway gave the two officers each a bottle of water and a coupon for half-off drinks. They accepted both.

      By that point, the music had been off for fifteen minutes and people had trickled out of the club as a result. No music, no dancing. No dancing, no reason to stay. It was close enough to the end of the night that Badway told the DJ to pack things up.

      Porter worked with the door guy to round up any stragglers and herd them to the front door. Then, he made a sweep through the bar, pulling the empty beer bottles from the counters and beer tubs. More evidence of poor security training.

      A good bouncer would throw away beer bottles as the night went. Not only did it make the end-of-the-night cleanup easier, more importantly, it lowered the number of weapons within reach of a combative patron.

      Now that the house lights were up, Porter took a better look around. The walls of the club were old bricks, replete with off-color mortar from past spackling jobs. The club felt small and cold without a crowd of people warming it.

      Porter helped the barbacks pull the trash and take it to a huge dumpster outside. It was like every other dumpster he’d ever seen, with an unmistakable odor of disgustingness and a pool of unidentifiable liquid draining out of it. Porter stepped gingerly, not willing to transfer the full funk to his Chuck Taylors. He went to the bathroom and washed his hands—twice—then sat on the freshly wiped bar top, letting his feet dangle.

      Badway emerged from the back, bundles of money in his hands. “Sitting on your ass already, huh?”

      “I don’t work here. Until you put me on the payroll, I’m not lifting a finger around this joint,” Porter said.

      “Isn’t that just like you?” Badway sat on the bar next to Porter and called the group of workers together. The women had their purses and jackets on; the men had changed into different T-shirts—clean ones that didn’t have a night’s worth of accumulated grime on them.

      “Good job tonight, guys. Good job,” Badway said. He handed each of the beer-tub girls and bartenders a bundle of money. They all counted their share, then pulled some bills from their stacks and gave them to the barbacks.

      Barbacks were paid a small amount by the club as salary, and were tipped out by the staff for their hard work all evening. The barbacks ran back and forth all night, doing everything from filling beer tubs with ice and fetching new bottles of booze to switching out kegs and pulling the trash at the end of the night.

      The blonde beer-tub girl— the object of Mr. Green’s affection— stuffed her money into her purse and looked up toward Porter on the bar. “Thanks for helping me tonight, random guy I’ve never met before.”

      Badway clapped Porter on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, I should have introduced him earlier. This is Porter. Porter, that’s Janet.” Then he pointed around the small group, giving people’s names. Porter gave a short wave.

      “Is Porter working here now?” Erin asked as she smiled at Porter.

      Porter shook his head. “Work for this guy? Not a chance. I’m just visiting.”

      “Seemed like you were working tonight,” Erin said.

      “Those idiots with the tracksuits? I was just keeping Sarge here from getting his ass kicked. Seems like I’ve been doing that most of my life,” Porter said.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Badway said. “I had it under control.”

      “Sarge? Were you two in the Army together?” Erin said.

      “Army? Hell no. Porter’d never be in the Army,” Badway said.

      “Because I like to think for myself,” Porter said with a smile. “Our mothers are sisters.”

      “You’re cousins?” Janet said. “I guess… I mean… I can see the family resemblance.”

      Porter laughed. If he and Badway were orders at a coffee shop, Porter would be a dark roast with a healthy splash of milk in it. Badway would be a cup of coffee with extra milk, hold the coffee.

      “If you see the resemblance, we should get your eyes checked,” Porter said as the group laughed.

      Badway thanked the staff again for their work that night, then let them all go home. People gathered lumped together in small groups and pairs to walk out to their cars. Safer that way, especially for the girls, who were underdressed as part of their jobs. Erin hung around, stealing glances at Porter, but ultimately left with another group.

      Badway locked the door behind them. “Ready to go to my place?”

      “How far do you live?” Porter said. “I could use a shower.”

      “I’ll show you.” Badway led Porter through the empty dance floor and out the back door of the club, which emptied into a U-shaped courtyard with large cobblestones. A small alley was just past the courtyard, running the length of the building. On the right was a metal staircase. Badway took the stairs two at a time, unlocked a metal door, and flicked a light switch.

      Porter followed him into a loft in various stages of renovation.

      “Home sweet home,” Badway said, holding his arms out wide.

      The wooden floors needed sanding and refinishing, and the drywall was down in several places, exposing electrical wiring and old, metal water pipes. The kitchen opened to a large living room, where there was an oversized leather chair and a plush sofa. A flat-screen television balanced on a series of milk crates.

      “Come on, Sarge, you’re living like this?” Porter said.

      “Don’t knock it. This little place came with the club when I bought it. I haven’t had time to fix everything up yet, but I don’t have to pay rent anywhere. And I have the shortest commute ever. What’s not to love?”

      Porter shook his head. “Does the plumbing work? If the plumbing doesn’t work, I’m out.”

      “Of course the plumbing works.” Badway went into the kitchen and twisted the faucet. There was a groan, then water came sputtering out. “Come on, let’s get your stuff.”

      Porter sighed, resigned to his fate.

      Badway led Porter out the way they had come in, down the metal stairs and into the alley that ran behind the club. The alley spit the pair out on a side street.

      “Where did you park?”

      “That empty lot across the street.”

      The two men walked in the dark, moving along the side of the club to the main street, then crossing over to Porter’s car. As they went, each man subtly scanned the road up and down and peered into the darkness.

      A blue Yukon sat alone under a dim yellow streetlight. Porter chirped the anti-theft detection.

      “You still have that thing? Are you kidding?”

      “Don’t shit on my car, Badway.”

      “You had this last time I saw you. It’s been a few years, man; upgrade a little.”

      “It’s paid off. Why should I get something different? And with your apartment looking like it does, you don’t have very much room to talk,” Porter said.

      “That’s an investment. Once I’m done with it, it’ll be awesome. Besides, I’ve slept in worse.”

      “Yeah, but this isn’t Afghanistan,” Porter said, pulling a bag from the trunk.

      “What you got in there?” Badway pointed to the long lockbox bolted to the open area in the Yukon’s trunk.

      “That stuff’s for grown-ups. It’s nothing you’d be interested in—I don’t want to give you nightmares.”

      “Please.” Badway lifted his shirt to reveal the butt of a Smith & Wesson J-Frame.

      “Five shots. That’s so cute. Matches the mustache,” Porter said.

      “Five is all I need. You should try aiming when you shoot, it’s amazing.”

      “Well, I have twenty rounds in my Glock. I’ll take care of things when you run out.” Porter hit the door lock and the pair walked back across the street, with the same low-key scanning and threat awareness.

      Back in the apartment, Badway slammed the door to push it into place. Then he slid a two-by-four in as a makeshift security measure.

      “Thirsty?”

      “I could drink,” Porter said, settling on the leather couch in the open living room. Porter noticed that the bricks from the club downstairs carried up the wall all the way into Badway’s apartment. The ceiling was enormous. Once he got it fixed up, it would be nice, Porter figured.

      If he ever got it done.

      Badway emerged from the skeleton of the kitchen with two cold beers.

      “At least the fridge works,” Porter said.

      “Actually, I have a cooler with ice in it. Keeps bottles super cold. Still working on the fridge.”

      Porter shook his head.

      “So how’s life?” Badway said.

      “I’m getting by.”

      “I feel that.”

      “You happy you got out?” Porter said.

      “Of the Army?”

      “No, out of Aunt Mary,” Porter said. “Of course the Army.”

      “Funny guy. I don’t know. I guess I’m happy.”

      “What do you mean, you ‘guess’? Either you are or you aren’t.”

      “I don’t know. Things made sense in the Army. Sometimes they don’t out here,” Badway said. “What about you? Glad you aren’t a Fed anymore?”

      “Very.”

      “Seriously? You loved that job. Then you just quit one day. What’s that all about?” Badway said.

      “It’s a super long story,” Porter said. “I don’t want to bore you.”

      “We got nothing but time,” Badway said. “You never told me what happened. I’m interested.”

      Porter took a pull from his beer. “What I want to know is, who were the guys we lumped up? Lebanese?”

      “Change the subject on me?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      Badway pulled the handle on his chair and a footrest sprang out from underneath it. “Armenian.”

      “Why were they in your club causing problems?”

      “It’s a super long story,” Badway said. “I don’t want to bore you.”

      “Touché,” Porter said. “That’s fine, you’ll tell me eventually. What time are we getting up in the morning?”

      “We have to go see the lawyer at eleven thirty.”

      “Your boy gonna be there?” Porter said.

      “He’ll be there. He’s excited to meet you,” Badway said.

      “He shouldn’t be. I haven't done anything.”

      “I know, but Kevon doesn’t have a lot of hope. Mom talked to Aunt Sarah and she said you’ve found a bunch of missing kids. She said it’s kind of your new thing,” Badway said.

      “I’ll help anyone as long as the check clears,” Porter said. “Your boy is good for it, right?”

      “Of course,” Badway said. He padded across the room and pulled a pillow and blanket from a table.

      “Thanks,” Porter said, reaching for the pillow as Badway walked by.

      “This is my pillow.”

      “Then grab me one,” Porter said.

      “I only have one.” Badway sat on the large chair and pulled his blanket up to his chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to sleep.”

      “Why are you going to sleep on the chair? Go get in your bed,” Porter said.

      “This is my bed,” Badway said. “I haven't bought a real one yet.”

      “Fine.” Porter kicked his shoes off and stretched out on the couch, cradling his head on the armrest. “Do you still snore like a freight train?”

      “I don’t think so. You should be good to go.”
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      Porter was not good to go. The noise coming from Badway’s throat sounded like someone had stuck a recorder underneath a spaceship at launch. Porter tried everything he could think of to sleep. He even put on a pair of noise-canceling headphones from his bag and played soothing music from the internet.

      Nothing worked.

      At some point in the night, Porter gave up, pulled the cushions off the couch, and dragged them outside to the landing at the top of the metal stairs. It was chilly out, he had no blanket, and it was pretty much the worst night’s sleep he’d ever had.

      He woke to Badway shaking his shoulder.

      “Come on, man, I got coffee,” Badway said, and disappeared back into the apartment.

      Porter stood and stretched, trying to undo the kinks from the cold weather and the hard metal landing. The cushions hadn’t done very much to make him comfortable.

      Badway was at his table, two enormous tumblers of coffee in front of him.

      “How the hell were you Special Forces?”

      “What do you mean?” Badway said.

      “I thought you guys were supposed to be sneaky. Quiet. Nobody knows you’re even there type of shit,” Porter said.

      “Sure, sometimes.”

      “You snore like a train. Everyone would hear you for miles around. You would blow every mission. Get everybody killed. I’m surprised they didn’t fire you, make you a file clerk or something like that. Dammit, man.” Porter swung the cushion at Badway’s head, but he raised an arm and blocked it.

      “Guess you had a bad night. I feel great.” He held a tumbler of coffee out for Porter, who ruefully accepted it.

      “You know coffee gives me the shits,” Porter said.

      “So? I’m sure you could use some regularity.”

      Porter shrugged. “At least you got the coffee right.”

      “It’s easy to remember. Black guy gets black coffee.”

      “Brown guy gets black coffee,” Porter said.

      “Don’t tell me that, it’ll mess me up. Next time I’ll accidentally make you a coffee with stuff in it. All I’ll be thinking is ‘brown coffee, brown coffee, brown coffee.’”

      “Remember it however you need to get the order right,” Porter said, taking a swig.

      “Wanna shower before we go?” Badway said.

      Porter noticed for the first time that Badway’s hair was damp. “Is it an honest-to-God shower, or a bucket of water?”

      “I told you the plumbing works. Why would I lie?”

      Badway had not lied. Porter went to the master which, despite having no bed, did have a functioning shower. He tried to drain as much hot water as he could. It was the least Badway could do to make up for the horrendous night’s sleep. He emerged, put on clean clothes, and felt like a new man.

      Badway was dressed and ready when Porter emerged, and the two men left the apartment.

      “You aren’t gonna lock up?” Porter said.

      “I can’t. The last owner hung the door wrong and I need to fix it. That’s why I have the two-by-four at night. It doesn’t really matter; there isn’t anything for anyone to steal. I bolted my safe to the studs and the floor joists, and it’s not like vandals could make the place look any worse.”

      “That’s saying something.”

      The two men walked down the alley behind the club, away from the side street they’d taken the night before. It opened into an empty lot with a For Sale sign on it.

      “See? This is why you need to upgrade,” Badway said, pointing ahead.

      A brand new Ford pickup sat in the lot. Four full doors and a good-sized bed. Porter climbed into the passenger seat, pleased that he didn’t need to stuff his legs in to fit.

      “Just like an Army guy,” Porter said. “You have a baller truck and a shitty house. Priorities, Sarge, priorities.”

      “You’re just jealous. Don’t worry, I’ll help you out. I’ll set your Yukon on fire, then let you talk to my truck guy. I’m sure he can cut you a deal.”

      “Nobody’s doing anything to my Yukon. Paid for, remember? Just drive your truck,” Porter said.

      “If you change your mind, I’m here to help.” Badway slipped the truck into drive, pulled out of the empty lot, and circled the building. Porter got his first glimpse of the club in the daytime.

      The façade was all brick, and there were panel windows running the length of the front. Porter recognized the door to the club as well as the sidewalk they’d piled the track-suited morons up on.

      “Why call it ‘Bali Bump House’? That sounds like a strip club or a brothel or something,” Porter said.

      “That was the name when I bought it. I figure I can rename it once I come up with something.”

      “You need to work on that,” Porter said.

      As Badway drove away from the bar, Porter saw that it wasn’t the only entertainment establishment around. On the same strip of road there were two bars, another club, and an old restaurant. Still, there were more empty lots than businesses.

      “What's up with all the For Sale signs? Bad area for business?”

      “I guess it’s going through a transition period. I only bought a few weeks ago, but I used to come down here a lot when I lived around here. There were a bunch more businesses back then, but what can you do?”

      “Why did you even buy that dump?” Porter said. “You could have gotten something else.”

      Badway took a swig of his coffee. “Not really. All those years in the Army, I was never much of a saver. When I got out, I had no idea what I wanted to do, just that I was tired of taking orders from people. This place was cheap and I figured, why not work for myself? It’s just me, so I don’t need much. The price was right, and it should be easy enough to fix up and make nice.”

      Porter watched the scenery grow from industrial to a more open cityscape. Badway turned onto a highway, keeping the truck at a comfortable cruising speed.

      “Tell me more about your buddy.”

      “Kevon?”

      “No, the little doll you used to play with when we were kids,” Porter said.

      “It wasn’t a doll, it was an action figure.”

      “Action figures aren’t stuffed, Sarge,” Porter said.

      “Why do you always call me that?”

      “That’s what you are, right?”

      “You know good and damn well I was a major,” Badway said.

      Porter ignored him. “Come on, Sarge. Brief me already. You told me just enough to get me to come up here. What’s the real story?”

      “I told you the real story,” Badway said.

      “No, you told me part of the real story. What's the bad news?”

      “Kevon’s a good guy who was in the service. He came back from deployment and now he can’t find his son. He needs some help.”

      “I know that part,” Porter said. “That was the tiny bit you let seep out to entice me up here. That and the promise of all the beer I could drink.”

      “You saying you didn’t want to catch up with your favorite cousin? Have I mentioned I own a club?”

      “Sarge. What’s the rest?” Porter said.

      Badway ran his hand through his brown hair. “His wife took the boy.”

      “His wife? Come on, man. That kid isn't missing, his momma just ran off with him. Have the courts work on that shit.”

      “Kevon’s trying. That’s why we’re going to the lawyer's office. The legal system isn’t working very well.”

      “Doesn’t he know where she is? People don’t go that many places when they’re running. Hire a private investigator and track her down. Should be easy enough.”

      “See, that’s the thing. Her new boyfriend is running interference. He has money and keeps hiring lawyers to stall the case. Drag things out. They don’t abide by any of the court orders, so Kevon’s screwed.”

      Porter felt a twitch in the back of his head. An old habit. The investigator in him was getting interested. Before he realized it, he’d said, “Tell me more about the boyfriend.”

      “The boyfriend? You aren’t going to like that part.”

      “I haven't liked any of it. How could the boyfriend be any worse?”

      “He’s super rich. He owns a PMC that hires—”

      “Wait. Private Military Corporation? The boyfriend’s a mercenary?” Porter said.

      “Yeah. I used to see guys who worked for him overseas. They weren’t the best.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Porter said.

      “There are tiers to the PMC thing. Some of them aren't too bad. Ethical—well, at least as ethical as they can be. Follow the rules of engagement, work well with the rest of us with no issues. But not Parabellum.”

      “Parabellum? You’re shitting me?” Porter said.

      “Why, you know them?”

      “I had a run-in with a few of their guys a while back. Tough, not too smart.”

      “Yeah, that’s them. They were always in trouble over in the sandbox. Doing things they weren't supposed to do—stealing things, inappropriate stuff with the locals. Sometimes hiding bodies. It’s the Wild West out there, and those guys acted like it. And the people they hire? Damn.”

      “What’s up with their hiring practices?”

      Badway turned off the highway. Bilingual signs and advertising dominated both sides of the road. “When I got out, I got recruited by several of the merc companies. They’re always headhunting talented guys to come work for them. The turnover rate is incredibly high. They pay so much money that guys will sign on, go work for a year or two straight, and make half a million. Then they go pay off their little house in North Carolina or San Diego or Oklahoma and stop doing the job. It’s dangerous shit.”

      “You didn’t consider it? All that money—what do you have to lose? It’s not like you’re married. The snoring makes sure of that.”

      “It wasn’t for me. I always thought it was important to have the flag on my arm when I was working. If not for that, I want no part of the sandbox. But other guys do, and they love the PMC money. The problem is, there’s a pretty small pool of qualified applicants, at least for the high-speed stuff. In order to broaden their applicant pool, Parabellum will take anyone with the right background.”

      “‘Anyone’ includes guys who got dishonorably discharged, right? The scumbags? The criminals?”

      “You got it. If you get bounced from the army for something, Parabellum loves you. They pay you a little less since you won't get hired on anywhere else. But those guys don’t care. Half of them want to be in combat again so badly, they’d go back for free. The fact that Parabellum overlooks their criminal histories is just a bonus,” Badway said. “It makes the guys who stay working for them loyal.”

      “Let me make sure I’m tracking. Your buddy’s wife left him while he was deployed. She took their son and is in the wind. Her new boyfriend runs a small army of highly trained criminals. Did I leave anything out?”

      “Nope, that’s actually pretty good. I’m surprised you were even listening,” Badway said.

      “I almost fell asleep, but so much hot air was coming out of your mouth, it was keeping me awake.”

      Badway turned past a taquería and pulled into a strip mall. The large sign out front advertised a bodega, a place to buy prepaid phones and cell coverage, and an abogado. He turned the truck off and sat.

      “I know this seems like a suck sandwich, and it is. But think about it from Kevon’s point of view. All he was doing was serving his country, and his reward for it was losing his son. It isn’t right.”

      “I don’t disagree, but I’m not sure there’s much I can do to help him,” Porter said.

      “But you’ll at least come inside and meet him? Hear what the lawyer thinks?”

      Porter sighed. “Might as well. You already got me out of bed.’’ He swung the truck door open and followed Badway through a glass-paned door with stenciling that read Catherine Castonguay, Esq.
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      Porter let the door slam behind him and it rattled the window pane. The waiting room he entered seemed well-used: a path had been trampled down in the carpet, leading from the front door to the receptionist and then to a small bank of seats with threadbare gray cushions.

      Badway stepped to the receptionist’s window, leaning in to start his conversation. Porter followed behind his cousin and tried not to touch anything.

      “Sandra,” Badway said. “How’s my best girl?”

      The receptionist was an old woman with short white hair and a colorful sweater. Porter felt the artificial warmth of a space heater blasting through the window.

      “I haven’t been anyone’s best girl since the nineties,” Sandra said. “Don’t tease me like that.” She pointed to Badway’s face. “That’s new.”

      Badway pulled at his mustache. “Like it?”

      “Very dapper,” Sandra with the space heater said.

      “Good. I was thinking of you when I grew it.”

      “I’m a tiny bit out of your age range, Bobby. But if I were about five years younger, you’d be in trouble,” Sandra said.

      Porter laughed to himself.

      “Don’t you laugh, you big drink of water. You wouldn’t be safe either.”

      “I think you’re too much woman for me,” Porter said.

      “Damn right I am.” Sandra hacked a dry cough into her sleeve.

      Badway flashed a grin. “Cat ready for us?”

      “She’s been ready, and you know she doesn’t like to wait. You two go on back.”

      Porter followed Badway through a small door, down a hallway with a waist-high chair rail and original wooden floors that creaked and groaned as he walked across them. The hallway dead-ended at a wooden door. Badway rapped twice and opened it after a faint call to enter emerged from the room.

      Porter pulled the door open and then followed his cousin in. In the middle of the room was a small, wooden table with chairs arranged around it and, sitting at the head of the table, an attractive woman wearing a smart pantsuit and a scowl. He didn’t even notice the other occupant until he saw a quick movement out of the corner of his eye.

      A thin black man stood at full attention, salute plastered to his forehead. He was nicely dressed, proof that going to his lawyer's office was important to him. A jagged scar ran down the side of his face.

      Porter looked at the man, then at Badway, who hustled over to the saluting man.

      “Come on, Kev, you don’t have to do that. Knock it off.”

      The man held the salute, thousand-yard stare fixed on the wall.

      Badway stood straight in front of the man. “At ease, corporal.”

      The man lowered his hand, placed both hands behind his back for a moment, then adopted a less formal posture.

      “Neither of us are active anymore, man. Saluting looks weird now,” Badway said.

      “So? You know I don’t care. I salute my commanding officers, and that will always include you.”

      Badway clapped the man on the shoulder and turned him toward Porter. “Kevon Brown, this is my cousin, Porter. Porter, this is Kevon.”

      Porter shook the man’s hand, as much to feel him out as observing the pleasantries. It had long been Porter’s opinion that a handshake could tell you almost everything you needed to know about a person, man and woman alike.

      Kevon’s handshake was decent, although Porter thought it was clammy.

      “Is Porter your first or last name?” The woman at the end of the table, forgotten in all the saluting and handshaking, spoke up.

      “Usually,” Porter said.

      “What does… what does that even mean?” The woman squinted her light brown eyes. Her brunette hair and bangs framed her face in an attractive way.

      If she’d stop scowling, Porter thought.

      “Cat, this is my cousin, Porter. Porter, this is Catherine Castonguay, Kevon’s lawyer,” Badway said.

      “Nice to meet you,” Porter said, and extended his hand.

      Cat shook his hand with surprising firmness. “So it’s just Porter? Like you’re a singer or something?”

      “I don’t sing much anymore, but I’m sure I can belt something out if it will make you feel better.”

      “Spare me,” Cat said, boxing papers on their short end to even them up.

      “What did we miss?” Badway said.

      “Ms. Castonguay was just walking me through what might happen tomorrow at court. With the subpoenas and motions and stuff. It’s looking good, right?” Kevon said.

      “I wouldn’t go that far. I filed a motion with the courts to have Judge Hastings recuse himself. He and Stacy’s lawyer went to law school together. It’s a clear conflict of interest, and it’s the reason Stacy is getting away with so much crap. Judge Hastings is taking it easy on her. She hasn’t even responded to any of the subpoenas yet. There’s no guarantee she will tomorrow, either,” Cat said.

      “If she doesn’t, won't the judge issue a bench warrant for her arrest?” Porter said.

      Cat gave him a confused look. “Porter, are you a lawyer?”

      “No, but I do watch a bunch of television,” Porter said.

      “Then let’s leave the lawyer work to me. I assume you can lift heavy things, right? Maybe you should just stick to that.”

      Porter couldn’t suppress his smile.

      “Having a bad day, Cat?” Badway said.

      “I was fine until Kevon told me why he was here,” Cat said, motioning with her head toward Porter.

      “What’d I do?” Porter said. “Sarge drove, I just hitched a ride.”

      “Did you bring Porter here to find Trey in an extrajudicial manner?” Cat said, pointing at Badway.

      “You know I don’t like big words,” Badway said.

      “Vigilante stuff. Are you two planning on beating down doors until you find Kevon’s son?”

      “I never said that,” Kevon said, shifting in his chair. “I just said that Major Badway told me his cousin knew how to find people that were lost, that’s all. How could I not be excited? I haven't seen my boy in a year.”

      “I know, Kevon. Believe me, I haven’t forgotten. I’m only saying, as an officer of the court, that I don’t approve of any sort of activities that are outside the law. Even if they are trying to find Trey.”

      “Your boy’s name is Trey?” Porter said, ignoring Cat and her frustration.

      “Yeah, my little man. See?”

      Porter took the phone Kevon handed him and looked at the cracked screen. An adorable little boy with light brown skin and a full head of curly hair smiled from behind an enormous pair of sunglasses.

      “That’s him,” Kevon said. “I miss that little dude.”

      “Good-looking kid, right?” Badway looked at Porter, eyebrows raised.

      “Of course. He’s one of my people,” Porter said.

      “Here we go,” Badway said, leaning back in his chair.

      “What do you mean, ‘your people’?” Cat Castonguay said.

      “Your wife is white? Trey’s mixed?” Porter said.

      Kevon nodded.

      “See? Mixed kids are the best-looking. No real competition,” Porter said with a smile.

      “Just a shame you grew up so ugly,” Badway said.

      Porter nodded. “Maybe if I trim my beard into a mustache like yours, it’ll help my looks. What do you think, counselor?”

      Cat was listening to the exchange with an annoyed look on her face. “I’m not sure anything could help, quite frankly.”

      “Burn,” Badway said.

      “If there aren’t any more questions, we can wrap this up. Kevon, remember what we talked about before the circus showed up. Hopefully, we’ll have a judge who’s more fair. If not, we’ll try to convince Judge Hastings to see things our way. Get you some time with Trey.”

      “That’s all I want,” Kevon said. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “Of course,” Cat said, shaking the man’s hand.

      The group rose and Porter followed Kevon out the wooden door and into the hallway.

      “I’ll catch up in a minute,” Badway said, staying behind with Cat.

      The two men stepped into the lobby and Porter looked for Sandra the receptionist, but didn’t see her.

      “How long were you in?” Porter said, moving past Kevon to hold the front door open for him.

      “Only four years. Not too long.”

      “Glad you’re out?”

      “Not at all. I loved everything about my job. But once Stacy left, things went sideways. She disappeared, took Trey to God knows where. She won’t return my calls or anything.”

      Porter leaned on Badway’s truck. “Sounds rough.”

      “It is. The worst thing is, I don’t even understand why she left. I never cheated, never hurt her. I just went to work and came home and loved those two. I know I ain’t perfect, but I thought we were perfect together.”

      “It’s been this hard just to see your boy? I figured the courts would have made that happen a long time ago,” Porter said.

      “Me too. It turns out that fathers’ rights are pretty much a joke in Virginia. Mom has all the power. I wasn’t even getting anywhere until Ms. Castonguay agreed to take me on pro bono and help me out. We started seeing some results the last couple months. At least we know Trey is alive. That picture I showed you?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Her lawyer sent it to Ms. Castonguay as a proof-of-life sort of thing. I can’t believe he’s so big.”

      “Cat a good lawyer?” Porter said.

      “Yeah, she’s good. She doesn’t like you for some reason,” Kevon said with a laugh.

      “She’s not the first,” Porter said. “I hope everything goes well for you in court tomorrow.” Porter shook the man’s hand. It was still clammy.

      “Me too. And if it doesn’t?” There was a cautious lilt in Kevon’s voice.

      “Let’s cross that bridge if we get to it.”

      “Fair enough,” Kevon said. He walked across the weathered asphalt of the parking lot and got into a small, old Honda with a donut on the rear, then drove slowly away.

      “I guess not all of us military guys have awesome cars,” Badway said from behind Porter.

      “Guess not.”

      “Food?” Badway said.

      “Yeah.”

      “You buying or me?” Badway said.

      “I get the feeling you’ve spent enough today. Where can we get a good burger?” Porter said.

      Badway looked at Porter for a moment but said nothing. He started the car and backtracked to the highway. But instead of heading south, back toward the Bali Bump House, Badway turned the truck north on the highway.

      Porter watched as the route grew more suburban.

      The drive wasn’t long, and the two men rode in silence.

      Badway parked in the back of a strip mall parking lot, turned the car off, and sat for a moment. “Porter, the thing is—”

      “Food first. I can’t keep up with this whole soap opera right now. I’m starving.”

      The two men placed their orders, which were nearly identical. Both men had double cheeseburgers with extra bacon. Porter got fries and a water, and Badway skipped the fries for a milkshake.

      The man behind the counter placed everything in one bag, which had a grease stain on the bottom. Badway carried it to a table, and the cousins assaulted their food.

      “You paying that lawyer lady?” Porter said, pulling his bun off.

      “I have to. The kid doesn’t have anything else,” Badway said, mouth full of milkshake.

      “She looks like the type that does pro bono. Why not for Kevon?” Porter said.

      “She would if she had to. I pay her because I want her to work hard for him, you know? Really try to get his son back. Sometimes money changes people’s motivation. Besides, she has enough pro bono clients—I mean, look at her office. She deserves to make a living, too.”

      “Kevon doesn’t know you’re paying for his lawyer?” Porter said. “Why not tell him? Why have both of you lie to him and tell him it’s free?”

      “Would you accept charity?”

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “Exactly. The guy’s already working two shitty jobs to make ends meet. He refuses to sell the house he bought for Stacy and the baby. He still hopes they’ll come home someday, and when they do, he wants them to have their home. If he had to pay a lawyer, he’d just get another job. Work himself right into the ground. That’s the type of kid he is. Hardworking as they come—there just aren’t enough opportunities out there right now for a veteran whose only real skill was shooting people.”

      Porter dabbed his fries in the ketchup and mayonnaise mixture he favored. “That why you haven’t fixed up your apartment yet?”

      “Partially. I mean, I didn’t have that much money saved up when I separated from the service. I used a good chunk of it on the building and paying for the liquor license. I want to keep some of it so I have a nest egg, and not be broke.”

      “Your money is your business, Sarge. But, if you want me to help out, I need to know the whole story. I don’t like surprises. Don’t make me unravel things like it’s an onion. Feel me?”

      “I got you, man. Full disclosure? I still hate it when you call me Sarge.”

      “That’s why I do it,” Porter said.

      “More disclosure?”

      “Hit me,” Porter said.

      “I think Cat has the hots for you.”
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      The cousins finished up and Badway drove back toward the club.

      “What’s the plan for tonight?” Porter asked, well aware of the answer.

      “We're working.”

      “How much are you paying me? I’m not cheap,” Porter said.

      “I have a couple of extra beers in the cooler. You can have them. I’ll bring more upstairs from the club.”

      “No deal. I can buy my own booze. I need something else.”

      “Name it,” Badway said.

      “You sleep outside tonight. I can’t deal with you snoring.”

      “That’s all? Hell, I’ve slept in worse. Much worse. I once slept in a river of shit. I mean actual excrement. See, what happened was—”

      “I swear I don’t want to know,” Porter said.

      “Fine. It’s a deal. I’ll slide my sleeping bag outside. It’ll be like a vacation.”

      “Yeah, a vacation for my ears.”

      Badway navigated the roads until he was back in front of his club. He swung Porter by the empty lot opposite the club to retrieve his car and park it next to Badway’s behind the club.

      As they got closer, Porter was the first to notice it—a foreign paint job along the side of his vehicle.

      Someone had graffitied a realistic-looking penis along the whole side of the Yukon. It didn’t appear to have been a rush job. The artist had even signed his name, an illegible scrawl of a mark.

      Badway laughed until his eyes teared.

      Porter nodded. “At least they did a good job,” he said. He looked around the area to see if there was a straggler he could pin the vandalism on, but there was no one. The area was empty; Porter assumed it wouldn’t flood with people until several hours later in the evening.

      “This is the universe telling you it’s time for a new ride. Won't you listen to it?” Badway said.

      “Nope. I’ll get it repainted. Or I’ll ride around with a dick on my truck. Either way, the Yukon stays.”

      “My man, sticking to his guns,” Badway said.

      Porter pulled behind the club, hopped out, and locked his truck. He paused, looking at the new artwork again. Then he followed Badway through the alley toward the upstairs apartment.

      Badway jogged up the stairs and Porter followed, grumbling.

      “What’s the matter, man, you don’t like the exercise?”

      “Exercise I can get behind; stairs I can't. I have this knee that always bothers me,” Porter said.

      “I take the stairs everywhere. I love it. Keeps me nice and tight. Girls say I have a great ass,” Badway said.

      “More than I wanted to know, Sarge,” Porter said.

      The pair sat, Porter on the couch and Badway on his chair.

      “We’ll open up around eight tonight, so we have a little time,” Badway said.

      “I need a nap. Some jerk was landing a plane in here last night.”

      “That’s fair. I’ll try to give you a couple hours’ peace.”

      Porter closed his eyes.

      When he opened them, three hours had passed. Badway was walking around the apartment, wearing khaki pants and no shirt, his powerfully built torso covered with tattoos.

      “You got a bunch more since the last time I saw you,” Porter said, stretching as he stood.

      “I figure why not? I like them, and I’m not doing anything else with my skin.”

      “Aren't you a little old for tattoos?” Porter said.

      “Aren't you a little old to drive a penis-mobile?” Badway said.

      “Good point.” Porter brushed his teeth, pulled on a fresh T-shirt over his jeans, and pronounced himself ready for work.

      “You’re gonna dress like that?” Badway said.

      “I’m comfortable.”

      “That’s fine, I guess…”

      “You own the club. I don’t tell you how to greet people and schmooze and kiss babies, do I? Don’t tell me how to be a bouncer. I already have that part down,” Porter said.

      “Your call. I just thought if you looked a little nicer, you might be able to get lucky tonight.”

      “Lucky? You want me to bounce, or hit on your customers?” Porter said.

      Badway held the door open as Porter exited the apartment, and they started down the stairs. “What I’m saying is, if you find someone, it wouldn’t be all that bad. I mean, how long has it been since you and Trisha…? You know, since Trisha left.”

      “It’s been a while,” Porter said.

      “You have to get back on the horse sometime.” Badway unlocked the back door to the club.

      “I’ve been on a couple of horses. My horse-riding is fine. All I want to do tonight is bounce. With you running around like a politician, somebody has to keep an eye on things,” Porter said.

      “Your call.”

      The pair went into the club and started basic prep work for the evening. Porter retrieved ice from a large machine in the back and used it to fill the four beer tubs on the floor. Badway brought several bottles of liquor to restock the bar and rolled out the mats that the bartenders stood on. Porter carried several cases of beer out of the cooler in the back, tore them open, and plunged them into the beer tubs.

      Badway straightened the bar stools out along the bar. “That’s good, man. My staff will do the rest. I just like to get them started a little.”

      Badway unlocked the main door and Porter sat on the bar, feet dangling.

      The employees of the Bali Bump House filtered into the club in ones and twos. The DJ was first, with her headphones around her neck and tablet under her arm. The door guy was next, followed by the two bartenders who had dragged one of the combatants out of the club the night before. Porter introduced himself and learned that the thick black man with the long goatee and nose ring was Steven. His friend was named Rowdy.

      “Rowdy?” Porter said.

      “Yeah, old nickname. Because I party hard, I guess.” The man was thin, and had attempted to slick his wild hair back for the night. It wasn’t working, but at least his hair was out of his eyes.

      “Good to meet you,” Porter said.

      Finally, Janet and Erin, the beer-tub girls from the night before, arrived.

      Janet hugged everyone in the club as she entered, blonde hair hanging loose, red lipstick in full effect. Erin said hello, but was apparently not a hugger.

      “So you working tonight?” Erin said to Porter.

      “I’m afraid so,” Porter said.

      “Good to know someone like you is here. You know, in case of trouble,” she said.

      “If you need anything, just get my attention,” Porter said.

      “Maybe I’ll just get your attention even if I don’t need help,” the pretty brunette said. “I mean… that didn’t come out right. Never mind.” She smiled at Porter and walked away.

      He watched every step.

      “Okay, people, listen up.” Badway was standing on the bar, motioning for the group to get together. “Not you, Two-Time, you keep setting up.” The DJ went back to the stage and fiddled with some speakers.

      “It’s Saturday night and we should be busy. I want everyone to be safe tonight and make a bunch of money. That’ll make me happy. You all remember Porter?”

      There was a murmur of assent from the group.

      “Good. He’ll be working with us tonight. If he asks something, I hope you extend him any courtesy you would me,” Badway said.

      “Any courtesy,” Janet said in a sing-song voice, elbowing Erin.

      Even in the low light of the club, Porter could see her blush.

      “All right, all right. Let’s get to work,” Badway said.

      The house lights went down lower and the doorman took his place up front.

      DJ Two-Time began a mix of music. Porter didn’t think it was too bad, but still found it much too loud.

      Patrons trickled in a few at a time, and soon the Bali Bump House was about halfway full.

      Porter always thought this was the witching hour of a nightclub. The place was just busy enough that people were buying drinks and laughing. It wasn’t full enough for many people to dance, since most people didn’t want to be seen by everyone. Any girl dancing that early in the evening was showing off, and any guy dancing that early was already drunk. It made it easy to pick out the guys who were a drink away from being a problem.

      With no one dancing on the floor, Janet and Erin were doing a good job on their respective beer tubs. Showing off. Porter took a slow lap around the slowly filling club.

      He saw no issues. No furtive movements, no aggressive actions or loud words. Porter grabbed a bottle of water from behind the bar and slammed it, knowing how hot it would get later in the night. Taking a post on the stage, Porter saw two men standing too close to each other, speaking animatedly.

      By the time he got to the pair, they had already shaken hands and done the almost-hug that men do, keeping an arm between them. Porter retreated to the stage, and Badway moved to his side.

      “See?” Badway said, voice raised so Porter could hear him. “The place takes care of itself. There won't be any problems tonight.”

      Porter wished Badway hadn’t said that. It was a jinx if he’d ever heard one. It was his first clue that there would be trouble that night.

      A few minutes later, Porter saw his second clue walking through the front door. The group of track-suited Armenians was back, and this time they’d brought a few more friends.

      “Shit,” he muttered.
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      The men were wearing the same colors as the night before. Guess they are uniforms, Porter thought. The two new guys were outfitted in a white tracksuit and a blue one, made of the material people in the eighties used to wear to lose weight.

      Porter watched the group for a moment. In his experience, things would play out one of two ways. The first would be that they stormed in and immediately tried to get their revenge for the beatings they took the night before. That’s how a group of amateurs would do it—fake tough guys trying to scare people.

      The other option would be the slow burn. They would drift in and order a drink or two. Eyeball the place, trying to make sure they were set up with an advantage. Then there would be an innocuous catalyst that would trigger the entire incident. Bump into a guy in the crowd or grope a random girl—anything to stir things up. Then they would make their move.

      This group did both. Two of them came in fast, looking around the place, only to be horse-collared by the other members and pulled into a corner. Strategy session, Porter thought. I have a few minutes.

      Leaving the stage, Porter scanned the room until he saw Badway stepping into the back. He followed.

      The music grew more muffled the further Porter went down the back hallway, and he was grateful it did.

      “What’s up?” Badway said, tap to a beer keg in his hands.

      “Did you tell your door guy to keep those assholes from last night out?”

      “Tell him what?” Badway said.

      “When you throw people out of a club, they don’t get to come back in the next night, Sarge. Club security one-oh-one. They can't make trouble if they’re on the street.”

      “They’re here?”

      “Yeah, and they brought friends,” Porter said.

      “Shit, they came back?” Badway said.

      “Of course they came back. You hurt their feelings last night. Bruised their egos. You gonna tell me who they are already?” Porter said.

      “That won’t help us now. How many are here?”

      “Six.”

      Porter watched his cousin look up, apparently performing a mental calculation. “That’s doable.”

      “Let’s not if we don’t have to,” Porter said.

      “What should I do?”

      “Call the cops,” Porter said. “Those goons got hit with a trespassing notice last night when they got sent on their way. The cops will come and run them out for us. Use Big Brother to our advantage,” Porter said.

      “That’s gonna be bad for business,” Badway said.

      “Not as bad as if I start shooting people in your club.” Porter patted his waistband, where his Glock sat, slipped into a small holster. “Think of that headline tomorrow.”

      “Fine, I’m calling.”

      “Good. By the way, you’re sleeping outside the rest of the time I’m here. You owe me for this.” Porter didn’t wait for Badway to answer before he left the back room.

      Porter walked through the hallway, music growing in intensity as he went. He passed the threshold and saw the group, bellied up to the bar. Porter went back to the stage, to have a better view. He walked in front of Erin, who patted him on the shoulder. When he looked up, she was pointing to the group with the tracksuits, an urgent look on her face.

      Porter winked at her and continued walking, settling on the stage and its higher vantage point. During his short time in the back, people had continued filtering into the club. It was now ninety percent full. This was a blessing and a curse.

      The extra people would mask Porter’s movements, and give him the element of surprise should he need it. It would also be easier to isolate the track-suited thugs, to use the crowd as a partition.

      The downside was that Porter now had to consider what might happen if one of the clubgoers was hurt. There were a bunch of innocent people around. He wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if things were going south, but he didn’t want to hurt a bystander.

      In the end, Porter decided he needed to clear the floor a bit. The advantage in ease of movement was outweighed by the disadvantage of potential collateral damage.

      He watched the new guy in the blue tracksuit. The man had a shaved head, the only one in the group. Cueball reached over the bar when Rowdy wasn’t looking and pulled a bottle of vodka off the shelf. His walk and demeanor told Porter that he had a concealed pistol.

      Porter didn’t have x-ray vision, but a decade as a federal agent had taught him what to look for to tell if someone had a gun. It was even more noticeable when the person thought they were a gangster and stuck it in their waistband with no holster. The way they favored the area with the pistol, to ensure it was still in place. The altered gait, so as not to dislodge it; the frequent patting to make sure it was where they’d left it.

      Amateur hour, but Cueball was exhibiting all the tells.

      Porter moved over to DJ Two-Time, who lifted her headphones. Porter cupped his hands and said, “I need you to slow things down.”

      A club DJ had a very important job. Most people thought it was just to get people to dance, but that was only part of it. A good DJ was like a maestro. Up-tempo music to get people on the floor, slower music to get them to calm down for a few minutes, drive them to the bar to pay for a few drinks, then more up-tempo music.

      A good DJ rode the crowd like a horse.

      Two-Time nodded at Porter and mixed in a slower-tempo song. Within seconds, part of the club had moved from the open area in the middle toward the bar or bathroom, unwittingly manipulated by Two-Time.

      Porter stood at the edge of the stage, watching the group. They had moved away from the bar and were in the middle of the dance floor, bottles of beer all around, save for Shaved Head, who was swigging from the vodka bottle he had stolen from the bar.

      Muscle, in the same black tracksuit as the night before, tried to walk into a group of girls, who closed ranks to keep him out. He laughed and put his arms around them. Several of the girls responded by pushing and yelling at him. He reached his hands out and grabbed at their chests, laughing the entire time. One intrepid redhead slapped Muscle.

      Porter was already moving toward the group.

      Muscle stopped laughing and rubbed his face. His answer to the rebuke was to spit in the girl’s face.

      The redhead screamed and now the whole group was moving away from the man, who stood tall, yelling at the girls.

      Porter stepped between the retreating girls and Muscle with the black tracksuit. The girls moved far away. Porter knew he no longer could wait for the police. He also didn’t know where Badway was and didn’t have the luxury of enough time to wait for him.

      Muscle was screaming in Porter's face, gesturing at the girls as if he were the wronged party.

      DJ Two-Time apparently thought slow-down time was finished—and must not have noticed the fight—because the familiar opening drop of The Notorious B.I.G.’s song “Hypnotize” blared out.

      Porter said nothing but stepped forward enough that his foot stepped on Muscle’s toe. When the thick man looked down, Porter landed a solid uppercut on the tip of his chin. Muscle’s head snapped back, his body stiffened, and he was carried off his feet, into the crowd of his fellow goons.

      A cry went up from the crowd, more in response to the song than anything Porter had done.

      While three of the group grabbed Muscle, trying in vain to right him, Porter rushed the lone man to his left. It was Mustard, in the same ugly color as the previous night. His eyes were on the falling Muscle. When he looked up, Porter had closed the distance and grabbed him by the back of the head. Mustard clawed at Porter’s arm, but Porter delivered a barrage of elbows downward and into the man’s face, landing everywhere from his nose to his eye orbit. Porter felt something crunch underneath his elbow, and blood shot onto the front of his shirt.

      Hands grabbed Porter from behind, but he didn’t turn his attention to them. He was moving forward with Mustard, rearranging his face with surgical precision. Since he was in motion, the most the hands behind could do was grab at his shirt and pull, trying to slow him down. Porter wasn’t going to stop until he was finished putting Mustard out of commission.

      The first rule of fighting a group of people was to make sure no one was getting back up when you were done with them.

      Finally coming to a stop against a brick wall next to the bar, Porter released Mustard. He felt the bodies clawing behind him and turned to face them. He saw a flash of movement and turned his head to the right. A beer bottle came crashing down on him. Part of the bottle hit the top of his head, and part hit the brick wall.

      Contrary to popular belief, beer bottles didn’t always shatter on impact. They often stayed intact, and were a devastating weapon in a fight. The only reason this bottle shattered was the brick wall. If not for that, Porter would likely have been asleep and under the feet of the track-suited goon squad.

      As it was, Porter felt his head open up and blood begin pouring from the wound.

      “You piece of shit,” Porter said as the warm blood crept down his neck.

      Cueball and Mr. Green were in front of him, grabbing at him. Porter threw a short jab at Mr. Green’s throat. The man let go of Porter and stepped back, hand clasped to his own neck, struggling for breath.

      Cueball was grabbing Porter’s shirt with his left hand, and swinging wild punches with his right. The man was almost Porter’s height, and the punches were working. Porter ate one to the side of the face, and the next time Cueball reared back, Porter ducked his head. Shaved Head’s fist glanced off the side of Porter’s head and into the brick wall behind him. The man howled with pain, over a Biggie Smalls verse about escargot.

      As Cueball bent over and held his hand, Porter grabbed the man’s arm and locked it up, then twisted it behind the man’s back and then lifted it as high toward the ceiling as he could. Porter felt the tendons and ligaments in the man’s shoulder pop as he tore the arm out of place. Shaved Head’s howl got louder. If he did have the gun Porter suspected, Porter wasn’t going to give him the chance to shoot it.

      Or leave him with the ability to pick up a cup, for that matter.

      Over the head of Mr. Green, Porter saw Badway swinging quick fists at the man in the white tracksuit, with Velour already on the ground at his feet. Porter turned his attention back to Mr. Green, who was still grabbing at his own throat, struggling for air.

      Porter grabbed him by the back of his head, fingers tight on the man’s greasy hair for grip. Then, he fired knees into Mr. Green’s face. Over and over, he slammed his knee into the man until Mr. Green collapsed face-down on the concrete floor. Porter stepped back and cast a glance at Badway, who was dragging Velour toward the front door.

      He started to go for the gun he knew Cueball was carrying, but stopped himself when he realized that no one was in any shape to retaliate. Porter looked from man to man, each disabled on the floor in some way. He followed Badway out the front door.

      Badway noticed Porter on his way back into the club. “Shit, man, your head. That’s bad.”

      “I really hate you. Have I ever told you that?”
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      The police response was more intense than the night before. At first, one squad car showed up, but when the two officers in the car saw the carnage in the club, they sent for two more marked units.

      And an ambulance.

      Paramedics were doing a physical assessment of Cueball and were surprised to find that the man had a pistol in his pants. Porter wasn’t. Once the police learned Cueball had no concealed carry permit for the pistol, two officers followed the ambulance to the hospital. Mr. Green was on a gurney in the same ambulance.

      The officers searching Velour found a gun in his sock. He came to in handcuffs, sitting in the back of a police cruiser.

      Porter refused medical help, and sat in his white T-shirt with a clean bar towel pressed to the wound on top of his head. His button-up outer shirt was long thrown away. It was covered in several people’s blood, and the thought of that mix getting in the wound made him nauseous.

      The officers talked to the other clubgoers, lingering near the group of girls that had been spit on, to get their sides of the story. It didn’t take them long to decide to arrest Muscle for assault, Red Velour and Cueball for the firearms violations, and the other thugs for assault and disturbing the peace. Except for the firearms violations, the charges were petty; with any competent lawyer, most of the group would be out soon. Porter didn’t care. At least they would be out of his hair for a while. Another run-in without a cooling-off period would be fatal for someone, and Porter had no intention of dying in Virginia.

      The club having all but emptied out, Badway closed the doors for the rest of the night, then helped the staff close down and clean up.

      Someone gave Porter a freezer bag of ice, and he wrapped it in the bar towel and pressed the mound to his head.

      “You know, I watched all that.” Erin had cleaned out her beer tub and changed into more modest clothes. She hopped up on the bar next to Porter.

      “How did I do?”

      “Not too bad, I guess,” Erin said.

      “Got any pointers?” Porter said.

      Erin frowned. “Try not to let dirtbags hit you in the head with a beer bottle?”

      “Good point. Maybe next time, I’ll work the beer tub and you handle the other stuff.”

      “I’m not sure how good you’ll look in my little shorts, but you’re welcome to them,” Erin said. “I can get you a shirt, too. What’s your cleavage look like?”

      “On second thought, I’ll stick with the beer bottles to the head,” Porter said with a smirk.

      “You okay?”

      “My head is pretty hard.”

      “Maybe. But nothing here is worth all that trouble, you know?”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes some people need to be taught a lesson. Spitting on people is a no-no,” Porter said.

      “Well, I hope you’re somewhere nearby if anybody ever spits on me.”

      “I guess I could stalk you. Follow you around everywhere. That way I can be there in case something bad happens,” Porter said.

      “Way to make it creepy,” Erin said with a smirk.

      “What? You wouldn’t like a big guy staring into your bedroom at night, fogging up the window? Keeping an eye out, you know?”

      “I would rather the big guy be in my bedroom.” Her face dropped. “That didn’t sound right. I mean, it's safer than outside. You know, so you’d be closer. I always put my foot in my mouth.”

      Despite the throbbing pain in his head, Porter smiled.

      Erin hopped off the bar. “You around tomorrow?”

      “I think Badway has me in an indentured servitude contract.”

      Erin looked confused.

      “I’ll be here.”

      “Good. I’ll see you then.” She hurried to catch up with a group that was just leaving.

      Badway locked the door behind the group and flicked the lights off. “You ready to go upstairs?”

      “Sure, but I have stipulations,” Porter said.

      “Shoot.”

      “First, clean my head up.”

      “Already planning to, bro. What’s the second?”

      “It’s time to tell me about these guys. If you don’t, I’m leaving. Family or not, I already told you I don’t like to be blindsided,” Porter said.

      Badway nodded and led Porter out of the club and into the apartment upstairs. The door was ajar, and Badway pushed it the rest of the way, letting Porter enter in front of him.

      Porter flipped the lights on as he went, coming to a stop in the skeleton of what would be a kitchen someday. He leaned against the counter near the sink.

      Badway appeared from a closet in his room with a large bag with straps and smaller packs strapped to it. There were patches with his name, rank, and blood-type indicators. He sat the bag on the counter and washed his hands thoroughly.

      “At least lean down a little, you big bastard. I can’t see the top of your head.”

      “Stand on your tiptoes or something,” Porter said.

      Badway went into the unfinished second bedroom and came back with a metal folding chair, splattered with paint. “Sit.”

      Porter sat.

      Badway washed his hands again and this time put on a pair of blue gloves from an unsealed packet. From his pack, Badway retrieved a brown bottle of something, and what looked like a stapler in a Ziploc bag. “Let me see.”

      Porter leaned his head toward his cousin.

      Badway poked and prodded, pushing the wound on Porter's head and then opening it up slightly.

      “What do you think?” Porter said.

      “I think I’m lucky you shave this big head of yours. Makes it much easier to see.”

      “No, dummy, how bad is it?”

      “It’s not too bad. Looks like the wall took the brunt of it. I checked to make sure there were no remnants of glass in the wound. If it were smaller, I would use Dermabond or superglue to close it,” Badway said.

      “What are you gonna do?” Porter said.

      Badway picked up the closed baggie with the stapler. “I think three or four of these bad boys and you’ll be on your way.”

      “At least get me a beer before you turn me into arts and crafts time,” Porter said.

      “Bad idea, bro. Alcohol makes your blood thin. You’ll bleed more,” Badway said.

      “I’m aware.”

      Badway shrugged and pulled a beer out of the melted ice water from the cooler on the floor. He changed his gloves again, then squirted the brown liquid on Porter’s head.

      “That’s cold,” Porter said.

      “You don’t want an infection, do you?”

      “Use a lot of that stuff over in the sandbox?”

      “Not really. When I was an SF medic, we were always out in the field and the injuries were much worse. I usually only had a chance to stabilize someone, then a chopper came and grabbed them. I let the doctors give them a broad-spectrum antibiotic if they survived. Since we have the luxury of time with you, I can make things cleaner,” Badway said.

      “It's gonna take a while?” Porter asked.

      “Ten minutes, maybe a little more. The least I can do for you is take the time to do it right.”

      “No, the least you can do for me is tell me why those assholes keep coming into your club starting trouble,” Porter said. “They weren't there to have a good time, they were just causing problems. Why?”

      Badway sighed. “I told you they were Armenian, right?”

      “Yeah, I got that much. Why is a group of Armenian thugs causing problems in your terribly named club?”

      “You think it’s that bad?”

      “Without a doubt,” Porter said.

      Badway held the stapler for a moment like he was searching for words. “So you noticed that there are a bunch of parcels for sale around here, right?”

      “Sure.”

      Badway put the stapler to Porter’s head. “This will hurt a little.”

      “Do your thing.”

      CLICK

      “The guy who’s selling all those parcels is named Gor Petrosian. He’s got this real estate development company, always seemed a little shady to me.”

      “Okay, so what does Petrosian want? Buy the club or something?” Porter said.

      “Yeah. He has the bright idea that if he can get my club, and get a bunch of the others to sell, he could own the whole area.”

      “How do you know that?” Porter said.

      “The guy with the green tracksuit? That’s one of his younger brothers. Hurik, I think. He was in the club a few times getting loaded and ran his big mouth. Sat right there on the end of my bar and told me exactly what his brother’s plans were, like I wasn’t the guy who owned the place,” Badway said.

      “He didn’t forget who you are; he just doesn’t care,” Porter said.

      CLICK

      “So why is he selling the other parcels, if he needs them all?” Porter asked.

      “None of the parcels have sold. I bet he tells his clients they don’t get any offers or that the ones they do get are super low. By the time he gets all the pieces in place, he’ll be able to buy them all much cheaper. Some of these people will be begging to take a lower price, just to move the property. Then he can swoop in, pay them what they’ll take, and bang. Five hundred condos.”

      “How did Petrosian approach you?” Porter said.

      “Everything was legit at first. He sent a lawyer with a stack of papers, profit and loss statements, projected earnings, and the estimated gross the last couple of owners made with the place. Tried to convince me the place was a money pit.”

      “It is a money pit,” Porter said.

      CLICK

      “Yeah, but it’s my money pit. I don’t have to sell it if I don’t want to.”

      “When you didn’t want to sell, that’s when the trouble started?”

      “Well… yeah. Basically. The guys would come in once in a while, get a little loud, just to flex a little muscle. I didn’t pay attention to those clowns. I don’t scare easily. Family trait, you know?” Badway said.

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “Last night was the first time they did anything like that. I wasn’t going to let them put their hands on any of the staff, especially not the girls. I had enough of the shit. It was just fortunate you were there too. Made my life a lot easier.”

      “Glad to help, but you know this is bad, right? A couple of those guys were carrying. What happens if they come back and want to shoot?” Porter said.

      “I’m not worried about me, I’ve been shot before. Not a fan, but I can work through it.”

      CLICK

      “And I’m not worried about you because you’re too dumb to die. But what about the rest of the staff? How would you feel if Erin got shot?”

      “Funny you mentioned Erin. I’ve seen her fawning over you. How do you feel about that?” Badway said.

      “Don’t change the subject, Sarge. I’m serious. How dangerous is Petrosian? Are the guns just for show or are those guys down?”

      “If what I’ve heard is true, they’re serious business.”

      “Nice to know after the fact,” Porter said.

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t think it would be like that.”

      “Now you know better. Talk to the cops; see what they can do. If not, I still know a guy at Homeland Security who works the organized gang task force. He owes me a couple of favors—”

      CLICK

      “Damn it, man. I thought you said three or four?”

      “Sorry, it was a little worse than I thought. Organized gangs? You think Petrosian counts?”

      “He’s the Armenian mob, genius. He counts.”

      There was silence for a few moments as Badway reloaded the stapler. Porter took a big pull of his sweating beer.

      “What do you think’s gonna happen tomorrow?”

      “What do you mean?” Porter said.

      “Kevon has court. What’s going to happen?” Badway said.

      “How should I know? I’m not a lawyer.”

      “Yeah, but you were a federal agent. You know how this kind of stuff works.”

      “You were in the Army; can you drive a tank?” Porter said.

      CLICK

      “Yes.”

      “Of course you can. I don’t know anything about parental rights or whatever his problem is. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” Porter said.

      “What happens if Kevon can’t find his son?”

      “Worry about it tomorrow. No sense in making some plan if everything gets handled in court in the morning,” Porter said.

      There was silence in the room for several moments, while Badway lined up the staple gun for another shot.

      “Porter?”

      CLICK

      “What?”

      “Thanks for tonight. I can’t really rely on Steven and Rowdy to handle those types of things, you know? I appreciate it.”

      “I’d do anything to get you to sleep outside, even take a bottle to the head. Small price to pay for a good night’s sleep.”

      CLICK

      “Done with the staples. Didn’t think it would take so many, but your head is big.” Badway squirted a clear gel from a tube onto his gloved finger and rubbed it along Porter’s wound. “You should be good to go.”

      “Great. Get me another beer.”

      Badway stripped his gloves off and pulled two beers out of the cooler, handing one to Porter.

      Porter chugged the entire thing. He stood, then leaned on the counter, hand on his forehead.

      “Easy, bro. I was just stapling your head. You may be a little woozy.”

      “You ain’t lying.” Porter pulled off his T-shirt and threw it, the bar towel, and bag of ice into the black contractor bag that was the garbage.

      “We could have washed that stuff,” Badway offered.

      “No thanks.” Porter padded to his bag on the floor and pulled out a clean T-shirt and a pair of shorts. “Give me a couple minutes.”

      The shower worked just as well as it had that morning, and Porter was glad to rid his body of all the funk from the club. He dried off and put a fresh shirt and shorts on.

      Badway was already pulling his bedroll outside.

      “Hey, Sarge?” Porter sprawled out on the couch.

      “Yeah, bro?”

      “Try to keep it down out there. You don’t want to scare the neighbors.”
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      Sleep came easily that night. Porter had a dream about Trisha, his ex-wife. In the dream, they were standing in the same room, back to back. All around them, the house was on fire: walls, floor, ceiling. Even the cups in the cabinet were on fire. Each of them held a phone receiver—the old type, not a cell phone. Despite being back to back, they couldn’t hear each other. Porter yelled and screamed, but nothing he did could make her hear him. He woke up as the phone in his hand started to melt.

      He stood, stretching his tall frame. His body felt good, like he’d caught up on the sleep he’d missed his first night in town. Badway was in the kitchen pouring cups of coffee.

      “That actually smells good,” Porter said.

      “It’s this fair-trade stuff I got from a farmer’s market,” Badway said, pouring a large mug for Porter.

      “Hipster coffee?”

      “Hipster coffee,” Badway agreed. He passed Porter his mug. “Brown guy, black coffee.”

      “Works for me,” Porter said. The coffee was bitter, with a faintly nutty flavor that Porter couldn’t place. He drained the mug. “What time is your boy’s court hearing?”

      “Three.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Twenty ‘til.”

      “No shit? Why didn’t you wake me up?” Porter said.

      “You were so peaceful, I didn’t want to disturb you. You looked like a big, hairy baby. But you should probably move your ass.”

      “I’m waiting on you,” Porter said as he slid on a fresh pair of blue jeans, a clean button-up shirt, and his Chuck Taylors. He was frustrated to see a few drops of blood on his shoes. “That’s never gonna come out,” he said to no one.

      The pair left, leaving the door that wouldn’t lock ajar, and took the back alley down to where their cars were parked. Porter looked at the phallus on the side of his truck.

      “It's like a low-rent version of the Oscar Meyer Mobile,” Badway said, laughing until his face was red.

      “Laugh it up. I’ll drive us to court in that thing,” Porter said.

      “Not a chance. I’d rather run the whole way there.”

      “Doesn’t bother me,” Porter lied.

      Traffic was uncharacteristically light, and Badway settled into the drive.

      “Sarge?”

      “I’m not answering to that anymore,” Badway said.

      “Fine. Hey, private,” Porter said.

      “Damn it, what?”

      “Why you so attached to this Kevon kid? Did he save your life over there or something?”

      “We weren’t anywhere near each other. He was a grunt, I was off doing my own thing.”

      “Why so loyal?” Porter said.

      “When I first got back last year, I used to volunteer at the VA. You know, the Veterans Administration hospital?”

      “I know what the VA is. Dad was a vet, remember?”

      “That’s right. I was super bored when I first got out, so I was trying to help other guys who were just coming home. Kevon was in a group I ran,” Badway said.

      “Who would let you run anything?” Porter said.

      “I got my degree in psychology, remember? I’m no doctor, but the VA needs all the help it can get. You know, twenty-two veterans off themselves every day. Did you know it was that high of a number?”

      “I heard that somewhere,” Porter said.

      “So Kevon came to my support group. Most guys cycle in and out when they think they are better. Kevon was the most stable of them all, but he came every week. Never missed once in eighteen months. He told me it made him feel better—being with the other guys, talking things out.”

      “I can respect that,” Porter said.

      “Once I heard about what was going on with Stacy and the baby, my heart went out to the guy. I knew I had to help him. If paying a lawyer is all I can do, then it’s all I can do. But I wanted to help.”

      Badway pulled into a small parking lot across from the courthouse.

      “Hopefully things work out this morning. He sounds like a guy who needs a win,” Porter said.

      “In a big, bad way.” Badway pointed under the passenger seat. Porter looked and saw a small lockbox mounted to the floor.

      Badway gave him the code, and Porter opened the metal box and took his gun off, as well as his ever-present Spyderco pocket knife and the extra magazine living in his pocket. Badway handed Porter his revolver and Porter slid that in the lockbox as well.

      “No reload?” Porter said.

      “Five shots is all I need.”

      “You’re like an old man,” Porter said.

      The pair walked across the street and through a courtyard that led to the front door. Up a set of large marble stairs, a large walkway led through several columns and into the lobby of the courthouse. There was a group of police officers working in the lobby.

      One stood up front, directing people to divest themselves of all metal items. Two more stood behind a large, old x-ray machine. The first of these helped people put their items into bins and on the belt. The next officer worked the machine, watching his screen for any contraband. The last officer stood on the far side of a walk-through metal detector. When people made it through the gauntlet, he was the last to wave them through; if they passed without alarming the machine, they would be granted access to the courthouse.

      Porter had played this game many times in his life, and he knew the rules well. Everything even remotely metal came off and went into the bin.

      “You have everything off your person, sir?” The officer's name was Peterson.

      “I’m good to go,” Porter said.

      “Come through for me, please.”

      Porter passed with no alarm. Officer Peterson motioned Porter to the right to retrieve his personal items.

      “You ready, sir?” Officer Peterson said.

      “Yeah. I’m gonna beep,” Badway said. “I always do.”

      “Is everything out of your pockets?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Then walk through, please,” Officer Peterson said.

      Badway went through the metal detector. As he predicted, the machine alarmed.

      “I thought you told me you had everything off your person, sir?”

      Badway pulled his left pant leg up, revealing a hellacious scar left from an orthopedic surgery. “I have a big plate in there. Can’t take it out, boss.”

      “What happened?” Officer Peterson said.

      “He cut his leg shaving,” Porter said from where he was waiting.

      “A bad day in a bad place,” Badway said. He didn’t elaborate.

      “You’re good to go,” Officer Peterson said.

      Badway put his pant leg down, retrieved his items, and joined Porter.

      “Where to now?” Badway said.

      “I don’t know, I’ve never been here,” Porter said.

      “Yeah, but didn’t you go to court all the time when you were a fed?”

      “They’re all different, Sarge.” Porter looked around the large entryway. Slick flooring ran throughout, and there were signs showing the directions to various courtrooms. Each courtroom had an enormous wooden door blocking the inner activity from public view. “Look, there’s a monitor. They have them to tell people which case is happening in what courtroom.”

      The pair walked across the mezzanine, looking at the stairs down and up. Porter looked up at a flat-panel monitor, trying to decipher the seemingly random lines of numbers.

      “I’m not sure what the case docket number is, so it’s hard to tell,” Porter said.

      “You don’t know the case number because you aren’t the lawyer, Mr. Porter.” Cat Castonguay's voice crept up from behind them.

      “Mr. Porter? That almost makes me sounds respectable.”

      “I’m never going to think you’re funny,” she said, then turned to Badway. “Bobby.”

      “Hi Cat,” Badway said. “What’s the game plan?”

      “Game plan? We have to get the other team to even agree to show up and play ball. Stacy Brown’s lawyer is shrewd. He keeps stalling the proceedings and it makes it hard on Kevon.”

      “How long can they get away with that?” Porter said.

      “Mr. Porter, the only reason I even let you be here is because your cousin wants you here. He is the boss, but I’ve already told you to let me handle the lawyer business. I’m good at my job.”

      “Not too good if you can’t even get the woman in the courtroom,” Porter said before he could stop himself.

      Cat shot him a withering look, but Porter didn’t flinch.

      “There’s Kevon,” Badway said, pointing to the walk-through metal detector.

      Kevon was wearing a suit, carrying a manila folder in one hand and a teddy bear in the other. He slipped his shoes on, then came hustling over to the group.

      “Did I miss anything?” he asked, out of breath.

      “Not yet. Our hearing doesn’t start for another fifteen minutes,” Cat said.

      Porter looked Kevon over and saw that his suit was freshly pressed, if getting a bit threadbare. The wear on his shoes showed that they were well used, but Kevon had them shined to a mirror polish. He was cleanshaven, his face smooth except for the craggy scar that ran down the left side of his face, from his eyebrow to his jawline.

      “Can we go in?” Badway said.

      “We have to wait our turn,” Cat said. “The hearing before ours is closed; no one’s allowed in.”

      Porter looked around in search of the bathroom sign. The hipster coffee had run its course and needed an escape route.

      “There he is.” Cat pointed with her head to the metal detector and x-ray machine.

      “He who?” Porter said.

      “Leslie Abernathy. Stacy’s attorney.”

      “That’s weird,” Porter said.

      “An old Southern name. Spend any time on the east coast from here down to Georgia and you’ll meet plenty of Leslies, Whitneys, and Ashleys with penises. Don’t look so surprised.”

      “Not surprised at that, just that there’s no little boy with the group.”

      Leslie Abernathy came through the metal detector, followed by a large blond man, hair cut so close it showed the scalp. His suit was a little too small, but that wasn’t his fault. It was probably hard to find a double-breasted jacket that could fit a gorilla. The third man in was small but fit. Expensive suit and nice loafers. Porter could smell the money from where he was standing.

      Stacy Brown was last. Short and compact, with curly shoulder-length hair and an attractive mole on her cheek, she was dressed in a well-tailored pantsuit.

      “That’s him,” Badway said.

      “Him who? You guys are killing me with the pronoun game,” Porter said.

      “Alex Vance. Stacy’s new boyfriend? The one who owns the PMC?” Badway said, low enough that Kevon didn’t hear him.

      Kevon lowered the teddy bear he was holding. “Porter’s right. Trey isn’t here.”

      “Just relax, Kevon. We’ll see the judge and find out what’s going on.”

      “Is it time yet?” Kevon asked as he gripped the teddy bear.

      Cat looked at her watch. “Close enough. Let's go in.”

      Kevon moved to the left but Cat stopped him. “We’re upstairs today, with a new judge. Maybe my motion for the last judge to recuse himself worked.” Cat motioned toward the elevator.

      “I’ll catch up,” Porter said. The coffee evacuation would no longer wait.

      Abernathy and Vance, in his nice suit and loafers, headed toward the other bank of elevators, while Porter fell in several feet behind the blond gorilla. The man took the same turns that Porter was going to take, and they ended up in the bathroom one after the other.

      The man looked at himself in the mirror. Porter passed him, headed to the urinal. As he passed, Porter noticed the fabric on the right side of the man’s suit coat was discolored. When he’d been a fed, wearing a gun all day long, the butt of the pistol would rub on every shirt he wore. Suit coats would start to look like the gorilla’s, as the butt rubbed the lining and left a print on the outside of the jacket.

      Moments later, Porter heard a stall door close.

      “You some kind of kin to Brown?” The disembodied voice came from the stall.

      “Why?”

      “Just wondering. If you are, I was gonna tell you to talk some sense into your boy. Tell him his old lady left and she’s never coming back. Best to leave it alone.”

      “He can’t see his son. That’s not something a man can leave alone,” Porter said, shaking himself twice.

      “Tell him to consider the alternative.” The toilet in the stall flushed.

      Porter walked to the sink, getting his hands wet, but not putting slippery soap on. “What alternative is that?”

      The blond gorilla came out of the stall and paused by the exit door. Porter was facing the sink, but had his eyes on the man in the mirror.

      The man stared at Porter through the mirror. “If he just disappears, there’s no custody battle. Bing, bang, done. Then everybody’s happy.”

      “Everyone except for Kevon,” Porter said.

      “Who cares what he thinks? The guy’s an asshole.” The big man reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card, dropping it on the counter next to Porter. “You’re a big boy. If you know how to handle yourself, I may have work for you.”

      The card read Keith Hylands, Vice President Domestic Affairs, Parabellum, Inc.

      “I don’t think I’m your type of guy,” Porter said.

      “Why the hell not? You like money, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t wash your hands. If a guy doesn’t wash his hands, what else is he cutting corners on? Wiping his ass? It’s not a chance I’m willing to take.”

      Hylands's neck flushed red, and a purple vein protruded on his temple. “Funny guy, huh?”

      “Just observant.”

      Hylands flung the door open with such force, the handle chipped the subway tile on the wall.

      Porter watched him stalk away until the door closed, then he turned back to the sink and put soap on his hands to wash.
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      When Porter got up to the courtroom, the bailiff was standing in the front, thumbs hooked in his belt.

      “All rise. The Honorable Judge Kenneth Brookings presiding. God save this court and God save these United States.”

      If a television producer were casting for a judge role for a show, Brookings would get the part. Lean, with gray hair and glasses, he was regal in his black robe. His desk was elevated on a platform and he looked down at the parties involved.

      “Please be seated,” the man said.

      The seats were similar to church pews, and Porter sat stiffly next to Badway. Cat and Kevon were up front, sitting behind a large wooden table. A few feet to their right, Leslie Abernathy and Stacy Brown sat behind an identical table.

      Opposite Porter and Badway, across the aisle, Hylands glared at Porter. He pretended not to notice. Alex Vance was next to him, surreptitiously typing something on his phone.

      “Have all parties been sworn?” Judge Brookings asked the clerk at the small table to the right.

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Very good. This case is new on my docket. Apparently, there was a conflict of interest which required Judge Hastings to recuse himself. Be that as it may, bear with me if I ask questions that you’ve already answered. Everyone good with that?”

      Cat Castonguay stood. “Yes, Your Honor.” She sat back down.

      Abernathy stood. “Yes, Judge.” He sat back down.

      When addressing a judge in court, decorum called for the person speaking to stand as they addressed the bench. Standing showed respect to the judge and the court. By the end of the day, however, everyone always got a little tired and started halfway standing up and leaning forward on the table as they did. It was a little game that amused Porter whenever he got a chance to watch it.

      “Let’s get started. Ms. Castonguay, I’ll hear from you.” The judge held an upturned hand toward Cat and Kevon.

      Cat stood. “Thank you, Your Honor. We are here to ask that the court grant my client equal visitation rights regarding his son, Trey Brown. So far, he has not been able to come to an agreement with his wife regarding this and has been unable to see his son in over a year. In fact, the boy was supposed to be here today, so my client could see him. It seems that isn’t happening.”

      Judge Brookings flipped through the paperwork on his desk and was silent for several moments. “I see here that Judge Hastings ordered a visit before and after the hearing today, in light of the fact that an official agreement hadn’t been reached.” The judge looked toward Abernathy. “Counselor?”

      Abernathy stood. “Yes, Judge. Unfortunately, the young man took ill and could not come today. He is being cared for by a team of nannies at the moment.”

      Kevon Brown leaned over and whispered something to Cat.

      “I see. While I understand that sicknesses pop up, it seems that if the boy is not hospitalized he should have been here to see his father. Ms. Castonguay?”

      Cat stood. “Your Honor, these are the… inconsistencies that led me to complain to the bar. Mrs. Brown and her attorney have never made the young man available, despite several orders from the court. Judge Hastings allowed them to disobey with impunity.”

      “That’s not true, Your Honor,” Abernathy said, coming to his feet. “There have always been real situations that prevented the boy from being here. Couldn’t be helped.”

      Badway was shaking his leg, making the entire pew rock. Porter slapped him in the thigh.

      “Mr. Abernathy, you might find my courtroom different from Judge Hastings’s. I expect all orders of this court to be obeyed. Are we on the same page?”

      “Of course, Your Honor.” Abernathy sat.

      “Ms. Castonguay, what is the full complaint against Mrs. Brown?”

      Cat stood. “It’s simple, Your Honor. Mr. Brown’s wife has denied him access to his son. Her lawyer and her new boyfriend are complicit in allowing this to happen. It’s a scheme to keep Mr. Brown from seeing the boy.”

      “Mr. Abernathy?”

      “Judge, Ms. Castonguay makes it sound like some nefarious plot. Mrs. Brown is simply moving on with her life and Mr. Brown is upset he has been left behind.”

      “While Mrs. Brown is free to move on, her son isn’t. Am I correct in that assessment, Mr. Abernathy?”

      “Yes, Judge. However, my client has become aware of an incident involving Mr. Brown in an altercation at a bar. She believes this proves his violent tendencies and that he may hurt their son.”

      Cat shot to her feet. “Your Honor, I have a police report which states—”

      “Wait your turn, Counselor. I will allow you to rebut. Continue, Mr. Abernathy.”

      “Yes, Judge. A private investigator hired by Mrs. Brown's fiancé discovered that Mr. Brown was taken to jail over the incident. Given this newest behavior, coupled with the fact Mr. Brown has several firearms in his home, she feels it is no longer a safe environment for their son.”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Abernathy, did you say her fiancé?”

      “Yes, Judge.”

      “She is still married to Mr. Brown, is she not?” Judge Brookings looked perplexed.

      “For the time being, Judge, but we are working on getting the divorced finalized.”

      Porter stretched his arms wide, as an excuse to look behind him. Hylands appeared to be napping, but Alex Vance was intensely focused on the proceedings.

      “Okay. Ms. Castonguay?” Judge Brookings looked to his right.

      “Thank you, Judge. First, about the so-called ‘incident of violence.’ Mr. Brown was having a drink with some of his friends from the military. There was an incident with another group of men and when the police showed up, they took everyone to jail. My client was never charged, and I have sworn affidavits from the other members of the group that night which state that Mr. Brown was trying to defuse the situation and never even threw a punch.” Cat remained standing.

      “So no charges?” Judge Brooking said.

      “No, Judge. Also, while Mr. Brown does exercise his Second Amendment rights, his guns are not accessible to his son. In fact, I have a receipt from several months ago showing the purchase of a gun safe, and a picture of the safe in his closet at home. If it pleases the court?”

      “Let me see it.”

      Cat approached the judge's bench and handed him the paperwork. He looked over the receipt and the picture. “Noted. Anything else to add, Mr. Abernathy?”

      Abernathy looked flustered. “Well, Judge, I’m not sure the court should brush aside the allegations Mrs. Brown has made regarding her husband’s temper. An abundance of caution should be called for to ensure the boy is safe.”

      “Mr. Abernathy, you have provided me little evidence that there is anything to worry about. This court is not in the habit of denying parents—mothers or fathers—the right to see their children.”

      “Understood, Judge. I just feel like, you know, I was unprepared for the change in venue from Judge Hastings’s court to your court this morning. I believe we already covered most of the ground necessary with Judge Hastings to award sole custody to my client. With more time to prepare, I could make the same compelling arguments in front of Your Honor; however, I don’t have all my… uhm… earlier notes with me today. I was unaware I would need them.” Abernathy sat.

      Stacy Brown whispered animatedly to her lawyer. Porter didn’t need to hear her to know she was chewing him out.

      “Let me say this. The court is always willing to hear an argument regarding the safety of a child. As it stands now, it looks like there isn’t one. I’m going to grant a continuance for ninety days, to allow both parties to make a more thorough argument.”

      Cat Castonguay stood. “What about custody in the interim, Your Honor?”

      “Until I see both parties again, I will keep Mrs. Brown in the role of custodial parent; however, Mr. Brown will be entitled to see his son according to the standard visitation calendar. I will have the clerk print it out, so there is no confusion about who gets the boy on what day.”

      Stacy Brown let out an audible sob. Porter snuck a look at Alex Vance. His jaw was clenched.

      “Anything further, Ms. Castonguay?”

      “No, Your Honor,” she said.

      “Mr. Abernathy?”

      “No, Judge.”

      “Very good. I will see all parties in ninety days. I do want to end with this. When we reconvene, I don’t want to hear about any trick or con from either side. Visitation is just that— there needs to be visiting. I expect everyone to play nicely.” Judge Brookings banged his gavel against his desk.

      “All rise,” the court officer said. “This court is now adjourned.”

      Everyone stood as Judge Brookings exited his bench and walked through a small wooden door into the back.

      “That went much better than I thought,” Porter said to Badway.

      Stacy Brown, Alex Vance, and Abernathy were huddled together by their table. Cat walked Kevon over to the bench where Porter was seated.

      “You guys go ahead,” Cat said. “I’m going to get the visitation calendar from the clerk. That way we’ll know how soon you can get Trey. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      Porter led Badway and Kevon from the courtroom, past Hylands, who was now awake.

      “Pussy,” Hylands coughed into his hand.

      Porter smiled but kept walking. He pressed the button on the elevator, noting that the floor indication light was several floors above them.

      “I’m gonna take the stairs,” Badway said.

      “One flight down?” Porter said.

      “I’ll go down, then back to the top and down again. My ass, remember?” He jogged to the emergency exit door.

      “Did that go how you wanted?” Porter asked Kevon.

      “I mean, it’s not like I want Stacy to never see Trey. I just want my turn, you know?”

      “Good thing you had a different judge,” Porter said. “He was decent.”

      “Good thing,” Kevon said.

      Porter looked at the man, who was gazing at something in the distance. The scar on his face was thick; whoever stitched it had done a poor job. Kevon caught him looking.

      “It’s ugly, right?”

      “It’s not like either of us are beauty queens. Scars aren’t the worst things for us to have,” Porter said.

      “I guess. Stacy gave it to me, believe it or not,” Kevon said. “Got mad at me one night and blindsided me with a kitchen knife. Flayed me all the way open.”

      “Doctor didn’t do you any favors,” Porter said.

      Kevon’s eyes darted away. Porter assumed he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      With a bang, Stacy, Alex Vance, and Hylands came barreling out of the door. Once in the hallway, Stacy began screaming at the two men.

      “You said this wouldn’t happen. You promised! I won’t let him see my son, ever!”

      Upon seeing Porter and Kevon, Stacy made a beeline toward them. “You asshole. You think you’re going to take my son away? I’ll kill you first.”

      The door pinged and opened. Porter pulled Kevon into the elevator.

      “Hylands, wait with Stacy until the next elevator.” Alex Vance stepped into the elevator with Porter and Kevon. The door shut. Porter stood between the two men.

      “Stacy isn’t happy,” Vance said coolly. “When she isn’t happy, I’m not happy.” As the elevator was between floors, Vance pulled the emergency stop button. A high-pitched siren sounded. Porter gritted his teeth at the noise.

      “What will it take for you to stop? Go away? Forget you have a son, give Stacy the divorce, and let it go?”

      “I would never give my son up,” Kevon said. Porter noticed his hands were shaking as he talked.

      “How about half a mil? Huh? Will you take that? I’ll wire you the money, you just go away,” Vance said.

      “I said no. I want my son,” Kevon said.

      “How about a million? A full million. Just sign the divorce papers and disappear. Easy money,” Vance said.

      Kevon stood trembling but didn’t say a word. Porter was rubbing his hands together in front of him, ready if he needed them. Overhead, the siren droned on.

      “Two million. Two million dollars, in your bank account this evening. Tell me where to send it,” Vance said.

      Porter noticed for the first time that the man had different-colored eyes, to complement his hawkish looks. “I think the answer is still no.” Porter reached over and pushed the stop button flush to the wall. The elevator began moving again.

      Vance slicked his hair back with his hands. “You should have taken the money. That was my idea. Stacy just wants you to go away.”

      “Go away?” Kevon said. “Why would I go away?”

      The door opened and Vance pulled his suit coat down in the front. “We’ll see you soon, Mr. Brown. Expect us.” With that, Vance strode out of the elevator, disappearing around the corner.

      “‘Expect us’? What does that even mean?” Kevon said to Porter.

      “It means you may want to look both ways before you cross the street from now on.”
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      Badway met the men by the front door. He was slightly out of breath from his climb but claimed, unsolicited, that his ass was tighter than ever.

      “What’s wrong?” he said, seeing that Kevon was rattled.

      Kevon exhaled. “Just now in the elevator. Vance just… I mean he…”

      “Vance just tried to buy Kevon off. He said no and Vance threatened to kill him,” Porter said.

      “What? They can’t just say that to you. Call the cops,” Badway said.

      “And tell them what?” Porter said. “There’s no proof. Cops won't do anything.”

      “This is a problem,” Badway said.

      “What’s a problem?” Cat Castonguay appeared next to the group. She had a talent of sliding into a conversation undetected. She handed Kevon several papers, with calendars and legal jargon. The rules of his temporary custody agreement.

      “Vance just threatened to kill Kevon,” Badway said.

      “What? When?”

      Porter recounted the story.

      “I wish you guys had a tape recorder going or something. Hell, that wouldn’t even work. The statement was too vague,” Cat said.

      “That’s what I said.” Porter’s eyes moved across the lobby of the courthouse, looking for a threat. No black-clad commandos were rappelling through the windows, and nothing else stood out to him.

      “What am I gonna do?” Kevon said, rubbing his face.

      “I don’t know,” Cat said. “I’ve never dealt with this type of situation.” She raised an eyebrow at Porter and Badway.

      “Now you want my input?” Porter said.

      “This isn’t a legal question; it's more of a heavy lifting situation. I assume this is more up your alley.”

      Porter was quiet for a moment. When he looked up, three faces were looking at him, waiting for an answer. “The cops are out. We don’t have a credible threat, and they won't be interested in sitting next to you forever waiting for a threat to appear. You should stay with us at Badway’s for a while. Safety in numbers. We can help keep you safe until we figure out something better.”

      “Hell yeah, that’s a good idea. My place is a little… rough… but you’re welcome,” Badway said.

      “I don’t want to impose on you, Major,” Kevon said.

      “Don’t make me give you an order in front of all these people and embarrass myself.”

      Kevon bit his lip. “Okay. Yeah, I’ll do that. Only for a little while, though, if that’s okay?”

      “Definitely,” Badway said.

      “I need clothes and stuff. I’ll run by my house and meet up with you all this evening. It’s cool for me to go home for a minute, right?”

      Three faces again looked at Porter. Outside a big window, the sun was hanging high in the sky. “Don’t take long. Grab what you need and get over to Badway’s.”

      “I’ll be there ASAP.”

      Porter took the lead as the group left the courthouse. Badway took up the rear, herding Cat and Kevon in between the two of them. The heavy glass exit door swung open smoothly and Porter stood on the top stone step for a moment and put on his Oakleys. He scanned the courtyard and what he could see of the parking lot beyond. Nothing looked out of place. “Where are you parked?”

      Kevon pointed to the lot and his old car.

      “Badway, go with him. Keep your ears open. If I see anything, I’ll holler.”

      Badway nodded, rolling up the sleeves of his dress shirt.

      “Thanks for doing this. Helping me, I mean,” Kevon said.

      “Of course,” Porter said. “Heavy lifting, remember?”

      Badway and Kevon set off across the courtyard, ignoring the paved walk paths and cutting through the grass.

      Cat stood next to Porter as he moved his head left and right, scanning for anything that didn’t belong.

      “You think he’s in trouble?” Cat said.

      “Yes,” Porter said.

      “Really?”

      Porter nodded, never taking his eyes off the parking lot and the road beyond. “You need to figure out a long-term solution.”

      “Me? How?”

      “You’re the one with the fancy degree, right? Use your brain.”

      Cat was silent for a few moments. “You know, Mr. Porter—”

      “Stop calling me Mister.”

      “Fine. Porter, if I was less than welcoming of you at the office yesterday, I need to apologize.”

      “So do it,” Porter said, eyes lingering on a black Lincoln creeping by.

      “I just did,” Cat said.

      “No, you didn’t. You said you needed to apologize. That’s not the same thing as an apology.”

      Cat cleared her throat. “Right. I’m sorry I was a jerk to you yesterday. I didn’t understand why Badway brought you around and I was put off. It’s strange that you come into town and look for missing kids, like a mercenary or something.”

      “Or something.” Porter watched the Lincoln as it drove by the parking lot. Its windows were impossibly black, and he couldn’t see the occupants.

      From the other side of the street, tires screeched and squealed. Porter’s eyes darted to the noise. A souped-up Nissan came careening around the corner, barreling right toward the parking lot.

      “Hey. Hey!” Porter hollered at Badway. His head was already turned toward the noise, and he stepped in front of Kevon.

      The Nissan drove toward the parking lot, then turned left on the front street, taking it past the courthouse and out of view.

      “What do you want to bet that guy was in court for a speeding ticket?” Porter said.

      “Nothing. I hate losing bets,” Cat said.

      “Like I said, smart.” He watched as Badway got Kevon into his car and the man pulled away, waving as he went. Porter moved down the stairs, Cat at his side.

      “Call me tomorrow. I have a couple ideas for Kevon.”

      “Already?” Porter said.

      “Fancy degree, remember?” Cat went her own way, smiling for the first time. He was right, she was much prettier when she wasn’t scowling, Porter thought.

      Badway came jogging up next to Porter. “Think he’s gonna be okay?”

      “Probably. Regardless, we have to get back to your place. My long gun’s in my truck, and I’d rather have it with me right now,” Porter said.

      “Me too,” Badway said. “I told Kevon we’d pick up pizza and eat before the club opens tonight. Sound good?”

      “I can always eat.”

      Badway opened his fancy new truck and Porter retrieved both of their guns from the lockbox.

      Badway jumped on the highway, and headed south toward the Bump House. “You know what Kevon told me when I walked him to his car?”

      “Your mustache is stupid?”

      “No, asshole. He said Stacy’s threatened to kill him before. When they were still living together, anytime she’d get mad, she’d tell him she was going to kill him.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      “He says she tried a few times. Mostly knives and stuff. Pull it out of the butcher block and come after him. He says he never called the cops because he didn’t want to get her into trouble. You see that scar on his cheek?”

      “Hard to miss,” Porter said.

      “That was her. Stacy got him one day, threw a cleaver at him. He told the hospital he fell,” Badway said.

      “After all that he still wants her back?” Porter said. “I’d be gone.”

      “I don’t think he wants her back as much as he knows her being back means he can see Trey every day. He has priorities.”

      “I admire that. It’s stupid, but it’s noble,” Porter said.

      “You know what bothers me?” Badway said.

      Porter didn’t answer.

      “If she was like that before, how much worse will she be with a guy like Vance backing her?”

      “Bingo,” Porter said. “It’s not looking good for the home team.”

      “No. No, it isn’t,” Badway agreed.

      Badway pulled out his phone and flicked through the recent calls, thumbing a specific one. He ordered two large hand-tossed pies, one with sausage and pepperoni and one with ham and pineapple. He thanked the voice on the other end of the phone.

      Badway took a route that led them to the pizza place, a mom-and-pop affair in an older part of town. He went in for the pies while Porter stayed in the car. He took deep breaths, trying to clear his head for a few moments.

      He couldn’t.

      His mind, the part he could never turn off, was running in the background. Thoughts about Kevon and Vance and the gorilla Hylands. Thoughts about what would make a woman like Stacy Brown refuse to let the father of her child see the baby. Why? He couldn’t grasp her motivation.

      In Porter’s experience, people acted in a handful of preconditioned ways, with pre-conditioned responses. Does this make me money? Does this keep me safe? Does this make me feel good? Most people didn’t think too far beyond that. Was Stacy Brown really that scared of Kevon?

      In the part of his mind he directed consciously, he thought about the Bump House and what might happen if the Armenians came to visit again. Maybe he could convince Badway to pay an off-duty cop to sit out front. That might alleviate the problem.

      Thoughts of Erin dancing on the beer tub slipped into his mind. She seemed nice enough.

      Badway slung open the passenger door and dropped pizza boxes onto Porter’s lap. The bottom was screaming hot.

      It wasn’t long until Badway had them en route to the club and his makeshift, in-progress apartment.

      “You think Vance will come after Kevon?” Badway said.

      “You know more about Parabellum than I do. Would a bunch of highly trained killers with sketchy morals kill someone for money?”

      “When you say it like that, it sounds like my guy has no chance.”

      “I didn’t say that. I just think you should consider the reality. We’ll keep him safe when he gets here. Safety in numbers,” Porter said.

      “And long guns,” Badway muttered.

      Badway pulled into the empty back lot, pulling the truck in next to Porter’s car. Porter purposefully avoided looking at the spray-painted dick on his truck.

      He trudged up the stairs after Badway. “You need an elevator.”

      “I’ll add it to the list, right behind appliances, cabinets, and drywall.”

      “Just an idea,” Porter said. “Think of how impressed the ladies would be. An elevator to the penthouse.”

      The men laughed, and Badway pushed open the always-ajar front door. “Hell, I’ll do the elevator right after I re-hang the door. Get one that actually works.”

      Porter followed Badway through the small hallway. He almost ran into Badway, who had stopped rigid in the opening to the living room.

      Hurik Petrosian was sitting on the couch Porter had slept on, pistol in his lap. His face was an astonishing array of colors from the beating Porter had given him the night before. None of them matched his green tracksuit.

      On the chair where Badway had slept, Erin sat with her hands bound in front of her. Black mascara was streaked down her face and onto the white gag in her mouth.

      Muscle stood to her left, in his signature black tracksuit. The muzzle of a shotgun was pressed to Erin’s head.
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      “What take you so long, huh?” Petrosian said. “We been here for hours. I hope you don’t mind, Aram drank all your beer.”

      Aram—the muscle in the black tracksuit—smiled.

      Porter slipped past Badway, so he could see everything at once.

      “You didn’t drink any of the beer?” Porter said. “You’re a guest, you should have made yourself at home.” He casually moved away from Badway as he spoke. No quick movements, nothing eye-catching. Just a slow movement to the left.

      “Ahh. Beer no good today. Doctor give me medicine at the hospital. Say don’t drink when I take medicine,” Petrosian said.

      “Anything good?” Porter said. He shifted the pizza box from his right hand to his left. From his periphery, he saw Badway slowly moving to the right. He knew the play. The cousins needed to get some space in between them.

      “Medicine? Yeah, it’s pretty good. They take x-rays of my face last night. You break my nose, knock out three teeth, and fracture my eye… thing… Aram, what’s it called?”

      “Orbit,” Aram answered. The muzzle of the shotgun never wavered. The man kept his eyes on Porter the entire time.

      “Yes, eye orbit. I may need surgery.”

      “Would it help if I said I’m sorry?” Porter said.

      “Maybe. Are you sorry” Petrosian said.

      “No.”

      Petrosian scrunched up his face.

      “Did you hurt my friend?” Porter said.

      “This girl? No,” Petrosian said. “Not yet. We just sitting here waiting to talk to you and she comes to the door. We figure the party is better with girl.”

      “What is it you wanted to talk about?” Badway said.

      Smart, Porter thought. Time to get them focused on you for a while.

      “You know why, Robert. The same thing I come to talk about every time. The same thing my brother tried to tell you. The club don’t make no money. It’s better if you sell. List it with my brother.”

      “The last time we talked, I gave you drinks,” Badway said. “Now you come into my house with guns? Not very friendly, Hurik.” Badway slid his hands to the front of his belt, thumbs hooked inward. It looked like he was being casual, but Porter knew his cousin’s hand was inches from his revolver.

      “Last night you and your monkey friend here decided we were not friends.”

      “Monkey? Is that a… oh, I see. Monkey. I get it,” Badway said.

      While Badway blathered on to distract the men, Porter was running a simulation in his head. His focus went from the shotgun to the pistol in Hurik’s lap to Erin, who looked at him with wide eyes.

      Porter’s best move was to draw Aram’s fire. If he pulled the trigger, Erin was dead. If he shot at Porter, Porter stood a chance.

      The popular opinion about shotguns was that they needed very little aiming, that the spread of the pellets in the shell would fan widely and obliterate anything in their path. Part of Porter’s time as a federal agent had been spent as a firearms instructor. His own experiments with the shotgun told him that this wasn’t true.

      While the load of a shotgun did fan wide, that wasn’t until nearly twenty yards away. The pellets needed time to spread. At close distance, like in the apartment, the weapon still needed to be aimed. If Porter could get Aram to take a poor shot, the man might miss. It was a chance Porter was willing to take.

      Badway would need to solve Petrosian’s pistol puzzle on his own.

      Porter looked at Badway, who was still talking. Porter saw his fingers wiggling freely off his belt. Trying to get Porter’s attention.

      Porter cleared his throat softly. Not enough to divert the men’s attention, but enough to let Badway know he was paying attention. Badway made a fist, thumbs still hooked behind his belt buckle.

      “I don’t think I want to sell. This is supposed to be the land of the free, right? Aren’t I free to make my money?”

      “In this case? No,” Petrosian said. With his left hand, he held a small towel up to his leaking nose. When he pulled it away, there were red splotches. “In this case, we make the money.”

      “I don’t see it like that.” Badway’s clenched fist held one finger out.

      He’s ready, Porter thought.

      Aram’s eyes slipped to Porter and he pushed the muzzle harder into Erin’s head. Her head was canted painfully to the side.

      Badway held down a second finger from his fist.

      Porter caught Erin’s gaze. He looked purposefully at the floor, twice, then winked.

      The girl’s eyebrows shot up.

      “What are you doing with your eyes?” Aram said. “Stop that.”

      Badway held out his third finger and several things happened at once.

      Porter threw the pizza up into the air with his left hand, right hand tracking to the Glock in his waistband as he did.

      Badway pulled up the front of his shirt to draw his revolver.

      Aram’s eyes were drawn to the pizza boxes flying through the air. As he moved to look at Porter, the muzzle of the shotgun moved from Erin’s head. The frightened girl heaved herself off the leather chair and fell into a heap on the floor.

      By the time Aram’s muzzle swung up toward Porter, it was too late—Porter already had his Glock leveled. He fired four shots. The bullets tracked up the man’s body: between the nipples, smack on the collarbone, front of the mouth and through the nose.

      Badway had taken a big step to the right as he drew. He fired two shots from the .38 revolver he carried, one into the shoulder and the other into the chest of Petrosian. The man never even raised his own pistol.

      Aram was dead on his feet, but his body didn’t understand that yet. The rounds piercing through him caused his body to seize, an involuntary contraction of his muscles. He squeezed the trigger of the shotgun, which had pointed itself directly at Petrosian. As Badway’s second round hit, Aram blew a hole through Petrosian’s chest.

      The pizza landed with a thud, and little balls of sausage rolled across the floor.

      Porter wasn’t very hungry anymore, anyway.

      Erin was on her feet in moments, burying herself in Porter’s chest. He was careful to move the gun out of her way and point it in a safe direction.

      Badway moved across the room, kicking the pistol and shotgun away from the Armenians—a practiced but ultimately unnecessary move. Both men were dead as doornails.

      Porter pulled his pocket knife and gently cut the tape from Erin’s wrists. She pulled him tight and he released her gag.

      “I just wanted to check on you,” she said between sobs. “Make sure your head was okay. They grabbed me.”

      “Don’t look,” Porter said as she tried to turn toward the scene. He led her to the door.

      “Cops?” Badway said.

      Porter thought for a moment. No easy way to hide the bodies. It was also likely that the elder Petrosian knew where his brother had been, and could easily come looking. Best to do everything aboveboard. “Cops.”

      Porter was nearly out of the apartment when he turned over his shoulder. “Badway?”

      “Yeah, bro?”

      “You gotta get this door fixed.”
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      The police came to Badway’s building for the third time in as many days. The response was even greater than before, the news of a double homicide bringing all available units. Coupled with the ambulances, paramedics, and unmarked sedans with detectives, the Bump House was a circus.

      Badway took Porter’s Glock and unloaded it, placing it on the unfinished plywood bar in the apartment, slide locked to the rear. Likewise, he emptied his revolver, and left the cylinder open and lying next to Porter’s gun. He didn’t touch either of the Armenians’ weapons, leaving them where they had landed after his kick.

      Porter held the shaking Erin in the downstairs courtyard, outside the back of the club, and didn’t let go until the police separated them, pulling her aside for a medical check with the paramedics and further questioning. The arriving officers told Badway and Porter to sit in a pair of metal patio chairs there in the courtyard.

      Porter was optimistic. He and Badway were merely sitting in rusty metal chairs, not handcuffed while they stared down the barrels of the arriving officers’ pistols. It was a good sign. Maybe the cops in Virginia were smart enough to know when a homicide wasn’t murder. If they could figure that out, there was a decent chance the pair would stay out of jail.

      If he were home in Tampa, Porter would never go to jail—not for something that was cut-and-dried self-defense. He knew a good chunk of the force from his prior time in law enforcement, and those he didn’t know would be scared off by his bulldog of a lawyer, who was himself a former police officer.

      He had no such connections in Virginia.

      For a time, all was well. Officers went up and down the stairs; a crime scene investigator went up with cameras and bags to preserve the scene; paramedics stood idly by, watching the chaos as their services were not needed.

      Then, a snag in the action.

      A thin, blond man arrived. Impeccably dressed, wearing a full suit and a trench coat, he looked around slowly, even as everyone avoided him and carried on with their business. His impressive talent for dressing aside, the man was constantly fidgeting, rubbing his face and absentmindedly chewing his fingernails. He checked and rechecked every report that came from the apartment, spent numerous minutes on the phone, and looked lost at the scene.

      Then he looked up at Porter and Badway, nodded his head, and moved toward the seated pair.

      “Gentlemen? I’m Detective Sergeant Milo Sardi.”

      Porter shook his extended hand, which almost dripped with sweat.

      “I’m the on-call homicide detective. I got a call about the incident here involving…” Sardi pulled a small notebook from his back pocket. “Involving two dead bodies, and a possible kidnapping? We’ve already taken a statement from a young lady… Erin Weaver.”

      Sardi looked back and forth between Porter and Badway, then shuffled through a stack of papers in his hand.

      “You are… Phillip Porter, aged thirty-five, a resident of Tampa, Florida. And you are Robert Badway, aged thirty-seven and the new owner of this building.”

      Porter stifled a laugh. Sardi acted like reading from a printout of their driver’s licenses was a great feat of investigative work.

      “Two men died here tonight. Frankly, I don’t think anything’s funny,” Sardi said, looking at Porter.

      Porter shook his head and bit his tongue.

      Sardi looked from Porter back to his notebook. “I was wondering what you gentlemen could tell me about the incident.”

      Porter and Badway looked at each other.

      “Go for it, Sarge.”

      “I think this is more up your alley,” Badway said.

      “Hello?” Sardi said, tapping his pen against the notebook. “Did you hear me?”

      Porter sighed. “Officer Sardi, here’s the thing—”

      “Detective Sardi.” He tapped the large golden badge that hung around his neck and dangled against his custom-tailored shirt.

      “Detective,” Porter said, squinting his eyes at the man. “I’d love to tell you what happened. It’s a hell of a story. But we need our lawyer before we answer any questions.”

      “I’m just asking what happened. A simple overview, if you will. Generalities. You’re not under arrest. I haven’t read you your Miranda rights. I just need to get a feel for what happened.”

      Porter picked his words carefully. “If your guys talked to Erin, then you have the gist. I’m gonna need that lawyer. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Trouble is, I’m not sure I do,” Sardi said. “If everything happened how Ms. Weaver says it did, you could tell me your side and help clear things up. Only guilty people need lawyers.”

      Porter had known Sardi would say that. It was the mark of an inexperienced investigator, someone new to the job. Porter had seen innocent people given jail time because of things they’d said in an interview—honest, truthful statements twisted by an overzealous prosecutor—or had their lives ruined in civil court by a lawyer with a political agenda or ambitions. Porter wouldn’t give anyone the faintest sliver of information to hang him with.

      In reality, seasoned investigators understood that the facts made the case, and didn’t put their faith in statements. Porter never cared much if people lawyered up. He didn’t take it personally. Apparently, Sardi did.

      “Can I ask you something, Detective?” Porter said.

      Badway sat back down and crossed his legs, playing with his mustache and staring up into the evening sky.

      “Sure,” Sardi said.

      “How long have you been a homicide detective?”

      “I’m not sure how that’s relevant—”

      “I figure less than a year, right? How else do you get the short straw of being on call on a Friday night?” Porter said.

      “If you must know, on-call rotates in Homicide Division. I happen to be covering for a colleague,” Sardi said.

      “You cover the weekends a bunch, don’t you? Because everyone gives the new guy the shit assignments.”

      Sardi blinked for several moments, his blond hair frozen in a protective layer of hair gel. “I don’t see how any of this is germane to the—”

      “The point is, when you aren’t so new, you won’t be surprised when smart people lawyer up,” Porter said. “Give it some time.”

      Badway snorted on the chair below Porter.

      Sardi made a notation in his notebook. “Looks like we have ourselves an impasse. You’re so smart you need a lawyer, and I don’t feel comfortable letting you walk free until you talk to me. I won’t be the guy who lets two murderers walk the streets. Not me,” Sardi said.

      Badway exhaled loudly. “What are you saying, Sardi?”

      “Detect—”

      “That little badge should say jackass on it,” Badway said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I think he’s saying we get to take a ride in a cop car,” Porter said.

      “At least you seem to have a sense of humor about this,” Sardi said.

      “I have to. Smacking some sense into you would only make the problem worse,” Porter said with a smirk.

      Sardi took a step back from the men and made a notation on his pad.

      “I was kidding, Sardi, don’t write that down,” Porter said.

      “You’re telling me you’re going to take a small business owner to jail? People break into my house to kill me and I go to jail? I’m the victim, you idiot,” Badway said.

      Sardi continued writing. “As Mr. Porter so glibly noted, the two of you are going to main booking until we can sort everything out.” Sardi pulled a small, laminated card from his breast pocket. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law or other hearing. You have the right to have an attorney present during all questioning—”

      Porter laughed, interrupting the detective. “See?”

      “…during all questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be appointed to you by the court, at no extra charge. Do you understand these rights as I have read them to you?”

      “Yep,” Porter said.

      “Affirm,” Badway said, standing to stretch out.

      Sardi flagged down two uniformed officers who were standing by the back door of the Bump House. “Exeter? Johnson? I need you to take these two down to processing for me.”

      The officers looked at each other and then Sardi. Exeter, a thickly built white man wearing a baseball hat with a badge on it, spoke up. “Why can’t you do it yourself?”

      “My vehicle doesn’t have a cage,” Sardi said.

      “But they aren’t the perps,” Johnson said. This officer was much darker than Porter and had a thick mustache.

      “We can’t know for sure, Officer, not until we finish the investigation.”

      Exeter sighed and adjusted his baseball hat. “Okay, Milo.”

      “Good.” Sardi turned back toward Porter and Badway. “I’ll see you two in the processing area shortly.”

      “Don’t lie,” Porter said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re going home. I bet you’ll be asleep in your Gucci pajamas in the next twenty minutes. You’ll come see us in the morning, which means we’re spending the night in jail.”

      “If you have any problems with how I do things,” Sardi said, “be sure to tell your lawyer.” With that, Sardi spun on his heel and exited the courtyard.

      “He thinks he looks cool when his trench coat twirls like that. He doesn’t realize what a douche he really looks like,” Johnson said. “He wouldn’t even have this job if his daddy wasn’t friends with the mayor.”

      “There’s always one,” Porter said. He turned around, placing his hands behind his back.

      “Nah. I’ll cuff you in front. I’d rather not put them on you at all, but policy…” Johnson slipped the cold cuffs onto Porter’s wrists, careful not to make them too tight.

      “Milo doesn’t know shit,” Exeter said. “Like I’m supposed to be sorry that a couple thugs broke into your place and you guys filled them in.”

      Exeter cuffed Badway, and the group walked through the nightclub and out the front door onto the street. There were several squad cars and a pair of ambulances still lingering. All the vehicles had their lights on, creating an ominous, strobed atmosphere in the street.

      Time had passed quickly while the police had done their duties, and it was almost time to open the club. The regular workers of the Bump House were standing together in a small group across the street.

      “We’re closed tonight, guys, sorry,” Badway said as Exeter walked him past the group, to a waiting cruiser at the end of the block. “I’ll call you when I can.”

      In the back of one of the ambulances, Erin Weaver sat, a thick blanket around her shoulders. As the cousins walked by in handcuffs, Porter saw her stand off the back of the ambulance and try to push her way past the paramedics. The men stopped her from running over.

      Porter held up his handcuffed hands toward the girl, palms open, and said, “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

      Erin stopped moving forward but looked confused at the entire procession.

      Exeter opened a door and let Badway in first, then walked Porter around to the other side. “Watch your head.”

      Porter’s legs pressed against the partition that separated the cops from the arrestees in the back seat. It was uncomfortable, but at least his hands were in front of him.

      “We got long to go?” Badway said through a small grouping of holes in the Plexiglas.

      “Nope,” Exeter said, then drove off into the darkness, lights still flashing.
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      Exeter must have set a land speed record getting to the Fairfax County Jail. By the time Porter had figured just the right way to position himself to relieve a creeping pain in his knee, they were there.

      The power of flashing lights, Porter thought.

      The car sat for a moment outside two large metal doors. The sally port was the first level of entry into any jail or prison—an area that was not open to the public, but not sterile and free of weapons and contraband like the inner sanctum.

      Exeter and Johnson left Porter and Badway in the squad car and placed their weapons, OC spray, and other prohibited items in lockboxes attached to the brick wall outside the main entrance to the jail.

      Once the large metal door of the sally port slammed shut, the officers pulled Porter and Badway from the vehicle and walked them to the main entry door, which was just as metal but not nearly as large. Exeter pressed a small metal button on the call box.

      “Yes?” the box squawked.

      “P.D. bringing in two.”

      “You lock everything up?”

      “Already done,” Johnson said.

      There was a hiss of air, and the metal door slid open.

      Exeter and Johnson handed Porter and Badway over to an intake officer, with a stack of paperwork.

      “Thanks for being relaxed about this,” Johnson said to the men. “Nobody wants to go to jail.”

      “I hear the food’s good,” Badway said. “I could use a little vacation.”

      Porter nodded as the two officers turned and walked back out into the sally port, a hiss of air following them as the door slammed shut behind them.

      The intake officer at the jail patted Porter and Badway down and searched them. Then, he made them change into white jumpsuits and hard orange plastic flip-flops.

      Porter slid the shoes on.

      “I need your socks too, sir,” the intake officer said.

      “When is the last time someone disinfected these slippers?” Porter said.

      The intake officer said nothing, but held open the bag that contained Porter's clothes and property. Porter pulled his socks off and dumped them into the bag as well. The flip-flops were cold and wet under his bare feet.

      Porter and Badway were taken to a small room with an array of machines. Porter recognized them all. In the corner was a breathalyzer, and against the thick white-painted cinderblock wall was a fingerprint machine. Once their prints were entered into the NCIC database, there would be a brief wait and the intake officer would know exactly who they were and if they had a prior criminal history.

      The intake officer was quick and efficient, and led Porter and Badway to a bank of thick rubber chairs in front of a television, which was playing reruns of the show Cops.

      It was the first time the two had been alone enough to speak to each other.

      “I guess the Petrosian problem was bigger than I thought,” Badway said.

      “If you thought it was bad before, imagine what big brother’s gonna say now. Gear? Gerd?” Porter said.

      “Gor.”

      “Well, the name fits,” Porter said. “I’m going to make sure to tell him you’re the one who shot his brother,” Porter said with a smile.

      “I’m not worried about those guys.”

      “Word?”

      “I have bigger things to think about,” Badway said. “We’re supposed to be meeting up with Kevon. What’s he gonna do now?”

      “If he’s smart, he’ll move around. Can’t be a target if no one can find him. He won’t have to worry about Vance or any of the Parabellum goons.”

      “He’s counting on us, and we’re here,” Badway said. “We told him we’d help him.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t count on having to shoot a guy in your living room this afternoon,” Porter said. “One crisis at a time, Sarge. We can’t help anyone if we’re locked up. How do we get out of here?”

      “When I get a phone call, I’ll holler at Cat. She can fix this,” Badway said.

      “For you, maybe. She’d probably let me stay in here until next week. I’ll call my guy, just in case. It can’t hurt to have more than one person trying to get us out. Then we’ll go find your boy.”

      An overweight man in a tight pair of maroon scrubs appeared at the front of the waiting area. “Badway?”

      Badway stood and went over to the man, following him out of the waiting area.

      Porter looked around the space. Not so different from all the ones he’d been in before, back when he was a federal agent. A large circular desk toward the front, and metal cell doors, each with a small trapdoor to see and pass food through.

      The people surrounding Porter on the other chairs varied greatly. Tall and short, young and old—handcuffs had no preference. The intake waiting room smelled of urine, sweat, and a tinge of alcohol. From somewhere behind Porter came a rhythmic banging on a cell door.

      Porter kept to himself until a man stumbled over. Dressed in suit pants but missing a jacket, the man sat next to Porter.

      “Too close,” Porter said, and moved two seats away.

      The man didn’t follow. “What they get you for, buddy?”

      Porter ignored the man, instead focusing on the newest episode of Cops.

      “Hey. Buddy. Why you here?”

      Porter turned his head to get away from the smell of beer wafting over from the man’s mouth. “Sex. I’m here for the sex.”

      The man had a puzzled look on his face. Porter went back to Cops.

      “You’re just playing with me, man. That’s funny. You’re really funny.”

      Porter didn’t look at the man.

      “Ain’t you gonna ask me what I’m in for?”

      “No.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “It’s not hard to tell. You’re some kind of professional.” Porter turned and looked at the man. “No, you’re a salesman, right? Sales? Party a little too hard after work and now you’re here.”

      The man looked at Porter like he was on fire.

      “DUI, right? Let me guess—Honda Accord?”

      “Camry.”

      “Eh. Same thing,” Porter said, and looked back up at the television.

      The man rose unsteadily to his feet and raised his voice. “Top salesman, that’s what my boss says. The least these assholes can do is let me celebrate.”

      “You should go talk to them about that,” Porter said. “Go ask them at the desk.”

      “Hey, you’re trying to get rid of me,” the man slurred.

      “Yes,” Porter said. “But don’t you deserve some answers? Why won’t they let you celebrate?”

      The man looked confused.

      “And why do I have this comfortable jumpsuit and you still have your work clothes? Does that make any sense?” Porter said.

      The man looked down as if noticing his clothing for the first time. “Hey, that’s right. You even got shoes. Where the hell are my shoes?”

      Porter knew good and well they were dressed differently because they were in different stages of the intake process. “You need to go find out. The guards are taking advantage of you.”

      The man stood, grasping the backs of the bolted-down rubber chairs for balance. He raised his voice and stumbled away. “Hey, you bastards. Hey!”

      Porter went back to watching Cops. Around the time two female officers were beating the tar out of some guy in a bar, the fat man in the maroon scrubs called his name. “Porter?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Follow me, please.”

      Porter followed the man through a labyrinth of hallways with shiny poured-concrete floors and dingy metal walls with paint flaking off them. The man stood outside a doorway that led to little more than a glorified closet, and pointed Porter in. He sat on a hard chair. In front of him was an array of medical equipment.

      The nametag on the man’s scrubs read Bryan with the title RN at the end.

      “Mr. Porter, I’m going to ask you a series of questions. Some may sound strange to you, but we’re just trying to ensure your safety while you’re in our facility. Understand?”

      “Yep.”

      “Good. I’ll try to knock them out so you can move on. Full name and date of birth.”

      Porter answered.

      “Height and weight.”

      Again, Porter answered.

      “Are you gay or transgender?”

      “Are you hitting on me, Bryan?”

      “It’s so we put you in the right housing pod. Just answer the question.”

      Porter did.

      “Have you used drugs today?”

      “No, but this would be more fun if I had,” Porter said.

      “How about your mental status? Do you want to kill yourself? Do you feel useless or sinful?”

      “Sinful?” Porter laughed.

      Bryan from Medical didn’t crack a smile. “I’ll take that as a no. Any chronic medical conditions I need to be aware of? AIDS, lupus, diabetes, things of the like.”

      “Negative.”

      “What happened to your head?”

      “Not sure, but be honest,” Porter said, pointing to Badway’s staple job. “Does this look like good work to you?”

      “Stellar,” Bryan said, his face deadpan. “Married?”

      “Divorced.”

      “Any children?”

      Porter hesitated. A memory flashed in his head. He pushed it down. “None that I know of, but who can be sure?”

      “That’s about all I have for you.”

      “I feel like we’re pretty close now, Bryan,” Porter said.

      “I get that a lot,” the nurse said. “Follow me.”

      Bryan the nurse took Porter down another hallway and waited while the door hissed open. Inside was a bank of telephones, bolted to the wall. “You have time to make a call. Someone will be by to get you in a few minutes.”

      Porter was the only one in the room. Attached to the wall above the phones was a wall clock, enclosed in a thick metal cage. It was almost eleven p.m. Porter picked up the phone and dialed the code for a collect call, then input a number well burned into his memory.

      The automated response told him to leave his name at the beep. “Your daddy.”

      The phone clicked and whirred and then was picked up.

      “No way you’re my daddy,” Ross Gianullo said, no trace of sleep in his voice. “I’m older than you.”

      “I’ve seen the way your mom looks at me when I’m around. I might be your daddy,” Porter said.

      “You would have to master time travel to make that happen. If you manage that, let me know.”

      “I’m gonna have some time on my hands. I’ll work on it,” Porter said.

      “I know I’m supposed to ask you why you’re calling me collect from jail, but nothing surprises me anymore.”

      “Better to just roll with it,” Porter said.

      “What do you need?”

      “Can you call Steven Ajo? Tell him I’m locked up and I don’t really want to be and ask him what he can do to get me out of here.”

      “Done. Bobby with you?” Ross said.

      “Of course. This is his fault,” Porter said.

      “Nobody makes you do anything you don’t want to. I know, I’ve tried.”

      “What? I’m easy to deal with,” Porter said.

      Ross laughed. “You haven’t listened to me since we were in junior high. Did you even read that investment stuff I sent you last week? I have some ideas to put your money in, but you won’t even reply to the email.”

      “Why do I pay you? I trust you to handle things,” Porter said.

      “You don’t pay me.”

      “I call you from jail and this is all you want to talk about?”

      “Fine,” Ross said. “Besides being locked up. How’s Virginia?”

      “I’m not sure,” Porter admitted. “I think there’s a guy in some trouble. I’m gonna help out.”

      “How much is the reward? I can pencil it into my calculations for your money. You’ve done pretty well this year.”

      “I don’t think there’s a reward on this one. I’m just doing the right thing,” Porter said.

      “Be still, my beating heart. You doing something for free? Say it isn’t so,” Ross said.

      “I seem to recall you calling in a favor not too long ago,” Porter said.

      In recent months, Ross had come to Porter asking him to help find a lost girl. Porter did. The girl’s family had no money, and there wasn’t a reward. Porter had done it because it was the right thing to do.

      And because Ross had asked.

      “You always gonna throw that in my face? One time I ask you for help, and now I have to hear about it forever.”

      “I got shot. You owe me,” Porter said.

      “It grazed you. Stop being so dramatic.”

      “Shot is shot. I could show you what it feels like sometime.”

      “Fine. If you’re always going to be a bitch about it, tell me how I can make it up to you.”

      “Call Ajo.”

      “If you’ll ever shut up, I will,” Ross said.

      “Hey, Ross?”

      “Yeah?”

      Porter hung up the phone and laughed to himself.

      Gets him every time.
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      A tall woman with glasses knocked on the window to the room Porter was in. “Time’s up.”

      Porter was already on his feet and waiting by the door. The officer’s uniform shirt was partially untucked, faded from the wash, and had a large stain of something that looked like pasta sauce. The pneumatics hissed as the door opened and he stepped out. “Now where?”

      “Holding cell, until we see what’s going to happen with your case,” said the woman, whose nametag read Benson. “If you’re going to get a bond, there’s no sense in putting you all the way in the back.”

      “Any clue where my cousin is?”

      “Cute guy with the mustache?” Benson said.

      “If you say so…”

      “In his own cell.”

      “Can we bunk together?” Porter asked.

      “No. We separate people who come in together.”

      So co-conspirators can't talk and get their stories straight, Porter didn’t say.

      “Give me a little love here, Benson. It’ll be the quietest cell all night.”

      She stopped and pushed up her glasses. “I’m not supposed to.”

      “I’ll put in a good word with my cousin. He likes big girls…”

      Her laugh was a petite thing, belying her frame. “I can’t go out with an inmate. That’s how people end up on the news.”

      “But if we don’t get convicted, what then?” Porter said.

      Benson stopped walking again and looked down at her feet for a second. “Quietest cell all night?”

      “Not a peep,” Porter said.

      “Oh, all right.” Benson walked Porter around the U-shaped cluster of cells behind the waiting area he had been in earlier.

      Porter saw two officers dragging the drunk salesman out of the room. “What about my shoes? Where are my shoes?” the man was screaming.

      Benson motioned for Porter to stand in front of a cell. She pressed the microphone receiver on her lapel, and called for the central control booth to pop the cell door.

      The door hissed and slid open. Badway was sitting on the only bed in the cell.

      “You two play nice,” Benson said. She winked at Badway as the cell door slid shut.

      “What was that about?” Badway said.

      Porter smiled. “Nothing. Did you get your call?”

      “Made two. Called Cat, and she’s pissed. She can’t believe we were brought in. Someone’s going to get their ass chewed.”

      “At least it’s not me this time,” Porter said. “You call Kevon, too?”

      Badway nodded.

      Graffiti covered the inside of the cell, scratched into the thick, bland, tan paint. There was an all-metal toilet with a sink built into the top, and a green floppy mattress on the metal bed that the men sat on.

      Nothing else.

      “How is he?” Porter said.

      “Said he’s all right, but he thought a black car was following him,” Badway said.

      “What’d you tell him?”

      “Keep moving. If things get bad, head to a police station. Parabellum can’t get to him there.”

      “Smart,” Porter said.

      Badway stretched out on the floor and started doing pushups.

      “You haven’t even been here that long and you’re already doing the convict workout?”

      “Nervous energy. I’m thinking about Trey. What if something happens to Kevon? What kind of life will he have with his batshit crazy mom?”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “Hell, I’m worried about us. I don’t want to go to prison over Petrosian.” Badway spoke in between pushups.

      “We’ll be okay. I would be worried if we were in California or Oregon or one of those places out west that’s terrified of guns. We aren’t getting locked up for shooting a couple of armed intruders in your house. Trust me,” Porter said.

      “I do.”

      They were silent for a time. In his head, Porter counted Badway’s pushups. The man stopped at two hundred and thirty-two. “That’s a lot of pushups, Sarge.”

      “I’m out of shape,” Badway confessed.

      More silence between the men. The cell was cold, and neither had a blanket. The jumpsuits afforded little warmth.

      Porter paced around the cell to generate body heat.

      “You gonna tell me?” Badway said, breaking the silence.

      “What?”

      “Why you quit the feds. A couple days ago, you said it was a long story. Nothing but time now,” Badway said.

      Porter kept pacing.

      “Come on.”

      Porter made a pained face and stretched his arms out. “I was working a case against a guy who was producing kiddie porn.”

      “Gross,” Badway said.

      “Grown men don’t say ‘gross.’”

      “They do when they’re talking about kiddie porn. That shit’s gross.”

      “Yeah, it is. It was the worst part of my old job. The images…” Porter trailed off.

      There was silence in the cell for several minutes.

      “So what, you think that was it? You just lead with kiddie porn and don’t finish? Keep going.”

      Porter sighed. “Normally, when we caught guys with that shit, they were trading it back and forth over the internet like digital baseball cards. Images, movies, that kind of stuff. Super pervert, sure, but it was easy to deal with them. Get a warrant, kick their door off the hinges, and seize their computers. Long stay in federal prison, case closed.”

      Porter stopped pacing for a moment, the bile rising up in his stomach. “This guy was different. He was a big-time producer.”

      “He wasn’t trading cards, he was making cards?”

      “See? You’re not so dumb for an Army guy.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I found him after I traced the threads of a dozen other perverts back to him. He was the worst I’d ever seen. He had it all: kids touching kids, adults touching kids, people tied up. So, I went after him,” Porter said.

      “You kicked his ass?”

      “I mean legally. I wanted him to rot in prison. But he was smart. He had proxy IP addresses. His computer’s signal bounced around the planet so many times, we couldn’t prove it was him. When we seized the computers and tried to analyze them, he had a bleach virus that ate his whole PC. There was no data left, no way we could prove it was him.”

      “Damn.”

      “The thing is… I’d already seen the images. I had seized a laptop from one of the guys he sold a movie to. I’ll never forget it—it was this little boy and he… he just… they made him…” Porter stopped and looked down, rubbing his hands together, the chilly cell having grown colder.

      “That sounds rough,” Badway said.

      Porter kept pacing. “It’s the worst. I’d rather kick in a door and deal with a dozen Armenian mobsters with guns than remember the look in that little kid’s eyes.”

      “What did you do? The evidence was gone, right? So you’re screwed,” Badway asked.

      Porter hesitated. “I… planted some evidence.”

      Badway stared at Porter.

      “Don’t look at me like that. You asked, I’m telling you. If you’re gonna be an asshole—”

      “I’m not, I’m just trying to wrap my head around everything. How?”

      Porter resumed pacing. “I went back and found an old case that never went to trial. The scumbag pleaded out. So, I took the images from that case and said they belonged to my guy. Set him up.”

      Badway was silent.

      “I said don’t look at me like that. When I arrested him, before we accidentally bleached his computer, he admitted everything. He laughed, told me he paid the parents so he could use the kids. Bragged that he was too good to get caught. He knew we were screwed when we checked his computer and he played it up. He laughed in my face, Bobby. I couldn’t let him off.”

      “How did they find out the images didn’t belong to your guy?”

      “One of our computer forensic guys was the one who analyzed the old computer, the one I planted. There were a few specific details that he remembered, even ten years later. See? The shit just stays with you. He told the court the computer didn’t belong to my guy, that he knew the images from another case. He was just doing his job, he didn’t know I was the reason for the mix-up,” Porter said.

      “Did everybody know it was you?”

      Porter shook his head. “I think everybody suspected, but no one could prove it. I told them I made a clerical error and tagged the wrong computer for the case. Honest mistake. The judge had to throw the case out and the guy got off.”

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah. My boss tried to have the Department of Justice prosecute me for it, but it didn’t work. Most of the federal prosecutors liked me and nobody would take the case. There wasn’t any proof, so what could they do?”

      “You got off? So why quit if you didn’t have to?”

      “They didn’t prosecute me, but that didn’t mean they would work with me anymore. I could never bring them a case because they wouldn’t believe I was telling the truth. Internally, my agency cleared me of any wrongdoing, but they would have stuck me in a corner somewhere and had me shuffling papers for the rest of my career.”

      “So you left,” Badway said.

      “Yep.”

      “What happened to your bad guy?”

      Porter paused for a moment, opened his mouth, then shut it. “Another time. Scoot over.”

      Badway made room and Porter joined him on the jail bed.

      The only noise was the banging of a cell door elsewhere in the holding area.

      “If you had a time machine, would you change it?”

      “Shit yeah,” Porter said. “I hate when people say they wouldn’t change a thing. They’re lying; everyone has something they would change. I bet Trish and I would still be together if all that hadn’t happened. But I try to put things in perspective. I’m okay where I am right now. I’ve done a bunch of good things for people. Made some money, too, so there’s that.”

      “You know there’s no reward for Trey, right? Kevon doesn’t have anything. There’s no pot of gold at the end of this rainbow,” Badway said.

      “I know. I’m here because you asked me to come. Besides, I never get to see my favorite cousin.”

      “I’m your only cousin.”

      “Semantics. Now stop talking so much.” Porter folded his arms across his chest and leaned his head against the cinderblock wall, closing his eyes.
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      With no clock, watch, or phone, it was impossible for the men to know how long they had been in the cell. Porter tried sleeping, but was jarred awake by the sawing of logs blaring out of Badway’s mouth.

      Drifting in and out of consciousness, Porter’s dreams were vivid and real while he was in them. Then, Badway would inhale and the walls would shake, and Porter would open his eyes and forget what was happening.

      This continued for what felt like days.

      Then, there was the crackle of a radio outside the cell and the hiss of the cell door opening.

      “You boys cozy in there?” Benson said.

      Porter slapped Badway on the arm and his cousin stood with a start, snapping to attention, arms by his side.

      “Let’s go,” Benson said. She stepped away from the cell door and made a motion for the men to walk in front of her.

      Porter stepped out first and followed the jailer down the corridor until they were let into a room where their bags of clothing sat on a table.

      “You guys get dressed,” Benson said.

      “We’re out of here?” Badway said.

      “Looks that way.”

      “What happened?” Porter said.

      “I don’t know. I get the orders and do what I’m told.” Benson lingered for a moment in the doorway as Badway took his shirt off, then stepped around the corner.

      “She looks like she wants to eat me,” Badway whispered to Porter.

      “I may have told her she could,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      Porter smiled.

      “Asshole.”

      The men finished dressing. The shirt Porter put on still had the mascara stain from Erin crying into his chest.

      They left the jail jumpsuits piled up on the table and walked out of the room to meet Benson.

      “Officer, what time is it?” Porter said.

      “Close to nine.”

      “Damn. We’ve been in there all night?” Badway said.

      “We already had shift change. I just stayed on for a little overtime.”

      “That the only reason?” Porter said.

      Benson stifled a smile.

      The jailer walked them through a series of doors, and when the last one opened, sunlight stung Porter’s eyes. Benson held the door for the men, who walked into a lobby at the front of the jail.

      “You boys stay out of trouble,” Benson said. She shook Porter’s hand, pressed a piece of paper into his palm, and let the door slam behind her as she went back to work.

      “What’s that?” Badway said, pointing at the paper in Porter’s hand.

      “I think it’s for you,” he said, passing the paper on.

      “Finally,” said a voice from a chair across the lobby. Cat Castonguay stood and walked toward the men, holding a tablet. She looked nothing like the polished professional Porter had seen in court the day before. Cat was wearing blue jeans, a hoodie sweatshirt, and—despite the chill in the air—flip-flops. Her hair was back in the shortest ponytail possible and she wore glasses with thick black frames.

      Porter liked the look.

      “What kind of magic did you work, counselor?” Porter said.

      “I drove down here and demanded to see the magistrate judge on duty. I told them I wouldn’t leave until they saw me,” Cat said.

      “Dammit, Porter,” Badway said. He had stopped to unfold the note and was now crumpling it up, tossing it in the nearest trash can. “You’re a dick, you know that?”

      “What’s that about?” Cat said.

      “Nothing,” Porter said with a smile. “What did the magistrate say?”

      “Reviewed the facts of the case and decided that while there was probable cause to support your arrest, that there wasn’t sufficient evidence to show that you two were a flight risk or a danger to the community.”

      “So we’re free to go?” Badway said, joining the group. With one smooth motion, he uncorked a right hand that thudded into Porter’s arm.

      “I deserved that,” Porter said, rubbing his arm.

      Cat shook her head. “You two are children, you know that? I signed all your release paperwork, as your attorney. I had some paperwork that had Bobby signing up for my services. I showed them that to prove we had a preexisting legal relationship. The magistrate took my word that I was your attorney, Mr. Porter.”

      Badway tore open the Ziploc baggie and thumbed his phone.

      “If you're trying to get Kevon on the phone, good luck,” Cat said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Porter said.

      “I’ve been calling him all night. I knew you were supposed to be together, so when I found out you guys were locked up, I figured I’d let him know.”

      “What did he say?” Porter said, rubbing his arm.

      “I never got a hold of him. I haven't heard from him all night.”
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      The trio walked out into the crisp fall air. The sun was bright outside, and Porter had to shield his eyes. He didn’t recognize this part of the jail—it must have been for people who weren’t under arrest.

      “Are you guys okay?” Cat said.

      “Jail wasn’t too bad. Maybe a little chilly,” Porter said.

      “No, I mean…” Cat looked around the parking lot. “With what happened at Bobby’s apartment last night.”

      “I’d hardly call it an apartment,” Porter said.

      “You know what I mean. You… shot a couple guys.”

      Badway put his hand on Cat’s shoulder. “Some people have it coming. Trust me, there was no other way we could have handled that situation.”

      “He’s right,” Porter said. “Those guys would have killed all of us if we’d let them.”

      “All of you?” Cat said.

      “A girl that works for me was there. They had a gun to her head,” Badway said.

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Cat said.

      “I didn’t have time,” Badway said.

      “Is the girl okay?” Cat said.

      “Yeah, because Porter shot the guy in the face,” Badway said.

      “Right again,” Porter said, stretching in the sunlight.

      “Then you guys had no other choice,” Cat said, as if that settled the discussion in her mind.

      “Where to?” Badway said.

      “I guess I’ll play taxi and take you guys home,” Cat said. “But we have to go to my office first.”

      “What kind of taxi has a list of demands?” Porter said.

      Cat smiled. “It’s Saturday. I need to fill out a little bit of paperwork and email it to the Clerk of the Court for you two bozos. Then I’m off. So if you want a ride, you gotta come with.”

      “Well, since you put it that way,” Porter said.

      Cat chirped the key fob of her BMW. It was nice, but several years old. A splurge fresh out of law school, before the real world set in, Porter thought.

      “Want the front?” Badway said.

      “Nah. I like the reverse Driving Miss Daisy vibe. I’ll sit in the back.” In truth, Porter found that modern cars had more leg room in the back seats. The cockpits of modern cars were often tight, and Porter wanted to spread out.

      “I’m no Morgan Freeman, but I’ll do the best I can,” Cat said.

      The car fired right up, and Porter was thankful to be sitting on something so soft, after the long night in the cell.

      Cat drove away from the jail, taking a route she seemed to know well. Pulling over at a fast food store, she ordered, and paid for, several breakfast sandwiches. Porter hated the eggs on them, but took them off quietly.

      Cat nibbled at a biscuit as they drove. Neither Porter nor Badway nibbled at their food, and instead shoveled the sandwiches in.

      “What are you going to do when I drop you off?” Cat said.

      Porter had a mouthful, and Badway spoke up. “If we can’t get a hold of Kevon, that’s no good.”

      “No shit,” Porter mumbled from the back seat.

      “We need to find him. I think we can go to his place first and work from there. Maybe we won’t need to. Who knows, maybe his phone ran out of juice and he’s just sitting at my place right now.”

      “And if you don’t find him?” Cat said.

      “We’ll go looking for him,” Porter said.

      “How?”

      “Are you familiar with plausible deniability?” Porter said. “Better for us not to say too much to you about it.”

      Cat was quiet for a few moments. “Are you familiar with attorney-client privilege? I’m not allowed to say the things you tell me.”

      “Even if Badway kills someone?” Porter says.

      Cat blinked hard for a few seconds. “You think it’ll come to that? You’ll have to kill someone?”

      “It might,” Porter said. “If Kevon is missing, my guess is Vance and Parabellum did something to him. If they did, we’ll make them tell us what they did. Bet on it.”

      For several minutes there was no talking in the car, only the soft hum of the tires on the pavement. Porter felt it lulling him to sleep. As long as Badway wasn’t snoring, maybe he could catch a small nap.

      “I have a friend,” Cat said.

      “Really? Tell me more,” Badway said.

      “Can I finish, please?”

      “Proceed, counselor,” Porter said.

      “We were undergraduates together at UVA.”

      “Virginia?” Porter said.

      “Yes, Virginia. My friend Amy, she was into journalism. When we graduated, I went to law school and she got a job with the paper. More toward online content, since that’s where everything is heading. She hasn’t been too happy with the fluff pieces they give her to write, so she’s always looking for something that’ll be a big story. A real nosy type.

      “When I first started helping Kevon with his case, I asked Amy to see what she could turn up on Parabellum. She dug around and found some shady business practices. Milking military contracts, sketchy hiring standards. She even dug up all she could on Alex Vance. I could have her tell you guys everything she knows if you want.”

      “Were you planning to tell us you knew everything about these guys, or just keep us in the dark?” Porter said.

      “First off, I don’t know everything, just some of what Amy could dig up. She hasn’t briefed me fully. Second, none of it was relevant until now. I was trying to dig up ammo for the court case, you know? Prove that Vance and Parabellum were bad news, so the judge wouldn’t listen to whatever story Stacy Brown cooked up.”

      “What my ungrateful cousin means to say, Cat, is ‘thanks.’ If we can’t locate Kevon on our own, then any intel we can get will help us out.”

      “What he said,” Porter said, head bumping against the cool window as the tires ran down the road.

      Just as Porter settled in to get a bit of sleep, Cat pulled into the parking spot in front of her office. The brakes jerked the car to a stop.

      The group got out of the car. Bringing his trash with him, Porter followed the others to the entry of the building.

      “When can we talk to your homegirl?” Porter said. “What was her name?”

      “Amy,” Cat said. “We can meet her whenever you guys want to. She doesn’t live far.”

      “Wait a second,” Badway said. “The mail flap is up on your door.”

      Porter moved around Cat and saw for himself. The brass flap through which the mailman dropped letters into the office was in the up position.

      “So? It sticks. I’ve been meaning to oil it for a while,” Cat said.

      “Did you put it down yesterday?” Porter said.

      “I do it every day,” Cat said.

      “When does your mail come on Saturdays?” Badway asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Cat said. “I’m never here to notice.”

      “Mind if I open the door?” Badway said.

      “Why? I’m not incompetent,” Cat said.

      “In the military, we learn to notice when things are out of place. A rock you always see at a certain place along a road suddenly being further up or down the route. A bicycle you’ve never seen before parked next to the road. A person you don’t know staring at you. Call me paranoid, but that sets off my spidey senses,” Badway said.

      “Spidey sense?”

      Porter spoke up. “In comic books, Spiderman has a—”

      “I know who Spiderman is. You’re serious?” Cat said.

      Cat looked at Badway, then Porter. He gave her the why not? shoulder shrug.

      She handed the keys to Badway. Porter ushered her back from the doorway, further down the sidewalk.

      Badway stood to the side of the doorway, slowly turned the key and, with one smooth move, pushed it open.

      Nothing happened.

      “See? Paranoid,” Cat said.

      As the group stepped through the door, Cat bent down and picked up the lone bit of mail sitting on the floor. She turned it over a couple times.

      “Hey, guys.”

      Badway was locking the door behind them, so Porter took the envelope.

      The letter was addressed to ‘Nosy Bitch,’ with no return address.

      “You think maybe they mean your secretary?” Porter said.

      Cat smacked him on the arm.

      “What is it with you guys and my arm today,” Porter said, feigning pain. “Want me to open it?”

      “You might as well,” Cat said. “I’m not a nosy bitch, so it isn’t addressed to me.”

      Porter walked over to the window where people signed in for their appointments. He set the envelope down. It was a little larger than a normal envelope, but not quite printer-paper sized. The were no addresses on it, and the back of the envelope was sealed with clear plastic tape.

      “No chance there’s a security camera out front, is there? Be nice to see who delivered it,” Porter said.

      “No, no cameras,” Cat said. Badway moved from the front door toward the countertop.

      Porter turned the envelope all around, checking it. It was light. That fact, coupled with the size of the mail slot—too small for an explosive to fit through—made him feel confident he wouldn’t get blown up upon opening. Porter thumbed it, feeling something hard nestled near the bottom.

      He reached over the counter and picked up Sandra’s letter opener. He wished he had his Spyderco, but he had left it on the counter at Badway’s before the police showed up last night.

      Sliding the letter opener into the corner of the envelope, Porter ran it the length of the top, slicing it open. He inverted the letter and tapped the bottom. A flat, silver-colored key fell out. Another tap and a three-by-five index card slipped out after the key.

      Porter picked up the index card. “You want to see,” he said.

      “See what?” Badway said.

      “Beats me. That’s just what the card says.” Porter flipped it over. “There’s an address on the back. Anybody wanna look it up?”

      Cat sat on Sandra’s chair, turning on the computer. “Better than my phone,” she reasoned out loud. “Bigger screen.”

      Porter turned the index card over and over in his hands as the computer booted up. Before long, Cat was on a search engine site, cursor blinking in the input field.

      Porter read the address to her. “Four-ten Alton Drive. Unit sixty-two.”

      “What city? There are a couple Alton drives in the drop-down box.”

      “Doesn’t say. Whoever wrote this assumes you’ll know the right one to pick. I say use the Fairfax one,” Porter said.

      Cat clicked away at the keyboard. The soft glow of the monitor reflected off her glasses. “Okay, got it. I’m going to street view to see what it is.” More clicking, then Cat turned the monitor around so Porter and Badway could see the screen.

      “It’s a storage unit?” Badway said.

      Porter scanned the monitor, looking at the red brick façade and green metal roof. “Yeah, it’s a storage facility. The question is, what’s in unit number sixty-two?”
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      “We have to call the cops,” Cat said.

      “And tell them what?” Porter said. “You got a weird letter?”

      “Maybe they can go check unit sixty-two out.”

      “You know better than I do they need a warrant to go into someone’s storage unit. No judge would sign off on that. They could get in if it were exigent circumstances—you know, like an emergency or something,” Porter said.

      “I know what exigent circumstances are,” Cat said. “For a guy who isn’t a lawyer, it’s annoying that you talk about the law so much.”

      Porter smiled.

      “Let's go see what’s in it,” Badway said.

      “Just like that? What if it’s some kind of trap or something?” Cat said.

      “What if an elephant had a jukebox on its ass?” Porter said.

      “Huh?”

      “There’d be sweet music in the jungle,” Porter finished. “Just something my dad used to say. I never really got it, but I tried not to ask ‘what if’ a lot around him.”

      “You aren’t helping,” Cat said.

      “Sarge, help me out here,” Porter said.

      “There’s no telling what’s in the storage unit. Maybe it’s a bribe to pay you and Kevon off. Maybe it’s blackmail documents. Maybe Trey’s in there tied to a chair. We won’t know until we go.”

      “Fine.” She held her keys up to Porter. “You two take my car and pick me up later.”

      “I like the Miss Daisy treatment,” Porter said.

      “Too bad. I’m not going.”

      “Cat, listen—”

      “No, Bobby, I’m not going to some storage unit.”

      “But we need you,” Badway said.

      “What the hell for?”

      “Because Kevon’s your client,” Porter said. “No matter what we find out, you need to be the first to know. You might have to call the cops or the prosecutor ASAP. If that happens, do you really want to take my word for what I’ve seen? You need to use your own two eyes so you know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      “That… actually makes sense,” Cat said. “Why does that make sense?”

      Porter shrugged.

      Cat sighed and slumped in the chair. “I’m going, aren’t I?”

      “We can’t make you,” Badway said. “It’s just—”

      “You’re coming and you know it,” Porter said. “The longer we sit here and talk, the more time we waste.”

      “Fine, I’ll go,” Cat said. “But I want to put on the record—”

      “We aren’t in a courtroom, counselor. Nobody here to note your objections,” Porter said.

      “I note them,” Badway said, a smile on his face.

      “But you don’t care,” Cat said.

      “Not really,” Badway said.

      “All I’m saying is this is the kind of extrajudicial stuff I was talking about the other day. Working outside the law, vigilante stuff. This isn’t what I do.”

      “Relax, counselor. All we’re asking you to do is drive. That’s it. Just drive the car.”

      “Fine. Let’s go.”

      The group left the building, Porter ensuring the door was secured, and assumed their former places in the vehicle.

      “I’ll tell you both this,” Cat said. “Just driving. Nothing funny. No law against driving a couple clients somewhere.”

      “Great. Swing by Sarge’s first,” Porter said.

      “No. You guys said drive to the storage unit and that’s where I’m going. Why on earth would I go to Bobby’s house?”

      “Tell her, Sarge.”

      “We need to… check for Kevon. Maybe he’s hiding out at my place.”

      “Why did you say it like that? I recognize that tone in your voice. It’s the same way you talked to Kevon about me working pro bono. You’re lying, Bobby.” Cat took the car out of reverse and straightened out onto the road, heading toward the highway. A turn to the right would take her north, and away from Badway’s club. A left turn, south toward the Bump House.

      “Tell her the truth, Sarge.”

      “Stop calling me that.” Badway sighed, then blurted it out. “Guns. We need guns.”

      “What?” Cat stopped the car in the middle of the road. Traffic was light, but there were still horns as cars swerved to miss her. “What guns?”

      Porter laughed from the back seat. “All the guns.”

      “You shut up,” Cat said to the rearview mirror.

      “After we shot those assholes last night, the cops confiscated our guns, and we aren’t getting them back for a long time. You were right that there may be a trap at the storage unit. Maybe not. Maybe we run into Vance and Parabellum at McDonalds, who the hell knows? What I do know is if there’s trouble, you want pistols in our hands.”

      Cat was silent. Porter watched as she set her jaw and continued driving. She took the left turn, heading south toward Badway’s place.

      “Smart move, counselor,” Porter said.

      “I said shut up.” Cat’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

      There was silence in the car for the rest of the ride. Porter thought he could hear Cat’s teeth grinding. Putting the sound out of his head, he leaned back and closed his eyes. The road was just bumpy enough to keep him from dozing off.

      Badway gave Cat directions to the alley behind his apartment. She parked next to Porter’s Yukon.

      “Son of a bitch,” Porter said, unfolding himself from the back seat of the BMW.

      The same artist who had tagged his truck with a gigantic penis was still in the neighborhood. Now, along the driver's side of his truck was an oversized set of breasts attached to a tiny body, with Xs for the eyes.

      “At least the nipples look good,” Badway said. “That’s gotta be the toughest part.”

      “Can we hurry up? I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to,” Cat said. She tried to maintain an air of seriousness, but after she joined Porter and Badway in staring at the Yukon for a moment, she couldn’t contain her laughter.

      “Nothing a trip to the paint shop can’t fix,” Porter said.

      Cat started to walk toward the alley, but Badway stopped her. “What?”

      Porter pushed his key fob and opened the Yukon’s trunk. In the back were several bags of clothing. He pushed them out of the way to reveal a push combination lock atop a large lockbox. The top hinged open and Porter pulled out a Glock 17, an identical twin to the one the police had, save for the serial numbers.

      As a Fed, Porter had taken advantage of programs that sold guns at a discount to law enforcement personnel. He had multiples of several of his favorite guns. At the time, it had been a no-brainer.  His then-wife was a nurse; with no children to support, finding extra money for things like guns was easy.

      Porter had no other vices.

      Next he pulled an AR-15 from his trunk and fiddled with the red-dot sight on top of the big rifle.

      “An assault rifle?” Cat said. “That’s what you wanted to get?”

      “Assault is an action. A rifle is an inanimate object.” Porter slipped the rifle’s sling over his shoulder.

      “You know what I mean. Why do you need that?” Cat said.

      “Because we have no idea what’s in my apartment. Last night it was Armenian businessmen—”

      “Mobsters,” Porter interrupted.

      “Business-mobsters. Today it could be Parabellum looking for Kevon. Just let Porter have it ready. We can go to my place, I’ll get a couple things, then we’ll be out to the storage unit. Easy stuff,” Badway said.

      “Maybe easy for you two. I wasn’t in the Special Forces like you. And I didn’t do… whatever the hell he did, either.” Cat waved her hand at Porter.

      Porter ignored her and handed Badway the Glock. “Listo?”

      “Yeah, I’m ready.” Badway turned back to Cat. “Stay close behind me and you’ll be okay.”

      “Maybe I should stay in the car?” Cat said.

      “Your choice, but then you’ll be alone out here,” Badway said.

      With a final nod, Porter started off down the alleyway, Badway close behind.

      Cat watched them for a few seconds, then looked around at the empty lot. She jogged after the men. “Hey, wait up.”

      Porter was focused on the alley in front of him. There were no windows to be concerned with, so he moved to the back staircase.

      Moving down an area with only one way in or out could be trouble. You were being funneled toward an unknown; if someone wanted to shoot, that was as good a time as any.

      Sometimes, being in the fatal funnel couldn’t be helped. This was one of those times.

      Porter moved quickly and quietly, with a practiced walking stride that did little to disturb the red dot in his field of view. As he got to the corner, he took it wide, sliding out into the courtyard to see up the staircase and toward the back door of the club at the same time.

      There was yellow police tape blocking off the stairs. Badway ripped it down and started up the stairs, Cat right behind him. Porter waited for a moment, then brought up the rear, moving sideways up the stairs, back against the brick wall.

      Badway stopped outside the front door.

      “Your door is open,” Cat said in a whisper.

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Badway said.

      Porter retook the lead and nosed the door the rest of the way with the muzzle of his rifle. Then he stood, waiting and listening.

      “Aren’t we going to go in?” Cat said.

      “Shhh,” Porter said.

      After several moments, he walked through the threshold and turned left into the kitchen. He continued to Badway’s bedroom and the bathroom, making sure no one was lying in wait. “It’s empty.”

      “Yeah, I’m clear.” Badway stepped into the living room and tucked the pistol into his waistband.

      Cat spoke up from the hallway. “See? Nothing to worry abou—” She stopped short of the living room.

      There was tape on the floor, approximating the outline of two bodies. Large pools of blood stained the unfinished wood floor. On the couch where Porter had slept was a gigantic hole, and a film of sticky blood that wasn’t all the way dry yet.

      “Oh,” she said. “Shit.”
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      “That’s a… that’s a lot,” Cat said.

      Badway disappeared into his room.

      Porter stepped toward Cat. “It’s better not to look at it.”

      “It’s just… so much, you know?”

      “You must have seen this in crime scene photos and evidence for court?” Porter said.

      “Yeah. But this is... real. Much more real. The smell…” Cat put her hand to her nose.

      “Sarge, we’re going outside,” Porter said. He took Cat by the elbow and walked her out the front, onto the balcony. “Take some deep breaths.”

      “I’m okay. Just got a little lightheaded for a minute.”

      “You sure?”

      “I think so. This… doesn’t bother you?” Cat said.

      “No. When you’ve seen it enough, it fades into the background. I know it's there, but it isn’t a real thing. Like if you swat a fly on a wall and it smears a little bit.”

      “You sound like a psychopath. No one should be comfortable with that. Imagine what it does to a person,” Cat said.

      Badway emerged from the apartment, holding a bag of beef jerky.

      “You too?” Cat said.

      Badway stuffed a piece of jerky in his mouth. “Me too, what?”

      “Never mind,” she said.

      Badway handed Porter the pistol. “I’m good now.”

      “I hope you grabbed one with more than five shots,” Porter said.

      “I can count.”

      Cat moved down the stairs, holding both railings and taking one step at a time.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Badway said.

      “I was just wondering if we were gonna talk about the fact that Kevon isn't here,” she said.

      “Nothing to talk about,” Porter said. “We need to get to the storage unit.”

      The group walked down the alley. Porter had a piece of beef jerky in his mouth and his hands on his rifle. Badway took the rear.

      The fatal funnel was kind to them; no one tried to kill them.

      Cat unlocked her car. She pointed at the rifle slung across Porter’s chest. “You aren’t putting that thing in my car.” She slipped behind the wheel and started the car.

      Porter looked at Badway, who shrugged and got into the passenger seat. Porter shook his head, put the rifle back in his lockbox, and slammed the door on his trunk.

      “If we need that later, I’m gonna be salty,” Porter said as he got in the car.

      “I don’t care.” Cat punched the gas and the BMW accelerated out of the empty lot and onto the streets.

      Badway punched the address into the GPS and Cat sped away, following the blinking ball on the screen. The noontime traffic was light and easy. Cat handled the roads well; she weaved around slower traffic like a pro, pulling off the highway and onto the surface streets.

      The GPS chimed in and announced that the destination was on the right, 410 Alton Drive.

      “Park in the lot across the street,” Porter said.

      “Why? The address is on the right.”

      “Humor me,” Porter said.

      Cat turned left into the parking lot of a supermarket. She parked in the row furthest from the building, closest to the road, and turned the car off.

      The storage facility across the street was composed of several buildings with green metal roofs, all sitting behind a chain-link perimeter fence topped with barbed wire. There was an access gate at the front entrance and, outside the gate, a small building that must have been the office. There were no businesses on the left or behind the facility, and a fast food chain to the right.

      “One way in,” Badway said.

      “Not crazy about that,” Porter said.

      “Why not?” Cat said.

      “Sarge?”

      Badway rubbed his mustache. “Let’s say this is an ambush. Once we go in, all anyone has to do is wait for us to come back out and then they have us in a choke point, right by the entrance. We would be easy pickings. Hell, we’d literally be sitting ducks while we waited for the big entry gate to open.”

      “Maybe we can just call the office and ask them to look in unit sixty-two for us?”

      “They don’t have the key, remember? They’d have to cut the lock off, and they only do that if they auction it off.” Porter looked left and right, scanning the facility. “That wood line runs behind the buildings.”

      “Stealth?” Badway said.

      Porter nodded. “Trees lost a bunch of leaves, but there’s enough back there to hide us. What do you think?”

      “Yeah. The best option. I don’t see any cameras in the back. If we can get in, we should be undetected.”

      “Can you guys talk in normal-person for a minute?” Cat said.

      “We’re gonna sneak in the back,” Porter said. “So no one sees us.”

      “How? There’s a big fence everywhere.”

      “We can just throw something over the barbed wire. Porter and I can boost you up and over. The drop isn’t that far. I saw it in a movie once. I think the person broke their ankle—or was it hip?” Badway said. “But you should be fine.”

      “What? I don’t want to break a hip,” Cat said.

      Badway and Porter laughed. “He’s messing with you,” Porter said. “We’ll do things a little smarter, not harder. Can your little GPS find us a hardware store?”

      “No need. There’s one right there.” Cat pointed to the left. “See the orange sign?”

      “Even better. Let’s go, Hoke,” Porter said.

      “What?” Cat’s eyebrows scrunched up.

      “Driving Miss Daisy? Never mind,” Porter said.

      Cat fired up the car and, thanks to a couple of accommodating green lights, was in front of the hardware chain in no time.

      “I’ll be right back,” Porter said, stepping out of the car and pushing the door shut.
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      “Is this what he does all the time?” Cat said.

      “It’s been a habit for him lately,” Badway said.

      “That’s why you brought him up, isn’t it? You needed some help with planning and sneaking and guns, right?”

      Badway looked at Cat. “He’s good at finding people.”

      She was quiet for a few moments. “He seems confident.”

      “Always has been,” Badway said, thumbing his mustache.

      “You guys close growing up?”

      “I’m an only child. My mom dropped me off with them as much as she could so I’d have people to play with. I’d spend whole summers with his family. Porter’s one of three kids, but he and I were the closest.”

      “Has he always been this bull-headed?”

      “Always. Sometimes it gets him into trouble. There was this one summer when we were younger, probably around twelve or something like that. He hadn’t hit that growth spurt yet, so he was a regular-sized kid. We’d walk to the pool and there was a group of older kids that hung out along the way. Not real troublemakers, but old enough to be away from the parents and act like assholes. One day we were walking by, and they decided they wanted Porter’s change.”

      “Change?” Cat said.

      “Quarters and stuff? We used it at the vending machine by the pool. You can imagine—Porter told them they couldn’t have it. They kind of pushed him down and took it. The rest of us were going to jump in. I was a little older and a little bigger, but still smaller than the big kids. Porter said no, he didn’t need our help. We went to the pool, but he didn’t have any fun. He just stood in the water with a mad look on his face. We took a different route on the way home, to avoid those kids, and he was stewing about it the whole time.”

      “He was that pissed?” Cat said.

      “Maybe the maddest I’ve ever seen him, and that’s saying something. He has a terrible temper, but most people don’t get to see it. He controls himself better these days. Where was I…?”

      “You guys walked home that night,” Cat said.

      “Right. We got to his place, and he went into his dad’s room and they had a talk. I didn’t know what they said, but Porter came out with something in his hands that he wouldn’t show us. We let it go, but he was still quiet the rest of the night. The next day, we went swimming again. Porter insisted we walk by the same house as the day before. The rest of us didn’t want to, but he said he was going, with or without us. We couldn’t let him go alone.

      “We walked past that house and the same kids came out, saying thanks for the Cokes and candy they bought with our money. They said they wanted more. Porter told them they didn’t want his money, but they laughed and told him to give it over. He walked up to the main kid and hit him in the jaw so hard, he knocked him unconscious. Right there in the kid’s front yard, laid him out.”

      “But how? You said he was smaller,” Cat said.

      “The thing his dad gave him was a roll of dimes. His hands weren’t big enough to fit a roll of quarters, so he grabbed those dimes and hit that kid with everything he had. As he’s standing above the kid, he looks at the rest of his friends and you know what he says?”

      “What?” Cat was turned in her seat, facing Badway.

      “He says, ‘I told you, you didn’t want my money.’ I’ll never forget it.”
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      The door to the back seat groaned open, and the car sagged under Porter’s weight. “You guys miss me?”

      “Like a case of the clap,” Badway said.

      “Burn.” Porter laughed.

      “Did you get what you need?” Cat said.

      “Sure did. This’ll make our lives much easier.” Porter held up a short-handled set of bolt cutters.

      “Oh geez,” Cat said.

      “Head back the way we came from, pull into the fast food place and park as close to the tree line as you can,” Porter said.

      Cat obliged. She pulled onto, drove down, and turned off the main road in quick succession.

      Porter eyed the storage facility as they drove past. Still no cameras. There was one other vehicle on the grounds, a family unloading something from a pickup truck.

      Cat clicked on her blinker and pulled into the first spot in the lot.

      “I said closest to the tree line, counselor,” Porter said. “We aren’t going in to eat.”

      “Force of habit,” Cat said.

      “You don’t look like you eat much fast food. How much of a habit could it be?”

      “Don’t let the waistline fool you.” Cat consulted her mirrors and reversed, backing into the last spot in the line. “I promise I eat more than you do.”

      “We’ll have to see sometime,” Porter said.

      “Are you asking me out?” Cat said. “Right now?”

      “Not unless you wanted me to,” Porter said.

      “Get a room,” Badway said. “Give me the damn bolt cutters.”

      Porter passed them up to Badway, who hopped out of the BMW and disappeared into the tree line.

      “This is awkward,” Cat said.

      “What? The food thing? Lighten up a little,” Porter said.

      “No, this whole thing. Are we really going to break into this place? Hanging around, waiting to commit a felony?”

      “It’s a mild case of trespassing. A necessary evil.”

      “That doesn’t make it right.”

      “If you have to, you have to,” Porter said. “The way I always look at it.”

      “The ends justify the means? I’ll bet you were a hell of a cop,” Cat said.

      “Who says I was a cop?”

      “I’m not an idiot. You might think most lawyers are shit, but give me a little credit.”

      “I don’t think you’re an idiot, you just talk too much sometimes,” Porter said.

      “Do I?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “If I stop talking so much, would you stop giving me such a hard time?”

      “If you stop being a bitch to me, I will,” Porter said.

      “Now I’m a bitch?”

      “That’s not what I said and you know it.”

      “You think a little too much of yourself, Mr. Porter,” Cat said, eyes shifting from Porter to the tree line.

      “You aren’t the first person to tell me that,” Porter said.

      Badway came bursting through the tree line. He popped the door open and squatted down. “Found it. You guys ready?”

      Porter pulled himself out of the back of the car and shut the door. He and Badway waited for Cat, then the group disappeared into the wood line together.
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      Porter was sure there was some Special Forces ninja trick Badway had learned for moving through dense brush. Despite his muscular frame, the former soldier slipped and slid through the trees and overgrown vines like a cat.

      Porter and the actual Cat fared much worse.

      The walk wasn’t far, nearly a hundred feet through the woods. Badway went first, picking and sliding his way through the foliage. Porter was next, trail-breaking for both him and Cat. He held the branches and sticks up as he went through, so things didn’t smack her in the face. It worked well enough but was slow.

      What took Badway two minutes to do took Porter and Cat nearly ten. Porter looked up as they neared the edge of the undergrowth and saw Badway crouching in the tree line.

      “What are you, part mongoose or something?” Porter said.

      “I’m not big and slow like you. Lifting heavy shit doesn’t help you move fast.”

      “Blow me,” Porter said, pushing away the last of the brush to let Cat pass through.

      For the first time, Porter looked at the storage facility from the rear. The buildings were lined up in rows, and the space between each pair of buildings formed a breezeway large enough to drive down.

      From the tree line it was ten feet to the fence, then fifteen feet of blacktop to the back of the buildings. Enough space to drive behind the buildings, to get around the facility easier. Affixed to the cinderblocks were green metal signs with unit numbers and arrows pointing the way.

      A handful of links in the fence were cut and curled open.

      “You already did that?” Porter said.

      “I got bored while I was waiting for you two.”

      Cat squatted on the other side of Porter, smacking bugs away from her neck. Her feet were covered in dirt. “I wish I’d worn better shoes.”

      “Who wears flip-flops in the woods?” Porter said.

      “Someone who woke up at midnight and thought they were going to the jail and back home. I didn’t think I was hiking today,” Cat said.

      “You two done? I think the unit is down this aisle somewhere.” Badway pointed straight ahead. “If we walk in like we belong, who’s going to say anything?”

      At the far end of the aisle, moving in and out of the last unit on the left, was the family in the pickup truck.

      “Them?” Cat said.

      “Nah, Sarge is right,” Porter said. “They’re too busy doing their own thing.”

      “Glad you finally admitted it,” Badway said. He darted out of the tree line and with one practiced movement, slipped through the cut in the fence. He sprinted the distance from the fence to the back of the unit, coming to a rest with his back against the cinderblock.

      “Did you see him go?” Cat said. “Holy shit.”

      “He’s a squirrely bastard,” Porter said. “After you.” He held his hand out in front of him.

      “No way. You go.”

      “Ladies first. I insist,” Porter said.

      “So I’m a lady now? I thought I was a bitch,” Cat said. She darted out of the tree line, flip-flops clapping as she went. She had more trouble than Badway with the fence, but managed easily enough. In short order, she was next to Badway, back against the cinderblock wall.

      “She’s never gonna let the bitch thing go,” Porter said to no one. Three strides and he was at the fence. Badway hadn’t cut it for his height, so Porter had to crunch up smaller than he wanted. His shirt caught on a sharp piece of the chain link and tore when he stepped away. He didn’t run to the wall.

      He was mad about the shirt.

      “You could have cut a couple more links. Help a guy out,” Porter said. He held the back of his shirt, poking his fingers through the hole.

      “You made it, right? Quit bitching,” Badway said.

      “Who’s the bitch now?” Cat said.

      “Let’s just go already.” Porter walked around the corner and into the walkway. Although the sun was shining, there was a cool wind blowing, and the two storage buildings funneled the breeze into a more forceful stream. The jagged back of Porter’s shirt blew behind him.

      Badway was on the right, reading the numbers on the units, while Porter looked to the left. The further they traveled down the aisle, the more apparent it became.

      Porter stopped and moved across the pavement to Badway. “It’s right next to the family, isn't it?”

      “Looks that way,” Badway said.

      “So? You guys said they wouldn’t care,” Cat said.

      “They may remember us if we’re right next to them. We’re trying to be ghosts, remember?” Porter said.

      “What other choice do we have?” Cat looked at the two men.

      Porter led the group to the unit. Badway stayed further back, turning every so often, eyes in the rear.

      Unit sixty-two was six-feet-by-six-feet, and was just tall enough that Porter wouldn’t have to duck to get inside. The green, ridged-metal door had a large, circular lock hanging from a latch on the front, and the family’s black pickup truck was partially blocking it.

      “Sorry,” the father said. “I didn’t realize anyone else was here. I’ll move it.” The man made a move to the driver's door.

      “No need,” Porter said. “We won't be long.”

      The man wore outdoorsy khakis and a plaid shirt, the wife similarly clad. A young boy sat in a kayak on the pavement, pretending to paddle. On the pavement, leaning against a tire, was a teenage girl who couldn’t be bothered to raise her head from her smartphone. The back of their truck was half-full with sleeping bags, tents, and a camp stove.

      “Appreciate that,” the man said. “Heading out to the woods this evening. Got a cabin and everything. Want to show the kids a little of the life outside the city.”

      “I understand,” Porter said.

      “Jake Shelby,” the man said, thrusting his hand toward Porter.

      “Bruce Smith,” Porter said.

      “Well, Mr. Smith, I’ll leave you to it. If you decide you need us out of the way, just let me know.”

      “Will do,” Porter said.

      Badway was now toward the middle of the walkway, looking over the top of the kayak to the lot they’d first parked in when they were checking the storage facility.

      “Something?” Porter said.

      “Not sure. Who has the key?” Badway said.

      Cat produced the flat, brass key from her pocket and passed it to Porter.

      Porter grabbed the lock and turned the key. There was no resistance and the key worked the first time. He slipped the lock off and palmed it.

      Badway was next to Porter and Cat now. “You gonna open it?”

      “Just thinking for a second. It’s not wired up, is it?”

      Badway scanned the top ridge of the metal door, both sides, and the bottom. He took extra care around the latch the lock had been in. “It doesn’t look like it.”

      “You two need to stop being chickens. You bring me all the way out here and now you don’t want to open the door? Here, I’ll do it,” Cat said.

      “I got it,” Porter said. “At least stand out of the way of the door. Stand in front of the next unit.”

      Cat crossed her arms.

      “Humor me,” Porter said.

      Badway stepped back. Once Cat saw him move, she followed suit. Porter stepped as far to the side of the door as he could and slid the metal latch horizontally, sending a loud clack echoing through the area. He looked again at Jake Shelby, who had disappeared inside his mammoth locker.

      Badway turned his face, then forced the door up. Once the seal that kept water from leaking into the unit from the bottom was broken, Porter smelled it. A pungent smell, like someone had lit a box full of hair on fire. Badway slid the door the rest of the way up.

      Stepping into the small unit, Porter thrust his hand backward at Cat and Badway. “Stop.”

      But it was too late. They were both standing next to him.

      The inside of the unit was bare, except for a metal folding chair, and the charred body tied to it.
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      Cat covered her nose, retched, and stepped back from the entryway to the unit. Badway stepped back, leading her away from the remains. Porter stepped forward, looking closer at the body.

      The body was cool, but a complete mess. All the hair was burned off; the person’s race was impossible to determine. The corpse was seated in the metal chair, ankles bound to the chair legs, hands bound behind their back and then tied to the chair.

      There was a white dusting everywhere. “What is that?” Cat said from the outside pavement.

      Porter looked closer. “Looks like residue from a fire extinguisher. The powdery stuff that’s left once the foam goes away.”

      “Why set someone on fire and put them out?” Cat said.

      “You see how the body hasn’t been disturbed? There isn’t any flaking or cracking of the charred skin. If they moved the body here after they burned this guy, patches would be missing, burned skin sloughed off and bone exposed underneath.”

      “You're saying they burned him here?” Cat said, an involuntary gag escaping her lips.

      “Yeah. They burned him, then put him out. Maybe they didn’t want to burn the entire place down,” Porter said.

      “We gotta go, bro,” Badway said. “They sent us here for a reason. We can’t stay.”

      “Do you think it’s Kevon?” Cat said. “We would have to get dental records to tell, right?”

      Porter leaned in a little closer and saw something on the body’s forehead. “Hold on.” He looked around for something to use, but saw nothing, so he reached out and pulled with his hand. The soot jarred loose enough so that Porter could tell it was an ID. “Someone nailed a driver’s license into the head.” Porter tugged with more strength and the ID and the nail both came out.

      He turned it around to read the front. It was Kevon Brown’s. “They must have nailed that once they put him out. If not, it would have melted into a plastic puddle.”

      Porter stepped out of the storage unit.

      “Mr. Smith? You’re a big guy, I’ll bet you’re strong. Any chance you’d help me lift…”

      Before Porter could shoo the man off, Jake Shelby saw what was in the unit.

      “What the hell?” Shelby backed away from the doorway. “What the hell is that?”

      “VFX,” Porter said.

      “What’s VFX?”

      “Visual effects. We run an effects company for movies, television shows, things like that. Our group has been working on this little guy for a couple weeks. He was stinking up the entire office, so we had to move him out here.”

      “It looks so real,” Jake Shelby said, leaning closer to the body.

      “We wouldn’t be any good at our jobs if it didn’t,” Porter said.

      “Wow. The smell. How do you even make something like that happen?”

      “I can’t give away all my trade secrets,” Porter said, looking for a way out of the conversation.

      Badway was standing behind the truck, looking across the road at the parking lot again. He shielded his eyes with his hands. “Porter… Smith… whoever you are, we gotta go. Right now.”

      Porter ignored Jake Shelby. “Something?”

      “Down!” Badway shouted.

      A split-second later, a crack rang out, echoing throughout the breezeway between the two buildings. The cinderblock next to Porter’s head exploded, sending fragments of concrete into his face.

      “Move,” Porter said, pulling Jake Shelby and Cat into the unit with the remains of Kevon Brown.

      “What was that?” Jake Shelby asked.

      Badway grabbed both the teenage daughter and the little boy in the kayak and pulled them behind the tailgate of the truck.

      “Sniper?” Porter said to Badway.

      “Yeah. I saw a big black SUV backparked in that lot across the street. The tailgate opened a few seconds ago.” He had his arms around the heads of the children and was crouched low behind the camper top.

      “Mrs. Shelby, stay in your unit,” Porter said, loud enough for her to hear next door.

      “What?” came a reply.

      “Damn it, Carol, stay put,” Mr. Shelby said.

      Two more shots came crashing into the door of the storage unit. Loud, but not a full rifle report.

      “Cans,” Porter said.

      The average person’s knowledge about suppressors came from television and the movies. Suppressors, silencers, or “cans,” as they were often interchangeably called, did not make gunfire Hollywood-quiet. Using a silencer usually made a rifle round sound like firecrackers being dropped in the street in a Chinatown on New Year's Day.

      Quiet or not, the bullets were lethal.

      “This isn’t fake, is it?” Mr. Shelby said.

      “Of course not,” Porter said. He felt nails digging into his arm. Cat’s grip was relentless.

      “We’re being shot at?” Cat said.

      “Relax,” Porter said. “You’re safe in the storage unit.”

      “Carol, stay there. Don’t move, okay?” Jake Shelby yelled.

      There was a muffled reply.

      “What do we do?” Cat said.

      “Call the cops. Wait them out,” Porter said. “They can’t sit out there all day.”

      “What if they come in?” Cat said.

      “They were set up to shoot us when we left. Once they saw that we snuck in the back, they accelerated their timeline. No way they want to be seen on camera. They won’t come in,” Porter said.

      “Good. Okay. We wait,” Cat said.

      A volley of shots rang out, peppering the front of the truck, fragments skipping off the asphalt ground. One of the truck’s tires popped.

      “I can’t wait it out back here,” Badway said. He cradled the kids’ heads against his chest.

      More shots. Another tire popped. Now rounds were slamming into the side of the truck.

      “Two shooters now,” Badway yelled, over the sound of pinging metal and crumbling cinder blocks. “The new angle is worse. Only a matter of time until they skip a round under the truck and hit one of us.”

      Waiting it out was no longer an option.

      “Porter, we have to get out of here,” Cat said.

      “Working on it.” Porter looked around the unit they were in but found nothing useful.

      “Badway, throw me the kids,” Porter said.

      “Don’t, they’ll get shot,” Jake Shelby said, pulling at Porter’s shirt.

      “They’re okay,” Porter said, motioning to his cousin. “I’m waiting on you.”

      Another volley of rounds rang out. When it stopped, Badway threw the boy through the air, right into Porter’s arms. Porter passed him to his father. Another round of bullets answered the action.

      Badway pulled the teenage girl to her feet and staged her near the corner of the pickup truck. Porter stuck his hand out and there were several shots. Badway pushed the girl from behind, sending her flailing across the gap between the car and storage unit’s door. Porter caught her as she fell.

      “Move to the back of the storage unit,” Porter said. Jake Shelby pulled his children past the charred remains of Kevon Brown and onto the floor in the back corner.

      “I can’t believe this,” Cat said. “I can't believe this is real.”

      “Believe it,” Porter said. “We need to get out of here. If we do, these people will be safe. Vance just wants us.”

      Porter looked around the unit again, then into the back of the Shelbys’ truck. “Move over, Sarge.”

      Badway moved as far right as he safely could. Porter peeked his head out of the storage unit and then back in. Several shots rang out. Porter vaulted across the gap and next to Badway.

      “What’s the plan?” Badway said. “Usual move is to fight through an ambush.”

      “They have long guns and we don’t,” Porter said. “How far away do you think they are? Hundred fifty yards?”

      “More or less.”

      “I can hit that far out with my pistol, if I have all day to sit and line up a great shot. Maybe. They aren’t gonna give us time like that. We’re out-gunned.”

      “I’m not disagreeing,” Badway said.

      Porter dug through the bed of the pickup.

      “What the hell, Porter?” Cat hissed from the storage unit. She hadn’t moved back like the Shelbys, and was watching everything.

      “We need a diversion,” Porter said. He pulled out the camp stove with its small propane tank. Porter shook it, and it felt full.

      “Blow that thing up,” Cat said.

      “Doesn’t work like that,” Badway said.

      A fresh volley of rounds peppered the area.

      “Shit,” Badway said as something struck him in the back.

      “You good?” Porter asked, eyes still in the back of the truck.

      “No good piece of shit,” Badway said. “Could you move any slower?”

      “I’m working, I’m working.”

      “Just blow that thing up,” Cat said again.

      “I need something to light it,” Porter said.

      “I have flares,” Jake Shelby offered from the back of the storage unit. “In my tan bag in the back of the truck.”

      “There’s no damn bag, Jake,” Porter said. He threw objects out of the back of the truck as he searched.

      “It has to be in there,” Jake said.

      Porter thought for a minute. “Carol?”

      There was a muted reply from the Shelbys’ storage locker. “Yes?”

      “Is there a tan bag in there with you?” Porter said, dreading the answer.

      “Yes, I see it,” Carol Shelby said.

      “Damn it,” Porter said.

      There was no way Carol could throw the bag to him without stepping into the line of fire. Porter thought quickly.

      “You gonna live, Sarge?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Porter scrambled into the bed of the pickup truck. The bed topper offered some concealment, but wouldn’t stop a bullet. Porter kept his head low, crawling up on his belly. He reached the front of the bed and stuck his head through the window that led to the cab. The driver's side door was open. He could see Carol Shelby, hugging the interior wall. “Carol?”

      Terror racked the woman’s face, and her brown hair was plastered to her cheeks.

      “Carol? Can you hear me?” Porter said.

      “Why are people shooting at us?”

      “I need you to throw me that bag. Can you do that?”

      Three firecracker shots rang out. There was a new spiderweb in the tinted windshield.

      “No, no, no. I can’t,” Carol Shelby said.

      “Carol, listen. The bullets can’t hit you in there, okay? All you have to do is grab the bag, and throw it as hard as you can into the inside of your truck. If you do that, your kids will be safe. Do you hear me, Carol? Give me the bag and your kids will be safe.”

      Carol nodded and crawled across the floor of her storage unit, picking up a medium-sized tan bag with pouches attached across the front of it.

      With a grunt, she threw the bag, which landed on the leather front seat.

      A single shot answered the movement.

      Porter pulled his head back through the small window, and reached his arm into the cab, fingers straining until he felt the strap of the bag. He pulled it through the window and down out of the bed as he slid back to the rear of the truck.

      “You still good, Sarge?”

      “Hurry up already.”

      Porter ripped the bag open and dug through bags of food, rolls of duct tape, emergency medical kits, and thermal blankets. At the very bottom, he found two kinds of safety flares: the kind that looked like a stick of dynamite and the kind that looked like a big, fat pistol. Porter took both.

      Kneeling behind the truck, Porter took several of the dynamite-style flares and quickly taped them around the propane tank. He then taped several bags of the loose food to the tank as well.

      Two shots rang out, skipping underneath the truck and missing Porter.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Cat said. “Hurry up.”

      “Almost ready.” Porter grabbed the entire tank and handed Badway the flare gun. “If this doesn’t work, you may need to set it off. Got it?”

      “Make it happen,” Badway said through a clenched jaw.

      “Get ready,” Porter said to Cat.

      “Ready for what?”

      “When this thing goes boom, run out the way we came,” Porter said.

      “Are you kidding me? That’s the plan?”

      “Stay if you want,” Porter said. He took the tops of the flares off and used the rough end of the cap to strike all four in sequence. The propane tank now looked like a misshapen Christmas ornament. With one arm he flung the tank over the bed topper. It sat, ten feet in front of the truck and off to the right, smoking and sparking a red glow.

      The response was immediate. Rounds peppered the truck. Porter switched spots with Badway, pulled his pistol, and dropped to the pavement. Once he was stable, he aimed for the sparking propane tank and pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened.

      Sure he had missed, Porter readied another shot, but a flash of light stopped him.

      A thunderous boom echoed between the two storage buildings. Gas and metal and food particles exploded into the air, turning the entire area into a foggy mess.

      “Now,” Porter said, pushing to his feet and rushing away from the truck.

      Badway was off like a shot. Porter remembered seeing him run with a football, but never with speed like that.

      Porter stalled for a moment, allowing Cat to get out in front of him, then followed behind her to the fence. Every step he took pounded his body and he felt the shock in the gash on his head, vibrating the staples Badway had given him.

      As he ran, the suppressed crack of the rifle rang out, but Porter saw no evidence of shooting around him—no dust, no sparks, no bullet holes. When Cat and Porter reached the fence line, Badway was already through, pulling open the fence flap.

      “Go, go, go,” he said as he ran out to the tree line.

      Cat slid through. Porter ducked low, so as not to rip a staple on the jagged edge of the fence. A few more steps and Porter was in the tree line, following Badway and Cat deeper into the woods.
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      “That just happened? Are you kidding me? Is this real right now?” Cat said. She chirped the tires on the BMW and skidded out of the fast food parking lot.

      “Slow down,” Porter said. “Those guys are long gone. The last thing I want to do is survive an ambush and get smoked in a car crash.”

      “Yeah, slow down. Are you hitting every single bump?” Badway said from the back seat. He was flat on his stomach, bent at the knees so he could fit.

      “Shut up back there and try not to bleed in my car,” Cat said.

      “Where’s your compassion? The person who pays you has been shot in the back,” Porter said.

      “In the woods, you said it was just shrapnel. I operate on the assumption you two meatheads know what’s going on. A little piece of scrap metal in the back isn't getting sympathy,” Cat said.

      “Tough crowd,” Badway said.

      “Where am I going?” Cat said.

      “Badway’s.”

      “No, Porter, that’s dumb. Don’t the people who shot at us know where he lives?”

      “We gotta patch Sarge up, keep him from bitching anymore. Not to mention I’d like to get my rifle,” Porter said. “Told you I’d need it.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Cat said, and fell silent.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Porter saw her hand trembling on the steering wheel. The dump of adrenaline from the ambush had worn off and she was coming down.

      “You okay?” Porter said.

      “No, I’m bleeding back here,” Badway said.

      “I was talking to her.”

      “Not even close,” Cat said. “I mean… we haven’t even talked about Kevon. He’s dead? Just like that?”

      “Looks like it,” Porter said. “Vance said he’d make sure Kevon never saw his son again. At least he’s a man of his word.”

      “We have to go to the police,” Cat said. “We have to tell them what happened.”

      “Tell them what? We think a guy killed another guy? That’s not probable cause to arrest Vance. Besides, I’d be willing to bet Badway’s nightclub that Vance has a great alibi. Unless you know who was pulling the trigger, it’s gonna be tough to get the cops on your side.” Porter adjusted his shirt around his pistol.

      “You have Kevon’s license. That’s proof,” Cat said, deftly slipping the BMW between traffic.

      “We both know that won’t work.”

      “So we let those guys win? Get away with murder?”

      “Not at all, but we need to get our shit together. Game plan. Get more guns.”

      Cat assented, pushing the BMW even faster along the road. Sooner than Porter believed possible, she was pulling off the highway and onto the main road that ran in front of the Bump House.

      Porter pulled his pistol out of its holster and held it, muzzle down, between his legs. “Don’t park yet. Circle around a couple times.”

      The lawyer looped around the block several times, keeping a slow pace.

      “You see anything?” Badway said, voice muffled by the seat.

      “I don’t think so. If they’re here, they’re sneaky as hell.” He nodded at Cat, who pulled behind the club in between Badway's shiny new Ford and next to Porter’s disrespected SUV.

      She left the engine running.

      Porter hopped out, then opened the door and helped Badway to his feet. “You coming?” he asked Cat.

      “I was thinking maybe I should let you guys handle things your way. I don’t even know how to use a gun. I’m just a lawyer.”

      “Do what helps you sleep at night,” Porter said. “Just keep your phone on. I want to talk to your reporter friend.”

      “Done,” Cat said. Porter shut the door, and she spun the tires on the way out of the empty lot.

      Porter pulled his rifle from his trunk. An uneventful walk down the alley later, the men were in Badway’s apartment. Badway stretched out on the rough floor in the kitchen, face resting on a paper towel roll.

      Porter put the two-by-four against the door and checked it twice.

      Porter stepped into Badway’s room and returned with the medic bag. “Walk me through this, Sarge. I’m not much of a medic.”

      “Not much of a bomb maker, either,” Badway said.

      “Give me a break, it went boom,” Porter said.

      “Next time, leave the explosives to me.”

      “I didn’t see you coming up with a plan, so I went with it. ‘A good plan violently executed right now is better than a perfect plan next week.’ That’s the saying, right?”

      “Yeah, but you aren’t Patton.” Badway fished his hand into the side pocket of the medic bag and pulled out a coil of olive-drab wire.

      “Is that…?”

      “Det cord. I kept lots of it over the years. They practically gave the stuff away overseas. So when I tell you to leave the explosions to me, just leave them to me,” Badway said.

      “Point taken.”

      “Good. Now get the antiseptic.”

      Badway talked Porter through the necessary work on his back. There were four holes to the left of Badway’s spine near his lower back. Porter cleaned the holes and fished four small pieces of sheet metal from his cousin’s wounds.  Porter cleaned the area again and made sure there were no other foreign objects, then closed the holes with a stitch or two each.

      Porter fumbled the tools, his large hands making the precise work difficult, but Badway didn’t flinch or complain during the process.

      “See? The hands of a pianist,” Porter said.

      “More like arthritic elephant,” Badway said.

      Porter helped him to his feet, then washed his hands while his cousin limped off into his bedroom. As he rinsed the soap off, there was a knock at the barred front door.

      Porter snapped his rifle up and pointed it at the sound.

      Badway stepped back out of his bedroom, shirtless. He aimed in with a Sig Sauer p226—a semi-automatic 9mm pistol—instead of his revolver. Fifteen rounds instead of five. He wasn’t an idiot.

      Badway stepped to the doorway, back flat against the wall while Porter kept his rifle pointed at the door. As Badway pulled away the two-by-four, there was another knock at the door. A quick three-count with his fingers, and Badway pulled the door the rest of the way open.

      Porter had his rifle pointed at Cat Castonguay’s collarbone. He pointed the weapon away from her. “Damn, you need to call or something before you stop in like that. At least do the secret knock.”

      “Is there a secret knock?” Cat said, completely serious.

      “He’s being a dick. Get in here,” Badway said.

      “Sorry. I should have realized you guys were on edge.” On the floor by her feet was a large, circular wreath of purple and white flowers. Tucked in the wreath was a big bottle, with a white label.

      “The hell is that?” Badway said.

      “I don’t know. When I decided to come back, I circled the block a couple times, like Porter told me to. This was on the front door of the club.”

      “So you got out by yourself and got it?” Porter said as Badway bent down and grabbed the wreath and bottle.

      “Not a good move, I guess. But that’s why I came back. I was thinking about Kevon. He was a smart, capable guy and they got him. I’m smart, but not for this shit. I figured maybe we should stick together.”

      “Don’t lie. You missed us,” Porter said.

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” Cat followed Badway into the kitchen. She turned her back as she entered, facing away from the blood on the floor and couch in the living room. “Who are the flowers from?”

      “Not sure,” Badway said. He handed the bottle to Porter.

      “Artsakh? That’s what that says, right? Never heard of it.” Porter pulled out his phone.

      Badway pulled a small envelope from the wreath, folded and tucked inside the fragrant flowers. “It says, ‘There will be a funeral soon. You will be sure to attend.’ That’s it, no signature or anything.”

      “Artsakh is a brand of traditional Armenian vodka,” Porter said, reading from his phone. “Imported. Not cheap. One guess who it’s from.”

      “Petrosian?” Cat said.

      “Not very subtle of him,” Badway said. “But that doesn’t matter right now. We need to deal with the Parabellum situation.”

      “I spoke with Amy.”

      “What she say?” Porter said, reading the back of the vodka bottle.

      “She can meet us anytime and tell us what she knows about Vance and Parabellum.”

      “I can’t think of anything better than some intelligence on the assholes, can you, Sarge?”

      “Negative. Let me get my stuff. I don’t think I’m coming back here for a while.”

      “Need help?” Porter said.

      “I’m good. Wait one.” Badway disappeared into his bedroom.

      “It’s not safe here, is it?” Cat said.

      “No. But we needed to get a few things that are too hard to replace in the wild. It was worth the risk,” Porter said, putting his rifle on the counter.

      “I get it. I don’t like… this… but if everyone else is playing the game, so should we.”

      “We?” Porter said. “You got a mouse in your pocket?”

      “I came back, didn’t I? Kevon wasn’t just my client, I’d like to think he was a friend. Anyone who could kill him like that, just because of a custody situation…” Cat shuddered. “So I’m in. I just wonder if we can at least consider a way to get them legally?”

      Porter crossed his arms and ignored the question. “Where are we meeting your friend?”

      “She doesn’t care. Anywhere private, I guess.”

      “I’ll think of something. When you tell her where to meet us, have her take a cab.”

      “Why? She bought this new… oh. You don’t want them to know who she is, right?”

      “With any luck, if someone follows us, we’ll be able to notice. If not, I don’t want anyone to run her license plate.”

      “I’ll tell her. Will you get your cousin to hurry up already? I don’t want to stay here anymore.” Cat’s eyes drifted to the bloodstained couch again.

      “Hell, I’m waiting on you guys,” Badway said from the doorway of his room. He had a large backpack on his shoulders, and the medic bag slipped on front-ways, like a mother carrying a baby in a carrier. In his right hand was a large, black, hard-sided rifle case. “We ready?”

      “Always be prepared, huh? Isn’t that the special forces?” Porter said.

      “That’s the Boy Scouts,” Badway said, moving toward the front door.

      Porter slung his rifle and followed Badway, pausing for a moment to grab the bottle of Artsakh. “Here. Hold this.” Porter handed the bottle to Cat.

      “You’re not going to drink this, are you?” Cat said.

      “Why not? I’ve never had Armenian vodka before.”

      Porter was first out the door, then Cat, with Badway bringing up the rear. The alleyway was clear and the group was quickly in front of their cars.

      “Am I driving?” Cat said.

      “I think we all should,” Badway said. “I don’t want to come back. We should caravan somewhere that isn't here, then decide who drives from there.”

      “Hard to argue.” Porter chirped his key fob and stepped up into his truck.

      Badway rolled his window down. “Follow me, I have a good spot.”

      Badway led out of the empty lot, followed by Porter and Cat bringing up the rear. She kicked up dirt and dust as she pulled out.
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      A short drive later, Badway led the small caravan into the front parking lot of a one-story brick building. There was a large wrought-iron fence running the perimeter, and near the entry gate, there was a large patch of grass with a shiny black cannon aimed at a forty-five-degree angle skyward.

      A sign underneath read National Guard Armory.

      Badway pulled up in front of the cannon and got out of his truck. A swipe of his key card and the gate glided open, admitting Porter and Cat. Badway got back into his car and followed the other vehicles in, gate closing behind him.

      He directed Porter to a spot far to the edge of the parking lot, next to two olive drab half-ton military trucks. Cat squeezed next to Porter, into the only other open spot in the lot.

      Badway met them near their cars. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared out of sight into the building, which was labeled Administration.

      Porter walked down the row, looking at the cars and trucks, sure that some of them had seen action in one of the ’stans. He carried the bottle of Artsakh with him.

      “Porter?” Cat said.

      Porter paused. “Yeah?”

      “How many people have you found?” Cat said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you mean, ‘what do I mean?’ You know what I’m asking. Bobby told me you have a good thing going, finding lost people and getting the reward money.”

      “It’s mostly kids.”

      “Fine. How many kids have you found?”

      Porter was quiet for a moment.

      “What, so many you can’t keep track?” Cat said.

      “Just wondering if you wanted me to include the ones who weren’t alive by the time I got to them.”

      “I’d rather not think about them. I want to believe all we have to do is try our best and we’ll find Trey safe and sound, that everything will be okay for him.”

      “How can it be?” Porter said. “His dad is dead, his mom’s a nutcase. That’s not okay.”

      “Which is why I’m asking how many kids you’ve found safe and sound. It’s the way my mind works. I need to know there’s a good chance of finding this boy,” Cat said.

      “I mean, every case is different, you can’t just assume—”

      “How many?”

      “Eleven. Eleven alive, taken back to their parents or grandparents. One foster family. Another was in a group home.”

      “What about the other number?” Cat said.

      “Three,” Porter said with no hesitation. “Three.”

      Cat was quiet. “Trey will be number twelve.”

      “Maybe,” Porter said.

      Badway came jogging up to the pair, messenger bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Thought you were out of the Army, Sarge. What gives with the Guard?”

      “I’m mostly out. Only a few more months of inactive reserve time. I come here to help teach the weekend warriors. I let the administration know we’re parking a couple cars here. You guys good?”

      “Amy texted. She said we can meet at this little restaurant we used to go to.”

      “Good food?” Badway said.

      Cat looked at him crossly.

      “What? Eat when you can. If you guys are going to drag me all over the place, I need some eats.”

      Cat didn’t answer, instead climbing in the front seat of Badway’s pickup and slamming the door.

      “What’s up with her?” Badway said.

      “And they say I’m the one without people skills,” Porter said.

      “Who says that? I like you just fine,” Badway said.

      Porter looked at the front door, and turned his back to it, lowering his voice to Badway. “Right now, she’s feeling some kind of way about things. You got to remember, she isn’t used to all this.”

      Badway frowned. “I guess you’re right. Everyone I’m usually around has the same—”

      “Sense of humor? I know. Same when I was a fed. Just remember, while you’re cracking about food, she saw her first dead body today. She’s trying to keep her shit together,” Porter said.

      “I’m tracking,” Badway said.

      The men got in the car. Badway turned it around and nosed out of the gated parking lot, onto the main street.

      “Where to?” Badway said.

      Cat thumbed a button on her phone and turned the volume up. The mechanized voice of the GPS took over, guiding Badway onto the highway.

      Porter watched as the late-afternoon sun cast a yellow glow on the tops of the cars that Badway was blowing past. He tried to remember being in Cat’s shoes, dealing with an unfamiliar, hostile situation. He tried to remember the day before he’d first killed someone. How normal everything still was. How his life was going the way he’d planned. He and Trish didn’t have the two and a half kids yet, but they had a dog. They were happy.

      He thought back to how that first body changed everything. The investigation he was running. The course of his career. Even his marriage. Maybe things would have been different if he’d never seen that first body.

      Pushing the thoughts from his mind, he focused on Vance. Parabellum. The clowns who couldn’t even kill him, despite having long guns and the drop on him. He ground his teeth thinking about it.

      Thankfully, Badway was soon off the highway and onto a surface street. He pulled down two other streets and found the destination he was looking for.

      “The Leaning Tower of London?” Porter said. “What the hell is this?”

      The building was the only structure on that side of the small street. Overflow parking across the street was bordered in the back and side by a small runoff canal. Next to the overflow parking were a consignment shop and a store selling cheap auto insurance.

      The front of the building was a mixture of new construction made to look old and the genuine article. A graphic in the front depicted a London Beefeater, complete with colorful outfit and hat, holding up the Leaning Tower of Pisa, digitally altered to have the large clock colloquially known as Big Ben in the center of it.

      The front of the restaurant was lined with windows, but they had mirror tint and it was impossible to see through them.

      Badway parked at the end of the building, set back from the street. Tough for anyone to see his car if they were driving past.

      “This place is a mess,” Porter said.

      “I’ve eaten at worse,” Badway said. “One time, we were in Kandahar and—”

      “The food is good,” Cat said. “Amy says she’s already here.”

      “Let’s not keep her waiting,” Porter said.

      “The restaurant won't be too crazy about that,” Cat said, pointing to the bottle in Porter’s hand.

      “A little vodka with lunch? Nobody?” Porter set the bottle down in the bed of Badway’s truck.

      Badway held the door and Porter stepped through first. Tacky tourist fare dominated the décor inside the restaurant. There were posters from both England and Italy, and strange plaster busts of different British queens.

      Cat pointed to the front, by the window. The hostess motioned the trio toward an already occupied table. A woman sat alone in the front by a window, a table next to the wall.

      The woman at the table stood and walked over to Cat, arms extended for a hug, and reached down to squeeze her friend.

      Badway elbowed Porter several times. Porter looked and saw his cousin’s eyes wide, looking at the woman.

      She was tall—taller than Badway, nearly able to look Porter in the eye. Her long blonde hair and fair skin stood in stark contrast to Cat’s dark bob and warm complexion. She looked like she could be the model for a Valkyrie from Norse mythology.

      “Close your mouths,” Cat said, busting the two men.
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      “Guys, this is Amy Olson. Amy, this is Thing One and Thing Two.”

      “Hey, boys. Let me guess… you’re Robert and you’re Porter.” Amy pointed to each man in turn. “Did I get that right?”

      “Hi. Yeah, good guess,” Badway answered, stumbling over his words.

      “I don’t need to guess. I got enough info from Cat to figure out what you guys looked like.”

      “Always a reporter, huh?” Porter said.

      “Exactly. I ask questions, that’s what I do. When Cat tells me she wants to meet up and she’s bringing a couple good-looking guys, I needed to ask more questions,” Amy said.

      Cat’s skin burned bright red.

      Porter pulled a metal chair out for Amy and the one next to her for Cat. He and Badway took the other side of the table.

      This caused them to cram together, broad shoulders touching each other. It was uncomfortable. Logistically, however, it was the best place to sit. Both of their backs were against the wall, and they had the full view of the restaurant. While Porter didn’t like sitting near the window, at least they could see everything outside and couldn’t be seen through the tint.

      “So you guys were roommates?” Porter said.

      “Three best years of my life. Then the real world caught up. Jobs and moves and life got in the way. But we still keep up as often as we can. Which is why I wasn’t surprised to get a call from my girl here, asking for information about Parabellum. What does surprise me, however, is having to take a taxi to the meeting. What’s going on?” Amy stirred the lemon in her water.

      Porter looked at Cat, then back at Amy. “You seem savvy. I don’t want to bore you. Tell me what you know and I’ll fill in the blanks.”

      Amy recited much of the pertinent information about the court case and Kevon’s life. She wasn’t up to date on the shoot-out or Kevon's body. Porter filled her in.

      “He was just burned alive? Just like that?” Amy said.

      “To be fair, no telling if he was alive or not when it happened,” Badway said.

      “As if that makes it any better,” Cat said.

      “I’m just saying.” Badway continued flipping the single sheet of the menu over and over.

      A waitress came with three additional glasses of water for the table. All four ordered: Cat had a Caesar salad, Amy got a full plate of pasta with extra breadsticks, Badway went for fish and chips, and Porter got a double cheeseburger, no fries or bun.

      “No bun?” Amy said. “That’s some of the best stuff.”

      “Some of us need to watch our carbs,” Porter said with a smile. “I take it by your order that’s not a problem for you.” His eyes drifted out the window.

      Amy shrugged. “I can’t put weight on. Blessing and a curse. I didn’t get boobs until college.”

      “TMI, Ames, TMI,” Cat said.

      Amy shrugged again. “So you guys think Vance killed Kevon? You think he was shooting up the storage unit today?”

      “Seems like it,” Badway said. “He’s the only one with a reason to try to kill us. If you’d seen how angry Stacy Brown was after the court hearing, you’d get it. I’d kill someone too if it kept her from being pissed off at me.”

      “Do you guys think anyone found the body yet?” Amy said.

      “After that shootout? Someone must have called the cops,” Cat said.

      “Probably the Shelbys,” Porter said.

      “I’ll tell you what, I have a friend who works in the Health Department. The coroner’s office is under their wing. Maybe I can find out what happened to Kevon. Think that will help?”

      “I’m not sure it will,” Cat said. “We know he got burned up. Doesn’t really matter if he was alive or not first.”

      “I’ll ask anyway. The more information, the better,” Amy said.

      Porter nudged Badway and once he caught his eye, flicked his head toward the window. Badway followed his gaze. Across the street, in front of the closed-on-the-weekend antique shop, a black Lincoln SUV was backed into a handicap spot.

      Amy reached into a small bag she carried and pulled out a manila envelope. “This is what I dug up on Vance and Parabellum. I’ll bet you’re more interested in that.”

      “For sure,” Cat said. “Tell me what’s in here.”

      Porter leaned over to Badway, voice low. “I’ll go. You watch them?”

      “Bueno,” Badway said.

      “I need to hit the head,” Porter said.

      “Why are you telling us?” Cat said, not looking up from the paperwork she was rifling through.

      Porter smiled and headed toward the back. He passed the restroom, heading further into the restaurant, and pushed open the swinging kitchen doors. Every face in the kitchen was some sort of Hispanic or Latino. He waved to the men, who looked surprised to see him in their kitchen, and stepped through the back door, which had been propped open with a box fan.

      He slid down the side of the building until he got to the edge. Poking his head around, he stepped out and was directly behind Badway’s truck. He reached into the back and picked up the bottle of vodka.

      Porter jogged down the open space, away from the restaurant, until he reached the drainage canal. He was now a hundred yards from both the restaurant and Badway’s truck. Waiting for a car to pass, he used the brief concealment to sprint across the street, to the side with the antique shop. Working his way behind that building, he waded through the unkempt, waist-high grass until he got to the end.

      He peeked around the corner.

      Now he could see the front of the restaurant where he knew his cousin and the girls were sitting. He felt good about the fact that, from this vantage, no one could see his friends. They would be safe at the table.

      Further left, he saw the lone black SUV, parked in the handicap spot in the middle of the parking lot. Anyone in the car would have their attention on the front of the building. Porter had been on enough stakeouts to know no one paid attention to their entire surroundings the whole time. He used this to his advantage.

      Stepping around the corner, Porter stayed low, vodka bottle in one hand, Glock in the other. He stepped to the rear of the SUV and, in one practiced movement, took two steps to the passenger side window and busted it out with a back-handed swing of the vodka bottle, which stayed intact.

      The muzzle of his pistol followed and Porter took a large sidestep, to have the clearest shot possible.

      There was a thin white woman, putting on lipstick. Porter glanced and saw no one else in the car.

      “What’s your name?” Porter said, holding the pistol in one hand, muzzle still pointed at the woman. Threats came in every race, size, and gender.

      “Eliza… liza… Elizabeth.” The woman's lipstick smeared along her cheek as she spoke.

      “Why are you here?” Porter said.

      “I ordered pizza,” she said.

      No threat. Porter looked around. “I’m a cop. You’re in a handicap spot, but I don’t see a tag.”

      “I didn’t want to take up parking in front of the store while I waited.”

      “Not good enough. Usually, I fine people three hundred bucks for illegally parking in a handicap spot. You leave now, I won't fine you. Use the money to fix your window. Deal?”

      “Deal. Deal.” Elizabeth fired up the SUV and sped out of the parking lot.

      Porter watched her go, hoping she was dumb enough to fall for the story and not call the real police. He holstered his pistol and walked across the street and into the restaurant, still holding the vodka bottle.

      Porter smiled at the hostess and walked over to the table.

      Amy and Cat were looking at him with their mouths open. Badway was shoveling fish and chips into his mouth.

      “I love when you come back from the bathroom and your food is waiting,” Porter said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell was that?” Cat said.

      “What?” Porter said, setting the vodka bottle underneath his chair.

      “You know what,” Cat said.

      “You saw?”

      “Yes, we saw.”

      “Thought it was the SUV from earlier. Had to be sure.” He wiped his hands on his napkin.

      “That person’s going to sue you,” Cat said.

      “Well, I know a good lawyer,” Porter said, as if that closed the matter.

      “Rough company you’re keeping these days,” Amy said with a smile on her face.

      Cat gave an exasperated sigh.

      “What did you come up with while I was in the bathroom?” Porter mixed ketchup with mayonnaise and slathered it on his burger.

      “I was just telling Cat, the Parabellum group is bad business.”

      “Why?” Porter said.

      “They had numerous US government contracts and they lost them all. There were allegations that they committed war crimes at the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom. Several of their contractors were suspected of murdering members of a small village outside of Basra, but there was never any evidence. That was back when they were called the Ring.”

      “The Ring?” Porter said.

      “We used to see those guys over there sometimes.” Badway opened another packet of tartar sauce.

      “After all that, Vance knew they weren’t going to get work, so he rebranded, brought in a new board of directors and called the group Parabellum. Our brilliant government gave the new group even more military contracts,” Amy said.

      “What happened with those?” Porter said.

      “They failed to deliver on things they promised. Took more money and didn’t build some infrastructure they were supposed to. I don’t have the full details, but Alex Vance is getting subpoenaed to talk to a Senate subcommittee sometime soon.”

      “So the guys who killed Kevon are overall shitty people?” Cat said, picking at her salad.

      “It starts at the top,” Amy said. “Vance comes from old money. His family has a huge real-estate empire somewhere down south. He used his father's influence to help get him to the Naval Academy at Annapolis. When he graduated, he went into the Navy for his compulsory service. He was a Naval Aviator for a dozen years and from everything I can find, he was a good pilot. Then he got caught stealing a new technology and selling it to a foreign government,” Amy said.

      “How the hell do they give a guy like that big contracts from the government?” Porter said, ignoring his burger.

      “His daddy hired him a good lawyer and he worked with the appointed military counsel during the court-martial. Got Vance off with no conviction and an other-than-honorable discharge from the Navy.

      “He bummed around a little bit until he met a few more military malcontents. Grouped them all together, then boom, he’s running a private military corporation. There was an article about him in the magazine Soldier of Fortune. Profiled his company, even showed off his personal collection of airplanes,” Amy said.

      “How does a guy like that get involved with Stacy Brown?” Porter asked.

      “I have no clue. I’ve done research and made calls, but it isn't like I’ve spoken to either of them,” Amy said.

      “What’s this?” Cat said, holding up a piece of paper.

      “State tax records. I’m not sure of all the property he owns, but I ran checks in Virginia, West Virginia, and North Carolina to start. These are all the places registered to him, or to his holding company.”

      “What’s the closest place to us?” Porter said.

      Cat scanned. “Looks like there’s a one-point-seven-million-dollar home, about an hour from here.” She pulled it up on the maps application of her phone and showed the table the street view.

      A large house with expansive grounds popped up on her phone’s screen. There were enormous metal gates and an iron railing surrounding the property. Porter took the phone and switched the map to aerial view. The property had a pool, what appeared to be several holes of golf, and in the rear, a thick white line that traveled the entire length of the estate.

      “That what I think it is?” Porter said.

      “Do you think it’s a private runway? Because it is,” Amy Olson said, using her breadstick for punctuation as she spoke. “Vance is quite an airplane-head. He builds private little airstrips everywhere he goes.”

      “Must be nice,” Badway said.

      “Nice? Nice? To be that monster? How could you want to be a killer?” Cat said.

      “Some of us got paid a lot less to kill people,” Badway said.

      “I can’t believe you,” Cat said.

      “I think all he’s trying to say is that it would be nice to have an airfield. Right?” Amy gestured to Badway.

      He nodded. “That’s all.”

      Cat stood up. “Which way’s that restroom?”

      Porter pointed to a general direction. He didn’t have a clue.

      “She’s wound pretty tight,” Amy said, watching her leave.

      “I don’t blame her. Today’s been rough for her,” Porter said. “You don’t seem as affected by what you’re hearing.”

      “After college, I spent time overseas reporting. Running around with the funny ballistic helmet, flak jacket, and everything. Not saying I’m Michael Yon, but I have been around a little. Plus, I grew up the youngest with four brothers. Hell, that was rougher than anything I saw reporting from a war zone,” Amy said with a laugh.

      Porter smiled. Amy was even more beautiful when she laughed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Badway staring. He nudged his cousin under the table.

      “You guys are serious about finding that little boy?” she said.

      “Not so much anymore,” Porter said.

      Amy looked at him.

      “That’s what I was in it for, sure. Help Kevon find his son, make sure he can spend some time with him. Now? Finding the son doesn’t do much for me. I’m not social services, I can’t watch a kid. He’s better off with his crazy mama.”

      “But—” Badway said.

      “But,” Porter said, interrupting his cousin. “But, I think someone needs to get to Vance. Make sure he regrets killing Kevon. Make sure he knows that he can’t just shoot at people at a storage unit. Basically, make him hate the rest of his short life. I’m in for that. Because why the hell not?” Porter said.

      Badway smiled but didn’t say anything.

      “Well,” Amy said, “your best bet will be at his house. Maybe you can ring the doorbell and ask if Vance can come out and play?”

      “I intend to,” Porter said. He finished the last of his bacon and wiped his mouth. Picking up the bottle of vodka from under his chair, Porter set it in front of him next to his plate and debated pulling open the top.

      Badway finished his food, and Amy soon after.

      “So, how is… uh… being a reporter?” Badway said.

      “It’s not what I expected,” Amy said. “I thought I’d maybe get on the news, talk about the events of the day. Maybe be a segment reporter, live from happening places. In reality, I’m more of a journalist. That’s the way my career skewed. I’ve never had the chance to be in front of the camera. But I enjoy it. I guess I’m good at digging up things.”

      “Looks like it,” Porter said, thumbing through the file Amy had brought.

      “They should put you on the air,” Badway said.

      “Why?” Amy said with a wry smile.

      “You know, because you’re pretty,” Badway said, and immediately closed his eyes. “I mean, because anchors are good-looking and so are you. But you’re good at your job, that’s the thing, too. I…” Badway shut his mouth and smiled. “I’m sorry. That was rude.”

      Amy laughed and Porter joined her. He’d never seen Badway so flustered around someone.

      “Thank you for the compliment, I think,” Amy said. “I’m going to go check on Cat.” She slung her messenger bag across her chest and strode away.

      “The hell is your problem, Sarge?” Porter said.

      “I don’t know, man. I’m just… you know…”

      “I’ve never seen you like this. Not since we were kids and Jenny Geremini let you grab her boob. You talked about that titty all summer,” Porter said.

      “You see her smile? Are you kidding me? Just don’t let me talk anymore,” Badway said.

      The men sat in silence for several moments.

      “Here she comes; don’t say anything,” Badway said.

      Amy’s mouth was a slit and her lips couldn’t have been pursed any tighter. She stepped over hurriedly. Her nearly-white hair was splotched pink along the left side of her head. When she placed her hand on the table, it was covered with blood.

      She spoke in a low tone. “I found Cat in the bathroom. Someone cut her throat… she’s dead.” Tears filled her eyes, but the dam hadn’t broken and they held. “I tried to help her.”

      Porter shot to his feet.

      Amy grabbed him by his arm. “Listen, I think the guy bumped past me on his way out. He had a dark hoodie on and went toward the back. He bumped right into me and kept going. You guys go find him. I’ll deal with the cops.”

      “You sure?” Porter said.

      “You guys can’t have another murder floating over your heads. You’ll be in jail for a week while they sort everything out. Cat gave me your number, I’ll call. Go find that asshole.”

      Porter and Badway tore out the back of the restaurant. The cooks seemed surprised to see Porter again, and that he was back with a friend. As they made it through the door, Porter heard a scream manufactured by Amy Olson.

      The door slammed behind them. Porter and Badway looked left and right. To the left, where Badway parked the truck, there was the sound of a car being started. Porter sprinted toward it, outpaced by Badway.

      As Porter rounded the corner, he heard a shot. He found Badway kneeling behind his tailgate. Porter went up the left side of the vehicle, past the driver's door, and leaned against the front quarter panel of the truck. Glock drawn, he saw the taillights of a sedan pulling away. Too far for a good shot, especially considering he had no idea what was at that end of the street.

      Porter had a strong constitution for violence, but the thought of a child on a playground catching a stray round was unacceptable. He holstered his pistol.

      Badway was next to him. “Get in.”

      Porter jumped into the passenger’s seat and Badway pulled off, Porter’s door slamming through momentum. He fishtailed for a moment, pulling through the dirt. The tires chirped once he hit the asphalt.

      “What kind of car was it?” Porter said.

      “Late-model sedan. Honda or Toyota. When I turned the corner, they shot at me. I didn’t get the best look.”

      Badway pushed the truck faster, turning past a post office and several closed businesses.

      There was the flash of taillights ahead of them. “Left, left,” Porter said.

      Badway took the turn at an unsafe speed, flooring the gas during the straightaway. There was another flash of taillights ahead and Badway followed to the right.

      Running two red lights to keep up, Badway followed another right, and then stopped the car.

      The small street emptied into a parking lot. A shopping mall loomed over a sea of cars.

      “Shit,” Porter said.

      Badway’s truck crawled from row to row as the cousins strained to find a sedan needle in a parking lot haystack. With no firm make or model to go on, any of the sedan-type cars could have been the one they were looking for.

      The one that held Cat’s killer.

      Porter eyeballed every person they drove past. Any of them could have been who he was looking for; he couldn’t be sure.

      As Badway rounded the back of a row, a shot rang out, spiderwebbing the window of his truck. Reflexively, he and Porter leaned low in the truck.

      “This is no good,” Porter said. “We have no idea where he is and he’s taking potshots at us.”

      “Let’s un-ass. We can find him on foot,” Badway said.

      “No good. We don’t know who he is—hell, we don’t even know where he is. We’re sitting ducks. Hit the gas,” Porter said.

      “What about Cat? We can’t let this bastard get away,” Badway said, pushing the gas and turning up the next aisle. “We can get him.”

      “Badway, this isn’t worth dying over. Not here. Not like this. We’ll get this guy. Just get us out of here.”

      Badway let out a frustrated yell and pushed the gas again. This time, he turned away from the preceding row and turned the truck toward the exit. After a few moments, Porter sat up and cast a quick glance behind them. “Okay, you can slow down now.”

      Badway was silent. He kept the pedal floored, darting in and out of traffic.

      “I said slow down,” Porter said.

      Badway ignored him and continued his aggressive driving.

      “Fine. At least tell me where we’re going,” Porter said.

      Badway cut through a break in the oncoming traffic, skidding to a stop in the parking lot of a large chain pharmacy. “I don’t know. I don’t know where I’m going, Porter.” Badway slammed the shifter into park and hopped out. He paced back and forth in front of the truck.

      Porter joined him.

      “What kind of people are they?” Badway said. “I don’t care that they shot at us. The game we’re playing has big-boy rules, I get it. But how do they sneak in and kill Cat? She’s a damn lawyer, bro. A lawyer. She never pulled a trigger in her life.” He slammed his fist into the hood of the truck.

      “Feel better now?” Porter said.

      “Shut up,” Badway said, shaking his hand out.

      “You have to understand something: we aren’t in the Army right now. We aren't in the middle of a desert, shooting at savages who have their own AK-47s. This is a subtle game. People move quiet and sneaky. We have to do the same thing. I know your usual operating procedure is to power through a threat, but we need to be smart. Careful. Take our time. It’s like the old story about the bulls.”

      “What the hell you talking about?” Badway said, looking at his knuckles.

      “The old bull and the young bull?”

      Badway stared at Porter.

      “Two bulls are on top of a hill. One is old, been around for a few years. He knows how things work. One’s new—young, only a couple years old. So the two bulls sit on top of the hill, and they look down into the valley and see a bunch of cows. Sexy cows, as far as cows go. The Amy Olsons of cows.”

      “Those are sexy cows,” Badway said.

      “Exactly. The young bull looks into the valley and says, ‘Hey old-timer, let’s run down this hill and screw us one of those cows.’”

      “Run down and screw a cow?” Badway said.

      “Sure. If you were a bull, you’d want to screw cows. That’s just what you do,” Porter said.

      “Okay.”

      “You know what the old-timer says? He says, ‘Why run down and screw one cow when we can walk down and screw them all?’ That’s what I’m talking about. We run after this guy, maybe we get him, maybe not. But we can walk down the hill and get them all.”

      “How the hell we gonna do that?” Badway said.

      Porter held up a crumpled piece of paper. It was the document Amy Olson had brought that listed all Alex’s Vance’s known properties. “Because we know where the cow sleeps.”
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      The big house Vance owned was an hour away. Five o’clock traffic usually choked the interstate like a vine, but since it was the weekend, traffic rolled at a steady pace. The men were making good time, and Badway pulled over at a filling station about halfway. He put the nozzle in the gas tank, then stepped away to make a phone call.

      Porter got out and stretched his legs, glad the front seat of his cousin’s truck gave him a decent amount of leg room. On his way into the gas station, he took a minute to look at the thick grove of pine trees that surrounded the station. Much different from the sparse palm trees of his home.

      The wind was stiff and cool, and he wore a T-shirt.

      Porter stepped into the filling station, clean and neat with shiny floors. A shiny new business carved out of the forest meant to tempt travelers heading south to North Carolina. He selected four one-liter bottles of water, two bags of sunflower seeds, and asked the cashier to throw a pack of Goody’s headache powder in with the order. The grainy headache medicine tasted horrific, but Porter’s head was pounding with every step.

      Badway was on the other side of the parking lot, pacing back and forth on his phone. Porter’s own phone rang with a number he didn’t recognize as he crossed the tar-black asphalt.

      “Yeah?”

      “Porter? It’s Amy. Did you find the guy?”

      Porter gave Amy a brief overview of what had happened. “He got away.”

      “We’re gonna find him, whoever he is. Trust me. How are things there?”

      “For now, the madness is over. They took her away, white sheet covering her and everything. She was just so still…” Amy said.

      “You okay?” Porter said.

      “Not really, but I’m keeping my shit together.”

      Porter changed the subject. “Cops give you any issues?”

      “They asked some questions, and let me go.”

      “Nothing about us?” Porter said.

      “Sure. The waitress said there were people at the table with us, but I told them you guys were our blind dates, and the blood scared you off. I’m not sure they bought it. They said they want to touch base with you two.”

      “No time for that,” Porter said.

      “I know. Listen, I have a couple ideas about how to pinpoint Vance’s location.”

      “You don’t think he’s in his big-ass house?” Porter said.

      “Just because he owns the place doesn’t mean he’s there right this second. Are you at home right now?”

      “Good point. We're gonna go check it out anyway. If you get any more info, let me know?”

      “Good,” Amy said. “Porter?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Say hello to Baddie for me. You guys be safe.” She hung up.

      Badway was stuffing his phone into his pocket as he returned to the truck. “That was Erin,” he said across the bed of his truck.

      “How is she?” Porter had nearly forgotten about the poor girl.

      “Said she’s feeling okay, all things considered. I told her to call everyone and tell them we weren’t opening tonight. I hate to make that call, bro. My people need that money to make ends meet.”

      “To be fair, you’re a little preoccupied,” Porter said. “Not sure how you can run a bar tonight.”

      “She asked about you,” Badway said.

      “Erin?”

      “That’s who I’m talking about.”

      “Funny thing is, I spoke with Amy and she didn’t mention you at all,” Porter said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Nah,” Porter said. “I think she likes your mustache.”

      Badway smiled for a moment, then fired the truck up. Soon, the wheels were humming along on the road.

      The noise was soothing and reminded Porter how little sleep he’d had. His eyes were heavy and his head throbbed at the site of his staples. The scenery flashed by his window and he pressed his forehead to the cool glass.

      The throbbing in his head woke him. Porter was unsure of how long he had been asleep. It was dark, and when he looked over, Badway was gone.

      Porter stepped out of the truck. The ground was soft with fallen pine needles and leaves, and the truck was surrounded by trees. He whistled two short notes.

      From somewhere in front of him, one long note came back.

      Porter walked through the grove of trees, wishing he’d worn a heavier shirt. If he had his Yukon, this wouldn’t be a problem. He had an entire wardrobe in the back of that truck.

      Picking his way through the woods, Porter recognized the soft green glow of night-vision goggles illuminating Badway’s face.

      “Where’d you get those?” Porter said.

      “Grabbed them when I ran into the Guard’s armory. They have a few toys I can borrow from time to time. The NVGs I had when I was in the service were much better than these,” Badway said, “but they’ll get the job done.”

      “What do you see?”

      “Not much. I’ve been looking for a while. Big-ass house. Tall-ass fence. One roving guard, two cars in the driveway. A prop-job airplane to the right on a little parking pad. I’m not sure if Vance is in there or not. I haven't seen anyone go in or come out.”

      “Cameras?”

      “Surprisingly, no.”

      Porter rubbed his hands together. “Are you kidding me? All that money and no cameras?”

      “What do you want me to say? I’ve been looking, I don’t see any.”

      Porter fixed his eyes on the front gate of Vance’s home. The wood they were hiding in was across the street and offered a great view of the entire area. There was one other home in the clearing, to the left of Vance’s. That home had its own fence and gate as well. There was nothing on the right save the small pad the airplane rested on. Beyond that, more forest and trees.

      “I’ve been thinking about your bull metaphor—”

      “It’s an analogy,” Porter whispered.

      “Whatever it is, I’m not sure how that helps us here. Any thoughts?”

      Porter was quiet for a few minutes, looking at the area. “The problem is, we could be sitting here for nothing. What if Vance is somewhere else? Stacy and Trey could be halfway across the world.”

      Badway didn’t answer.

      “Let me ask you something,” Porter said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Standard procedure to defeat an ambush is to fight through it, right?”

      “Sure. If you’re being shot at, you can't just sit there. Eventually someone will hit you. No matter how crazy it feels, you have to return fire and charge. It’s the only chance you have to survive.”

      “What if we make Vance think he’s being ambushed? He and his guys will push through, right? Flush Vance out of the house. Make him come to us.”

      “Maybe,” Badway said.

      “You still have any of that det cord?”

      “That’s not all I have.”

      “Good. Here's what I was thinking.” Porter laid out a plan.

      Badway listened intently, then spoke. “There’s no way that works. Why wouldn’t they stay in the house?”

      “Would you stay somewhere you thought was under attack?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. Attacking him in his house isn’t the same as an ambush in the open. He has more options. What if it’s fortified? Hardened windows and doors? Why would you leave if you’re safer inside than outside?” Badway said. “We could wait. See who comes and goes in the daylight. It would be safer that way.”

      “Much,” Porter agreed, and fell silent.

      The men watched the home for another hour, trading off the NVGs several times. Porter was familiar with them, although it always took him time to get readjusted to seeing the world in the green haze of night vision.

      Near midnight, Porter’s pocket vibrated.

      “Yeah?” Porter said, keeping his voice low. He handed Badway the NVGs and stepped away.

      “Tell me you love me,” Amy said.

      “If Sarge hears, he might be jealous,” Porter said.

      “It’ll be good for him.”

      “Okay. I love you,” Porter said.

      “Thanks. After the night I’ve had, I needed to hear it from someone.”

      “You could call Sarge, I’m sure he’d tell you,” Porter said.

      “I don’t have his number. You’ll do in a pinch.”

      “What happened?” Porter said.

      “I called Cat’s parents. They’d just heard about Cat from the cops and nothing I said could calm them down. We were really close, all the years Cat and I lived together. I thought maybe I could say something to help…”

      Porter didn’t say anything.

      “It fired me up. I think I know how to find him, or at least, where he’s going to be.”

      “Dígame,” Porter said.

      “That Spanish?”

      “You speak it?”

      “Not a word,” Amy said.

      “Sorry. Tell me.”

      “Not yet. I have an idea, but it’s tentative. I don’t want to get your hopes up. There’s still a few pieces I need to put into place. But once I do, and can figure out where that bastard is, you guys will be the first to know. How are things out there?”

      “Quiet,” Porter said. “We’re getting a little bored, so I think me and Sarge may knock on his door.”

      “That’s tough-guy talk for kick it in, isn’t it?”

      “Something like that,” Porter said.

      “Whatever you do, you guys be safe. At least stay alive long enough to give me a chance to turn over enough stones to find this insect.”

      “I’m always safe,” Porter said.

      “Try to keep Baddie alive, too.”

      “I always do. The question is, why are you so concerned about him?” Porter said, the teasing evident in his voice.

      “No comment,” Amy said. “That’s industry talk for fuck off.”

      Porter laughed. “If something pans out, let me know.”

      “You couldn’t keep me away if you tried. Cat was my best friend, remember? I’ll figure this out.”

      “I know you will,” Porter said, and clicked the phone off.

      Badway had moved away from the tree line and was near Porter. “Who do you love?”

      “Amy.”

      “I don’t blame you, I think I love her too,” Badway said.

      “Did you hear?”

      “I got the Cliff’s Notes. She’s working on something.”

      “Until then, we’re on our own. Want to go see what we can stir up?” Porter said. “It’s chilly and I’m getting bored.”

      “It’s still not a good idea, Porter. I say we wait and see what we can see. Besides, if we go in, better to do it a little later. Let everyone in the house get a bit drowsier, more off-guard.”

      “I’m impressed by your restraint,” Porter said. “This from the guy who wanted to chase one cow in a parking lot a few hours ago.”

      “I was thinking of your terrible analogy and it gave me an idea. A way we can walk down there and screw them all.”

      “You admit it’s an analogy now?”

      “Blow me. You want to hear or not?”

      “I’m all ears,” Porter said.
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      Badway laid out his plan. It had many of the elements of Porter’s idea, with some Special Forces tweaking. There was the risk that Vance could get away, but Porter conceded it was the best plan they could come up with that didn’t involve waiting until the morning.

      The men set about preparing as best they could, both as a means of getting ahead of the curve and as a way to stay warm and awake. Before long, there was the sound of an engine; soon, lights shone in the distance.

      The cousins watched from the tree line.

      An SUV appeared down the road, drawing nearer to the front gate. The gate opened as if by magic, then closed behind the vehicle.

      Porter slipped the NVGs on again and watched while the roving guard walked up to the driver as he exited the SUV.

      “I’ll bet that’s Vance,” Porter said.

      “Could be anybody.”

      “You don’t think it’s him?” Porter said.

      “No, I do. I just like disagreeing with you.”

      “Glad we didn’t try and hit the house earlier,” Porter said. “We wouldn’t have gotten shit.”

      “See? Patience pays off, my young apprentice,” Badway said, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

      Porter watched as the men walked into the front of the home. “You ready?”

      “I’m always ready.” Badway walked over to his trunk, pulled one of the big rifle cases he’d brought from his apartment, and handed it to Porter.

      The rifle was a SCAR 17. Manufactured by FN Herstal—a Belgian company who’d designed it for the Special Forces—it was a big rifle, but not overly heavy due to several key pieces of polymer in the frame. It fired a .308 round, larger than the 5.56 NATO round Porter favored. The SCAR was equipped with a bipod for stabilization and a large scope on top.

      “Sure you don’t want me to come too?” Porter said. “It would go faster.”

      “Yeah, but sneaky isn’t your thing. You just watch my back. Use the PEQ if you have to shoot.”

      Porter was familiar with the laser designator, a PEQ-15. When people used guns in the dark, they ran into a problem. It was impossible to use night vision and look through a scope at the same time. Everything was a big blur. The solution was the PEQ, which shot an infrared laser out, like a night-vision laser pointer. The shooter could keep the NVGs on, and still aim where he was shooting.

      The PEQ made life easy.

      Badway dug into his medic bag, pulling out two radios, one with an ear canal receiver. They were scratched and dusty, and one was covered with tan spray paint.

      “You got comms too?” Porter said.

      “Of course I have comms. How else are we going to talk to each other?” Badway clicked the large radio on and handed it to Porter. He turned the mate on and slipped it into his front pocket. He threaded the wire of the ear canal mic through the front of his shirt and out the shirt collar, and slipped it into his left ear. Then he ripped a piece of duct tape from a roll and taped the wire to the side of his neck.

      “I’ll be back in a few.” Badway pulled his messenger bag on and set out toward Vance’s house.

      Porter pulled the bipod down and pushed the rifle into it. He followed Badway in night vision. His cousin knelt at the edge of the tree line and looked back and forth for a moment.

      “Mic check. You got me, bro?” Badway’s muted voice crackled off the speaker on Porter’s radio.

      “Loud and clear. Be safe. If you need me, let me know.” Porter’s hand tightened around the grip of Badway’s rifle.

      “Sneaky, remember?” Then he exploded in movement.

      Badway sprinted across the street, rushing straight at the front gate. Before he slammed into the iron, he put on his brakes. The man was now crouched down low by the thick metal of the door. He unslung his messenger bag, unspooling the det cord that was stuffed in there.

      Porter watched as a fuzzy, night-vision version of Badway placed a large circle of the explosive on the front of the metal door. Badway stood, back to the gate for several moments.

      “All clear,” Porter said. “I got no movement.”

      Badway waited a bit longer, then took several steps backward and sprinted at the metal gate. As Porter watched, he went up and over the wall. Porter lost track of his cousin for a moment, then picked him up again, sprinting toward the bank of cars sitting on the parking pad.

      Porter looked at the cars: a small sports car type on the left, the SUV that had just arrived on the right, and a pickup in the middle. Badway went left, toward the sports car.

      “Maserati,” Badway said into his mic.

      “I’m not a car guy. That’s good?”

      “Yes,” Badway said in a whisper.

      “Good. Blow that one up.”

      Badway disappeared underneath the car.

      Porter swept his augmented vision across the property, looking for Vance or the roving guard.

      “How am I looking?” Badway interrupted.

      “Clear.”

      Badway was up, sprinting to the side of the house. As he approached the edge of the brick building, a floodlight flicked on.

      “Damn,” Porter said.

      Badway froze, sucked up against the wall as if he could disappear. It was a smart move—no sense in running if he didn’t know which way to go.

      “Talk to me.”

      “Maybe it’s motion activated. Hold tight,” Porter said. Badway stayed tight against the brick wall. Porter pulled the night vision goggles off; now that the light was on in the front of the house, it was much too bright to use them.

      Using the scope on the SCAR, Porter swept the grounds, seeing no one. He clicked the transmit button on his radio, then released it. The front door of the house swung open, and the roving guard stepped out. Joining him was another man, too big to be Vance.

      He keyed the radio again. “You got two inbound from the front door.”

      Badway stood motionless, stomach to the brick wall, then slid to his left, toward the side of the house. It was the only place he could go. Moving toward the right would bring him closer to the front door and into view of the two rovers. He sprinted and disappeared behind the left corner of the building.

      The two men split up, one going to the left, the other sweeping right.

      “One tango moving toward you,” Porter said.

      “How far away is he?”

      “Fifteen yards,” Porter said.

      “I’m gonna circle the house,” Badway said.

      Porter hefted the rifle and picked his way through the woods, further to his right. He wanted to see where Badway was going to end up, so he could call things out to his cousin as he made his way around. The new side of the house was still dark, and his NVGs were a blessing once again.

      Thirty feet later, Porter knelt. His new vantage point was better. He could no longer see the left corner of the house, where Badway had disappeared, but he could pick him up as he rounded the rear corner from the backyard.

      Porter breathed deeply. He now had sight of only one of the roving guards. The other must have tailed Badway around back.

      Porter clicked on the PEQ, and his NVGs picked up the beam of light that projected from the device. Porter walked the beam over and put it on the man’s torso, matching his movements as he walked around.

      Without night vision, the man had no idea he was being targeted.

      The guard moved to the parking pad where the plane sat, walking in a circle around it. As if on cue, another floodlight turned on.

      “Shit,” Porter said, pulling the NVGs off his head. Blinking several times, he settled his eye into the long scope on top of the rifle, replacing the infrared beam that had been on the guard with a crosshair.

      Badway peeked around the corner. Porter drifted the rifle his way, scope scanning the area.

      “You got one near the plane. I got no eyes on the one trailing you,” Porter said.

      Exposed against the wall of the home, Badway slid toward the front of the house. Behind him, the man trailing him poked his head around the corner.

      “You gotta move,” Porter said.

      Badway stepped around the corner to the front of the house and crouched. He was in full view of the front door, but the man trailing him couldn’t see him.

      Porter tracked the scope over to the man by the airplane. He turned as if someone called him. He joined the trailing guard on the right side of the house. The two men were less than ten feet from where Badway crouched.

      Porter twisted the scope knob, raising the magnification, zooming in closer. If the men moved toward Badway, he was taking them out. He thumbed the selector switch of the rifle from safe to semi. Every time he pulled the trigger, a round would be hurled toward the guards.

      The men were gesturing and pointing, and the man who had trailed Badway smacked the plane guard on the arm. Both men turned and walked back toward the rear of the house. Porter kept his eye on them the entire time, ready to engage. He followed as they got to the corner of the house, then watched them disappear into the backyard.

      “You’re clear. Move,” Porter said.

      He twisted the magnification knob, zooming out and giving himself a wider field of view. He located his cousin just in time to see Badway throw a huge uppercut at a previously unseen guard, who must have slipped out of the front door as Porter was watching the other men disappear.

      “Shit,” Porter said. “Get out of there.”

      Badway didn’t answer. Porter watched as his cousin looked around, stepped over the fallen guard, and sprinted into the open front door of Vance’s home.

      “Son of a bitch.”
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      Porter thumbed the radio. “Get the hell out of there. Sarge? Sarge?”

      The radio’s speaker remained silent. Badway was in the house, alone, and he wasn’t responding. Porter checked the front door through the lens of his scope, stuck in a quandary.

      As the overwatch, he should stay put. Badway needed to have his exit covered. People who worked with a gun got familiar with the concept that they needed to do their own job, not the other guy’s. If you were in a stack of cops or soldiers breaking down someone's door, once you entered, your assigned area was yours to watch no matter what. You let the guys in front and behind you handle theirs. Threats were missed when people went off script.

      By the same token, the script was out the window right now. This wasn’t the plan, and Badway might need help in the house. There was no telling how many people he was up against on the inside.

      The hell with this, Porter thought.

      He crashed through the woods, back to Badway’s truck. He tossed the rifle into the bed and twisted the keys in the ignition. The new truck roared to life. Porter dropped the shifter into reverse and spun the tires as they grabbed for traction on the fallen leaves and trees.

      He straightened out and floored it, following the gravel road out of the woods and jumping a small curb to get onto the asphalt road that ran in front of Vance’s home.

      Porter passed the metal gate, and backed up, reversing until the tailgate bumped it. Parking the car but leaving it running, Porter hopped out of the front seat and vaulted into the bed.

      He grabbed the rifle and shouldered it. His height, with the boost from the pickup truck’s bed, let him see over the gate and the wall which surrounded the property. Porter rested the fore-end of the rifle on top of the cold metal.

      Scanning the area again, he saw that the two roving guards had made it around the far corner and were turning toward the front of the house. No time to aim. Porter cracked off several rounds, which drove the men back around the corner.

      Dammit.

      “Sarge, you gotta move.”

      Silence on the radio.

      He shot three more rounds at the side of the house, crashing them into the brick wall and crumbling pieces off. Pinning those guys down was a temporary solution. All they had to do was circle behind the house again, and they would pop up on the other side. Hell, they could even enter through a back door, then they’d be Badway’s problem.

      His radio crackled to life. “I’m coming out hot. Plus one.”

      Plus one? He’s bringing someone?

      Porter thought for a split second. It didn’t matter who it was; Badway wouldn’t be able to get both himself and the other person over the tall gate. Porter needed to improvise.

      He dropped the SCAR into the bed, leaped from the truck, and hopped back into the driver's seat.

      He slammed the shifter into drive and pulled forward a dozen yards. He slipped the shifter into neutral, flooring the gas pedal, then slid it to reverse. The big Ford jumped into action, tires biting the asphalt and propelling the truck backward, straight into the gate.

      The impact was incredible. Porter was slammed around and there was the sound of rending metal, but somehow the airbags didn’t deploy.

      Porter couldn’t have been happier that Badway hadn’t hooked up a detonator to the explosive charge he’d set, or the impact might have set the entire thing off.

      He looked in the rearview mirror. The gate was pushed partially open, but still holding strong. He repeated the procedure.

      This time the front airbags deployed. Porter was hit in the face by the hot blast of air and polyester fabric, and his head was slammed backward. He grabbed at his pocket, pulling out his Spyderco and cutting large, jagged slashes in the airbag. Stale air filled the cabin.

      Once the airbag deflated enough to get out of the way, Porter jumped out of the cab.

      The second slam into the gate had produced a better result. The entire left side of the gate sagged open, and there was a large enough space for a person to fit through.

      Porter grabbed the rifle and scanned the area. There were no guards on either the right or left. He had lost them. But he’d found Badway.

      His cousin came barreling out of the front door, a grown person slung over his shoulder like a child. The added weight had little effect on his speed.

      Once his cousin cleared the staircase and dropped off the porch onto the flat ground, Porter shot several feet over Badway’s head, sending rounds into the open front door—a suppression technique. The shots would deter anyone thinking about following Badway’s exodus.

      Badway covered the distance to the gate, handing Porter the limp body on his shoulder.

      It was Alex Vance.

      Badway jumped into the bed of the pickup. Porter handed him the rifle and got back into the driver’s seat, shifted into drive, and punched the gas.

      The truck was stationary for a moment, metal from the tailgate fused with metal from the gate. Porter feathered the gas then punched it again. With a groan, the truck pulled free.

      Behind him, Badway shot more rounds at someone Porter couldn’t see.

      Porter drove for twenty minutes, Badway kneeling in the bed the entire time, watching their rear. He kept the rifle low so as not to attract attention—as if a smashed truck with a deployed airbag was inconspicuous.

      The late hour and the rural location of Vance’s home meant there was little in the way of traffic. Once he was sure they weren't being followed, Porter pulled off the road and into the parking lot of a closed gas station, the kind that had two pumps and didn’t accept cards outside.

      “What the hell was that?” Porter said, grabbing his cousin's shoulder.

      “What? I walked down and screwed them all,” he said, digging through the cab for his tan medical bag.

      “I think you didn’t understand my analogy at all,” Porter said.

      “To be fair, it’s a shitty analogy.”

      Vance was sprawled out in the truck bed, unconscious. Porter helped Badway pull his arms behind his back and feet together, and the pair used half a roll of duct tape to secure their prize. They duct-taped Vance’s legs to his hands, in effect hog-tying him. He couldn’t roll around, let alone stand up and move.

      “Besides, we needed him, didn’t we? No sense in putting off until tomorrow what we can accomplish today.”

      “I can’t argue with you on that.”

      While Badway put the finishing touches on the duct tape, wrapping it around Vance’s head to mute him, Porter took a few minutes to do a better job cutting out the airbag, then tossed it to the side. The cabin of the truck was now clear enough to be able to sit without needing to push the airbag out of the way.

      Porter took a minute and looked around the perimeter of the gas station. He found what he was looking for around back—a large pile of firewood, covered with a blue tarp to keep the elements from rotting the wood. Porter took the tarp and dragged it back to the pickup truck.

      “Let’s leave him back there,” Porter said. “If we get stopped by the cops, it’ll be tough to explain the gimp in the back seat. No one’s checking the bed. Hell, he could be a deer we got under the tarp.”

      Badway took the tarp and stretched it over Vance, careful to tuck it in such a manner that it didn’t look like a human body.

      Porter grabbed several armfuls of the firewood, stacking it in the bed for further effect. He slammed the tailgate of the pickup, now dented and twisted, with sufficient force to straighten it enough to stay latched.

      Badway broke his rifle down, placing it back into the case and sliding it behind the front seats, on the floorboard.

      “I’ll drive,” Badway said.

      “What’s the matter, am I too rough on your precious baby?” Porter said.

      “I mean, look at it. That ugly is to the bone now.”

      “You made me do it,” Porter said.

      “I made you do it? I definitely didn’t hold a gun to your head and tell you to crash my new truck,” Badway said.

      “You did when you went off script and ran into Vance’s by yourself. What was I supposed to do? I needed to make a way out.”

      Badway was quiet for a minute. “I should have a better comeback, but I don’t. I’ll let you have that one.”

      “Just report it stolen. We can park it somewhere, insurance will take care of it.”

      “That’s brilliant. Why didn’t I think of committing insurance fraud?”

      “You will if you want a new truck,” Porter said. “Come on, get this thing moving. You willing to bet that Vance’s guys won’t follow him?”

      Badway pulled out of the gas station, onto the main road and back to the highway once again. “Where am I going?”

      Porter thought for a few moments. “I have an idea. You might not like it.”

      “I never like your ideas.”

      “That's not true. Remember the time we put skis on the dirt bike and tried to ride it across the lake? You liked that one.”

      “Porter, my dirt bike sank to the bottom. Once they got it out of the lake, it was ruined. It never started again. That was a bad idea. A really bad idea.”

      “I’m not saying it was good, just saying you liked it,” Porter said, a smirk on his face.

      “Fine, what is this idea I won't like?”

      Porter told him.

      “You’re right. I don’t like it. Don’t you think it hits a little close to home?”

      “I already wanted to get my hands on Vance. If he had Cat killed, too,” Porter shook his head, “he’s done. All we need to do is figure out what to do with his body. Use my plan and we can cause your buddy Petrosian a little heartache at the same time. Two for one.”

      Badway pushed the gas and the truck accelerated.

      “So?” Porter said.

      “I can't think of anything right now, so I’ll go along with it. If I can think of a better place, I’ll veto.”

      “Fair enough,” Porter said, settling back into the seat and stretching his legs.

      Badway followed the sign for the highway and took the turn-off around and onto the highway, heading back to Fairfax.

      Trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey, Vance didn’t make a sound.
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      Badway didn’t come up with an alternate plan, so the beat-up truck carried the cousins and the restrained Vance back toward the industrial area that housed the Bump House. Rather than park in the lot to go to the club, Porter directed Badway to circle around, looking for the right building.

      “What about that one?” Porter said.

      “No. He’s just the realtor for that, he doesn’t own it.” Badway peered through the windshield as he drove the truck around. “That one’s his.”

      He stopped in the street next to a large warehouse, engine still running.

      “He owns it?” Porter said.

      “He bought it at a foreclosure auction last year, I think. He’s not selling it, just waiting to take the rest of us out of business so he can develop everything at once.”

      “You sure it’s his?”

      “Damn, man, I already told you. It’s Petrosian’s.”

      “Good. Pull in,” Porter said.

      Badway pulled into the overgrown, grassy lot in front of the building. A large streetlight blazed through the darkness, giving enough light that Porter could get a decent look at the structure. It was made of faded red brick, with a small metal door on the far side and two large roll-up doors in the front. There were windows near the roof, a skyline to let light in during the day.

      “You got an extra pair of those gloves?” Porter said.

      Badway reached into a bag and pulled out a worn pair of soft gloves.

      Porter slipped them on and stepped out of the truck. “Give me a minute.”

      He waded through the tall grass, pants and Chuck Taylors getting soaked from the morning dew. Several steps later, he came to a rickety wooden staircase that led to the small, metal entrance door.

      Stepping carefully, Porter moved to the door. The handle was rusty, and the formerly white door had been overtaken by the green tint of moss.

      Porter checked the handle. Locked. He turned, back to the door, and stepped back as far as the stairs would allow, then bent at the waist and launched a mule kick at the door handle.

      The door gave way with no protest.

      Inside, enough light from the streetlight was filtering through the overhead windows that Porter didn’t need a flashlight. Concrete stairs led from the entry door down to the floor, and the hard surface ran throughout the rest of the space. On the far right were offices, hastily erected walls, and flimsy doors. At the rear of the space were more roll-up doors and a bay of stainless steel washing sinks.

      This will work.

      Porter pushed the doors to the offices open. They contained identical metal desks and clunky wooden chairs. Porter grabbed one and dragged it to the far left side of the warehouse, near the sinks. He gave one knob a twist and there was a groan from the pipes, but no water came out.

      He walked over to the roll-up door and located the chain that hung from the ceiling, then pulled it down toward him, hand over hand. Porter was thankful he was wearing gloves, as he wasn’t sure how up to date his tetanus shot was. After a few moments, he felt the tension in the chain increase, and the roll-up door in front of him lifted from the ground. A dozen more pulls and the door was wide open. Porter waved Badway in.

      The Ford glided through the wet grass, crushing it underneath its tires as Badway maneuvered through the open door and into the empty bay. Porter closed the roll-up behind him.

      “This’ll work,” Badway said, looking around the space.

      “How’s Sleeping Beauty?”

      “Good question,” Badway said. He and Porter lifted the firewood off the tarp and pulled it back to reveal Alex Vance, very awake. Anger burned in his eyes.

      Porter wasn’t surprised. People didn’t stay asleep for very long when they’d been knocked out—two or three minutes tops. Anyone who was out longer than that usually had a larger complication, such as brain damage. For Vance to have still been asleep when they’d duct-taped him, more than twenty minutes after dragging him from his house, was a testament to how hard Badway had hit the man.

      Porter grabbed Vance underneath the arm and pulled him from the bed, setting the man down on the dirty concrete floor. Badway pulled on a pair of gloves, similar to the ones he’d loaned Porter, and helped drag Vance to the waiting chair.

      A pocket knife helped unbind Vance’s legs, which they then re-taped to the wooden chair with the rest of the duct tape roll. They did the same with his hands, unbinding them and re-taping them to the armrests. Porter left the tape around the man’s head and mouth.

      During the entire ordeal, Vance didn’t struggle once. Eerily calm, he watched as the men worked around him, even setting his own arms into place to be taped.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” Badway said.

      Porter pointed to the offices. They walked across the open bay into an office, and shut the door. “What’s the word?”

      “I want to make sure we’re on the same page here. About what we’re doing to Vance.”

      “What we're doing to him? He or one of his goons killed Kevon. Same with Cat. He’s going to tell us why.”

      “I agree. That’s not my issue. Amy Olson said Vance was a pilot in the Navy, right?”

      “So?”

      “You need to keep in mind he probably went through SERE school.”

      Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape school was a training program the military sent its special forces soldiers through. In many instances, pilots were sent as well. In addition to learning how to survive in hostile places, and tools to evade a group of people searching for them, part of the curriculum of SERE school involved learning how to resist torture and interrogation. In order to accomplish this, trainees were often subjected to the torture themselves, so it wouldn’t come as a surprise if it happened in the field.

      “So?” Porter said.

      “I’m saying, if Vance went through SERE, he may not be a soft nut to crack. Keep that in mind,” Badway said.

      “Is SERE as bad as they say?”

      “It’s mostly dumb stuff—make you land-navigate in unfamiliar terrain, stay awake for a couple weeks. But they do introduce advanced interrogation techniques. They waterboarded the shit out of me,” Badway said.

      “I’ve never been waterboarded. How is it?” Porter said.

      “Not as bad as you’d think,” Badway said.

      “So waterboarding’s out.”

      “Porter, I’m serious. We have to handle this right.”

      “Sarge, this isn’t my first time with ‘advanced interrogation techniques.’ The physical stuff will come much later, if at all. I try to avoid it if I can, because you can’t trust what someone tells you when you’re pulling out their fingernails. Let’s talk to him first. Good?”

      “Very,” Badway said.

      The men exited the office, walked across the open floor, and stood in front of Vance. He stared back at them. Porter again noticed Vance’s odd eyes. Two different colors, one brown and one blue, giving him a predatory look—like an eagle staring at a lake full of food, or a starving pit bull.

      Porter flicked open his Spyderco, laid the blade flat against Vance’s cheek, and slid it vertically, cutting through the duct tape.

      “Figured you would rather me cut it off than give your head a Brazilian wax,” Porter said.

      “You figured right.” Vance worked his jaw around, opening and closing it a few times.

      Badway walked back toward the offices, returning a few moments later with two more chairs. Porter put his several feet in front of Vance and off to the side. Vance would have to turn his head to see him as he spoke.

      “You’ve been a busy guy,” Porter said.

      “That’s the life,” Vance said, head and eyes shifting to Badway sitting on his right.

      “No rest for the wicked, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You’re a tough guy to get a hold of,” Porter said.

      “Not tough enough, apparently,” Vance said. “I was surprised to see you in my house. For the amount I pay some of these guys, that sort of thing shouldn’t happen.”

      “Every business owner’s dilemma, finding good help,” Porter said.

      “I should hire you two,” Vance said. “Seems like you got your shit together.”

      “Your guy Hylands gave me a card, but I had to turn him down. You know the guy doesn’t wash his hands when he pisses?”

      “Imagine that,” Vance said.

      Badway stood and began to pace back and forth.

      “I have a bunch of questions. Where would you like me to start?” Porter said. His congenial nature belied the truth. Porter had conducted thousands of interviews in his life. He was always good at that part of the job. Couple that experience with an almost innate sense of when someone was lying to him, and he was great at getting what he wanted.

      Allowing Vance to steer the conversation was just a ploy to get the man talking. Porter would pick through his answers later.

      “How did you know where I live?” Vance said.

      “I wish I could say I was a ninja hacker or something, but it’s all public record.”

      “Would you believe I paid a fee to the county to have that information made private?” Vance’s eyes shifted from Porter to the entry door.

      “I guess it didn’t work,” Badway said.

      “No, it didn’t.”

      “Where were you going this morning?” Porter said.

      “Who says I was going anywhere?” Vance said.

      “I did. No way a jet-setter like you was going to stay put, not with that cool little plane at your house.”

      “Montana,” Vance said. “I like the open space.”

      Porter knew that was a lie.

      “Montana? I’ve never been. Is it a good place for kids?” Porter said.

      “The best,” Vance said.

      “Were you taking Stacy and Trey with you?” Porter asked.

      “Never heard of them,” Vance said.

      “What do you mean you never heard of them?” Badway said, his voice rising. “You don’t know your fiancée?”

      Porter looked at Badway. Calm down and let this play out.

      “Fiancée?” Vance said. “I’m all about hookers and cocaine. You sure you kidnapped the right guy?”

      “Man-napped,” Porter said.

      “What?”

      “You got man-napped. It’s a thing I like to say, but it’s never gained much traction.”

      “Clever,” Vance said. “Are you sure you man-napped the right guy?”

      “Maybe not,” Porter said. “We better keep you here for a while and get things sorted out.”

      “Why did you kill Cat?” Badway blurted.

      “I don’t have a cat,” Vance said. “Isn’t killing animals the mark of a serial killer or something? Now I know you have the wrong guy.”

      “At least admit you know her, you piece of shit. At least admit that much.” Badway stepped closer to Vance, looming over him.

      “Hey Sarge, can I talk to you?” Porter said.
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      Porter walked Badway over to the offices, pulled him inside, and shut the door.

      “You need to chill out,” Porter said. “Calm your ass down.”

      “That asshole won't even admit he knows who you’re talking about.”

      “Aren’t you the one who just lectured me about SERE school? What do you expect, he’s gonna tell us the truth? It’s never like that.” Porter squinted at his cousin. “How many interrogations have you done?”

      “None,” Badway said with a shrug.

      “None?”

      “We don’t interview people in the Army, at least not in any job I ever had. We had people who did that. I may have practiced it a few times in training, but it isn’t my cup of tea.”

      “Listen. Just let him talk. That’s all you have to do. Eventually we’ll get to something that helps us. Until then, yelling at him isn’t going to help.”

      “You’re right,” Badway said. “I just hate his face, you know? Smug bastard.”

      “Let him be smug,” Porter says. “You have a crystal ball, you know how this dance ends, so just enjoy it as we go. I promise, he’ll get his.”

      Badway nodded and Porter smacked him on the shoulder. The two men exited the decrepit office and went back to Vance. The cousins sat in their chairs, Badway shifting and fidgeting.

      “Where were we?” Porter said.

      “You guys had an animal problem. Have you considered calling the ASPCA? They can help.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement. Mind if I ask you a personal question?” Porter said.

      “I’d love nothing more.”

      “Do you make as much money as it seems like you do? Multiple houses, cars—hell, that big-ass watch you’re wearing. Is the mercenary game that lucrative?”

      “‘Mercenary’ is such an ugly word. We have euphemisms now, so people don’t look down their noses at us.” Vance licked his lips. “Can I get some water?”

      “No. Water in the building’s off. Tell you what, you be good and I’ll try to rustle you up some later.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Has Congress looking into your operation put a dent in business?”

      For the first time, Vance’s cool demeanor cracked. “Screw Congress. Just a bunch of self-righteous assholes who’re always looking for someone to blame. Just because they can’t run a war doesn’t mean they need to lay things at my feet. All we were doing was a job.”

      Porter pressed. “Massacring children, from the news articles I read. I guess that’s a consequence of your top-tier hiring practices at Parabellum.”

      “What the hell do you know? I give people jobs. Some of them are unemployable, and I hand them a way to make a living. I’m providing a service.”

      “Interesting,” Porter said. “Is it anything like the service you’re giving Stacy Brown?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Vance said.

      Badway stood. Porter eyed him for a moment to make sure he was cool, then continued. “You don’t know Stacy? Then it doesn’t make sense for you to have killed Kevon Brown, does it? If you off your old lady’s husband, I get it. Guys have been killing each other over women for a long time.”

      A flicker of confusion passed through Vance’s eyes. One brown and one blue moved back and forth. He opened his mouth to speak, but slammed it closed.

      “What?” Badway said. “Still don’t know Stacy Brown?”

      “Definitely not,” Vance said.

      “Then why kill her husband?” Porter said. He studied Vance’s face as he answered.

      “I didn’t kill anybody’s husband,” Vance said.

      “I know you didn’t,” Badway said. “You’re a pussy. But you definitely had one of those criminals who work for you do it. At least admit it.”

      “Listen, I don’t know what you guys think you know, but I didn’t kill anybody and neither did my guys. Why would I lie? You clowns are never letting me out of this chair no matter what I say.”

      Before Porter could stop him, Badway stepped over and cracked Vance with a left hook, separating the man from consciousness. Alex Vance’s head rolled and came to rest looking down in front of him.

      “They say I have a temper.”

      “I’m sorry. Shit, I’m sorry, bro,” Badway said.

      Porter stood. “We had him talking.”

      “I know, but I can’t listen to his bullshit.”

      Porter grabbed his cousin by the shirt. “Come on.” He pulled Badway across the bay and back into an office, one that still had chairs. Porter slammed the door. “That’s it, man, you’re out.”

      “What do you mean, out? We’re in this together,” Badway said.

      “Don’t be dramatic. I’m saying you can’t talk to Vance anymore. Not until I get what I want from him,” Porter said. “You keep hitting him like that, he’ll be a vegetable before we can find out anything else. Now we have to hope he wakes up sooner rather than later.”

      “I pulled the punch. Not like when I hit him in his house.”

      “When we get done, I want you to tell me what happened in there. It’s gotta be a hell of a story,” Porter said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Badway shrugged and rubbed his mustache.

      “You good with sitting here and cooling off? I’m going to see if I can wake Vance up.”

      “Fine, but don’t leave me in here for too long. Let me know when he says something,” Badway said.

      “Will do,” Porter said, and stepped out of the room.

      His first clue that something was wrong was the fact that Alex Vance was gone. The tape that had held him was still stuck to the chair in some spots, but the owner of Parabellum had disappeared. Porter pulled his Glock from its holster.

      Porter’s next clue that things were going sideways was the explosion.
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      The front of the warehouse disintegrated. Pelted with a shower of brick shards, Porter ducked behind the engine block of Badway’s truck. The noise was deafening, and glass from the overhead windows rained down on Porter as he covered up.

      Once the heat dissipated, Porter stood, pistol raised toward the now nonexistent front wall of the warehouse. Two sets of headlights cut through the dust and debris. Porter aimed at one vehicle, unable to see through the brightness of the lights.

      Staying behind the engine for cover, Porter fired several shots in quick succession. Rounds volleyed back at him, slicing through Badway’s truck.

      Porter was pinned down. He crouched behind the front of the truck, then peeked his head out from his kneeling position to shoot at his target.

      From his left came more shots. This time it was Badway, who had made his way out of the office and was pushing forward, moving toward their assailants.

      Fighting through the ambush.

      Porter couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in his ears. He saw the headlights splashing on the floor in front of him disappear. He peeked his head out again and saw taillights as the vehicles sped away from the warehouse. Porter stepped around the truck and sprinted through the new exit to the outside of the building, trying to get a glimpse of the vehicles.

      On his left, Badway was chasing the cars, firing shots as he went.

      Porter dropped his arm to his side, letting the pistol hang. Badway stopped and slammed his gun back into its holster. Porter grabbed him by the shoulder. “We have to go.”

      “Huh?” Badway rubbed his ear.

      Porter pointed toward Badway’s truck. “We have to go. Now.”

      Badway looked where Porter pointed and understood. The men raced to the Ford, which was worse off than when it had arrived at the warehouse. The thrill of the new car was gone.

      Badway pulled backward out of the bay, pulling over rubble as he did. The ride was bumpy, and at one point something on the ground stalled the truck. Badway smashed the gas and rolled over it, and the Ford was free. He put it into drive and left the building behind.

      “Don’t go straight home,” Porter said. His cousin didn’t turn his head. Porter smacked him on the shoulder.

      “What?” Badway said, his voice much louder than necessary.

      “Don’t go straight home,” Porter said, over-enunciating the words.

      Badway nodded and sped past the Bump House’s front doors.

      Moments later, Porter heard a muted siren. He wasn’t sure if the noise was far away, or just sounded that way due to his abused eardrums. He pulled out his smartphone, which had a cracked screen. “Shit.”

      Porter’s phone wouldn’t accept his thumbprint, so he forced the PIN code through the splintered glass. He went to the call log and tapped the last number there. Amy Olson’s number expanded across the screen. When he tapped call, the order wasn’t accepted.

      “Damn glass.”

      “What?” Badway said.

      “Forget it,” Porter said. “Where’s your phone?”

      Badway stared straight at the road.

      Porter shook his head and looked around the cab until he located Badway’s phone, plugged in and sitting below the console. “I need to use this.”

      Badway nodded, checking the rearview mirror as he did.

      “Unlock it,” Porter said.

      Badway didn’t hear.

      Porter slapped his cousin in the chest. “Unlock it.”

      Badway took the phone and typed in a code. The phone opened.

      Porter typed Amy’s number into his cousin’s phone and hit dial. He glanced at the dashboard.

      It had been a long time since he’d had such a bad day before seven a.m.

      No way she picks up. This early and it’s a strange number? No chance.

      Three rings later, Amy Olson’s voice came through the speaker on the phone.

      But Porter couldn’t make out a word she said.

      “Amy? It’s Porter. Hey, can you hear me?”

      “She can hear you, stupid; her eardrums aren’t blown out.” Badway was paying enough attention to understand what was happening.

      “Amy? Amy? Screw it, I’m gonna text you. Text me back.”

      Porter hung up the phone. As he was looking for wherever Badway stashed the text application, a notification popped up.

      ‘Why are you yelling?’

      Porter typed. ‘Rough morning. Can we come over and tell you about it?’

      ‘Two questions. Is Baddie coming? Are you being chased by cops?’

      Porter typed as quickly as his large fingers would let him. ‘Yes. Probably not.’

      ‘Works for me.’ Her address was the next thing texted.

      Porter put it in the GPS and placed the phone on the dashboard in front of Badway, pointing to the directions. Badway studied the path the GPS laid out and gave his cousin a thumbs up.

      Porter watched out the window as the world was waking up. The sun was rising higher in the sky, by now burning off the traces of the night. Porter wished he could let the sun do its magic on his wet shoes.

      Badway pulled off the highway and onto a surface street. Porter slapped him and pointed to a bagel shop. He pulled over and Porter ran in, brick dust in his beard and glass falling from his clothing.

      He reappeared, minutes later, carrying a large bag with an expanding grease spot and a cup holder with three big paper cups of coffee.

      He motioned for Badway to drive.

      Within minutes they were pulling past a row of white townhouses, generic but neat. Badway found a place to park in a communal lot among the smart, clean, affordable vehicles.

      The Ford looked out of place.

      Porter consulted the phone to get Amy’s unit number, and led Badway down a sloping hill to a sidewalk that led around one row of townhomes, revealing a second row. From the walkway between the buildings, Porter could see a golf course.

      He’d never quite understood golf. He’d tried it many times to humor his friend, Ross, who had an affinity for the game. It wasn’t for him.

      Porter was better at contact sports.

      Verifying the small black numbers on the front of Amy’s townhouse, Porter walked three steps up, leaning on the wrought-iron railing as he went. He pressed the doorbell, pinning the button all the way in.

      Moments later, Amy Olson swung the door open. She wore short running shorts and a thin hooded sweatshirt. Her face was flushed red and her white-blond hair was pulled off her face.

      “You guys look like shit,” she said.

      “I can’t hear you,” Porter said, pointing to his ears, “but I brought coffee.”

      “Is that plaster?” Amy said.

      “Yeah, I have a blaster. You need it?” Porter said.

      “Just get in here,” Amy said, pulling the men into her home.

      The inside of the house was simple and modern. She was obviously adept at putting together Swedish furniture.

      Amy took the bag Porter was holding, and the coffee, and sat them on a large white table. “Take your shoes off.” She pointed at the men’s feet.

      “Got it,” Porter said, kicking his Chucks off.

      Badway followed suit.

      “You guys need to shower,” Amy said.

      Porter didn’t understand and nodded along.

      “I’m not joking. Go take a shower.” Amy pointed to the hallway. “I have one upstairs and one downstairs. Each of you take one. You aren’t sitting in my place looking like death.”

      “I don’t have any clothes,” Badway said, louder than necessary.

      “That’s okay,” Amy said with a smile. She pointed at Badway. “Wait.”

      Amy tapped Porter on the shoulder and led him upstairs to the guest bedroom, which had a bathroom en-suite. She leaned into the hallway and pulled a laundry basket into the room. “Dirty clothes.” She pointed to the basket. Then she showed Porter the bathroom, including the clean towels and a fresh bar of soap.

      He was in no position to argue.

      Amy left the bedroom and closed the door. Porter dropped his ragged, dirty clothes into the basket, stepped into the bathroom, and shut the door behind him. He brought his Glock with him.
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      Porter turned the water on as hot as he could stand, washing away the grime of the woods and warehouse. He discovered several mosquito bites and numerous cuts on his left forearm. He wasn’t sure when those had happened.

      Tearing into the soap, Porter cleaned himself, taking care to wash and rinse around the staples in his head.

      The only shampoo he could find came in a purple bottle and smelled of lilacs. Porter worked up a large lather and ran it through his beard. The smell was familiar; lilac was one of Trish’s favorites. He’d often used her shampoo when they were married. He liked to smell her in his beard throughout the day. He shook his head, forcing the memory from his mind.

      Badway was right. He needed to get on the horse again. It had been over a year since the divorce was finalized. Maybe it was time to move on to something besides brief dalliances.

      Maybe not.

      Porter washed the shampoo down the drain and turned the shower off. He paused, amazed that he felt almost human again.

      The ceiling was high and the mirror hadn't fogged. Porter tried to check his head, but there was no way without a second mirror. His face had a few small cuts from the airbag deployment. He checked the other, older scars that he saw every day, reminding himself that the scars from where he’d been shot, stabbed, and battered before were never going away. It was as if every time he checked for them, he expected them to have dissolved.

      Towel around his waist. Porter peeked his head out of the bathroom. There was a set of shorts and a T-shirt on the bed. His dirty clothes had vanished. He slipped the clothing on, amazed that it fit, and padded down the stairs, pistol held by his side.

      Badway and Amy were at the table.

      “You gonna strut around with that thing?” Amy said.

      “No pockets,” Porter said. “And with the way things have been going, I should probably hang on to it.” Porter took the empty seat next to Amy. He set his pistol on the table, making sure it was pointed at no one. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” Amy said, taking a sip of the coffee.

      “Whose clothes am I wearing right now?” Porter said.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “It matters because whoever’s shorts these are is a big guy. I want to make sure there isn’t a Mr. Olson that’s coming home soon and going to be pissed at us for being half naked in his house,” Porter said.

      “Baddie asked me the same thing. You guys don’t miss a beat, do you?”

      “He asked because he likes you. I’m asking because I don’t want to shoot some poor bastard,” Porter said.

      Badway closed his eyes and shook his head. “That’s not true.”

      “So you don’t like me?” Amy said, a smile creeping over her face.

      “Well, I mean… you know, the thing is…” Badway stuffed a piece of bagel in his mouth and shrugged. The look said Sorry, can’t talk right now.

      “Good answer,” Amy said. “There is no Mr. Olson. I told you I had four brothers, remember? I’m six feet tall and the runt of the litter. Josh visited a few months ago and forgot to take half his shit with him when he left. I’m too lazy to forward them to him. Voila! Clothes for random men who come to my house.”

      “Good enough for me,” Porter said, reaching for the unclaimed coffee.

      “Baddie was telling me what happened last night. And then this morning.”

      “Oh, was he?” Porter said, eyes shifting to his cousin, who was still chewing the bagel.

      “Relax. I’m on your side. Those assholes killed Cat. You think I care what you do to them?”

      “That’s funny, because Cat would have said the opposite,” Porter said.

      “I know she would have.” Amy was quiet for a moment. “But we were always two different people. That’s what made us so good together.”

      Porter changed the subject. “I’m surprised you answered a random call so early.”

      “By the time you guys called, I’d already finished my morning run. And I always answer the phone—I’m a journalist, remember? Anyone could be calling me for anything. If I don’t answer, my story could be blown to hell. I need to answer; it’s my job.”

      “Makes sense,” Porter said.

      “The real question is, how did those guys find you? Baddie says you guys weren’t followed. How could the Parabellum team have caught up to you?”

      “That is the real question,” Badway said, fishing in the bag for another bagel.

      “I’ve been giving that some thought,” Porter said. “They must have tracked him somehow. I’m guessing that big-ass watch he had. Probably has some sort of locator in it. That’s why they didn’t chase us when we left. They knew they could just find him when they were ready.”

      “Walk down there and screw them all,” Badway said.

      “You finally get it.”

      “What?” Amy said.

      “Nothing.” Badway took another bite of bagel.

      “So they track him down and wait for the right time to spring him from us,” Porter said.

      “Why not shoot you guys?” Amy said. “Easier to get Vance out if you two are dead.”

      “They couldn’t come in shooting since they couldn’t take the chance they would hit Vance. They were probably watching us for a few minutes. Bore-scope snake cameras. Little cameras with a long, flexible neck. They can slip into a place through the windowsill or underneath the door and get a peek around.”

      “We had those in the Army,” Badway said. “We would find a crack in the building somewhere to get better intel on the inside of the objective. It made our life a lot easier.”

      “Seems like it made Parabellum’s easier, too,” Amy said.

      “Looks like it,” Badway said.

      “What’s our next move?” Amy said.

      “Our?” Porter said.

      “Yes, our. I would have gone to Vance’s place with you guys last night if Cat hadn’t… you know. Now I want in more than ever.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a great idea,” Porter said. “Things are escalating, and at this point, I can’t promise you won't get hurt. That’s the last thing we need.”

      “Maybe you can’t, but your cousin will. Won't you?”

      “Won't I what?” Badway said.

      “Promise I won't get hurt,” Amy said.

      “Amy, I can’t say that and be honest. There’s no telling where this thing ends up.”

      “I understand that.”

      “Then if I say you won’t get hurt, I’d be lying to you,” Badway said.

      “No, you wouldn’t. You’d be telling me what I want to hear, with the best intentions. If something changes that, it’s not your fault,” Amy said, blue eyes fixed on Badway.

      Porter walked to the trash can, throwing out his napkin. “Yeah, but we would feel bad if something happened to you. We can’t just put you in the line of fire.”

      “You’re sure?” Amy said.

      “Yes,” Badway said.

      “That’s your choice,” Amy said. “I guess I’ll take my… what did you call it? Intel? I guess I’ll take my Intel and go home.”

      Porter looked at Badway, then to Amy. “What Intel?”

      “I told you I was working on something, remember? Well, it came through. I sure wish I could tell you guys, but I’m not on the team.” Amy made an exaggerated pouty face.

      Porter sat back down and studied the journalist’s face, then laughed. It was a deep, genuine laugh that lasted for a minute before he caught his breath. “You’re a crazy person, right?”

      Amy laughed with him for the next round, Badway joining in. It was infectious. Maybe it was the lack of sleep or their dire circumstances over the last few days, but the floodgates opened.

      “Shit,” Porter said, wiping tears from his eyes. “Crazy person.”

      “Maybe I am,” Amy said. She breathed deeply and exhaled. “But you have to remember, I was already looking into Vance and Parabellum before you guys came along. I’ve dug up so much dirt on them, and I want to finish the job. I know there’s a news story in this somewhere when I’m done.”

      She leaned forward on the table. “Besides, what happened with Cat was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I’m in this thing and I’m in it the whole way. With or without you. So, you two handsome fellas have two choices.

      “Option A is that we’ll all go lounge out on the couch and loveseat for a while. I’ll finish washing and drying your clothes because I’m a good hostess. We can watch a movie while we wait, I have that new spy flick that everyone is talking about. Then, I give you your clothes, and give each of you a hug as you leave and you guys try to figure out how to find Vance.”

      “The alternative?” Badway said.

      “Option B starts the same as Option A. Except before your clothes are done drying, I go and get the info that helps us figure out where Vance is hiding. Then you guys put your clothes back on and we all leave together and get Vance. Then when we’re done, I’ll give you the hug,” Amy said.

      Porter looked at the woman. He realized his initial impression of her as a Valkyrie wasn’t too far off. Amy was fierce, loyal, and unafraid. More importantly, she was smart enough to get what she wanted.

      If Badway didn’t ask her out soon, Porter wasn’t sure he could keep from proposing to her.
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      “I like the second plan,” Porter said.

      “Me too,” Badway said.

      “Good. I thought you might see it my way.” Amy got up and walked toward the laundry room.

      “She’s a pistol,” Badway said.

      “A pistol? People still say that? You have a beard from the forties and now you’re picking up the lingo, huh?”

      “Guess so,” Badway said. “You okay with this?”

      “What choice do we have? If she can help us find Vance, it’s worth it. Besides, she’s just gonna dig into this anyway. She has to be better off with us around.”

      “Tell that to Cat,” Badway said. He went back to his bagel.

      Amy reappeared. “All we have is a dry cycle, then we can hit the road. Movie?”

      “As great as that sounds, we should probably see what you have on Vance. Porter’s a little slow on the uptake sometimes, so it may take him a while to process whatever you tell us.”

      Porter made a face like he was going to start drooling.

      “Suit yourself,” Amy said. She went into her kitchen and opened a drawer, pulling out the manila folder from their lunch meeting the day before. There were smears of red across the folder. Porter knew what those smears were and who they belonged to.

      Amy opened the top of the envelope and slid a handful of papers out, flipping until she got to the right one, then dropped it on the table in front of the men. “This should give us what we need.”

      Porter held the paper up. Chicken-scratched on the sheet was a list of three-letter airport codes, dates, and times. “You planning on taking a flight somewhere?”

      “Me? I never get enough leg room. But Vance is a different story. He’s definitely flying somewhere.”

      “How do you know?” Badway said.

      “The FAA,” Amy said, as if it answered all the questions.

      “The FAA?” Porter said. “Listen, I need you to pretend like I’m the dumbest person you know. How does the FAA help us right now?”

      “I doubt you are, but let me break it down. Vance is a pilot, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s what you said,” Porter said.

      “Remember I read that article where he talked about flying and the article said he had an airfield at all of his houses?”

      “Yes.” Badway stood and ran his hands through his drying hair. “We saw a little plane at his house last night.”

      “Well, private airfield, private plane—it doesn’t matter. They have to register a flight plan with the FAA.” Amy looked proud of herself. “So, the FAA knows where the plane is going to take off from, land, and the flight path.”

      “Sure. How does that help, though?” Badway said.

      “Well, private planes are not exempt from this, although it is easier for them to have a last-minute change in flight plan. They’re more nimble than big planes, and can land on smaller runways than their big brothers.”

      “Being rich has its benefits, ” Porter said.

      “A while back, I did a piece on the FAA. Went to the airport, met people, the whole nine yards. I kept in touch with a few of them. I asked one of them about the private airstrip at all the airfields behind every address I could trace to Vance.”

      Porter leaned forward.

      “I was working on it after my run this morning. My contact works the overnight shift at BWI. He was just getting off, but he ran a search of the airstrips and he found something interesting.”

      “Vance is taking a flight?” Porter said.

      “Vance is taking a flight,” Amy said, her smile growing larger. She pulled out a printed map of the area, checked the address of the private airstrip, and then pointed. “Right here.”

      “What is that place?” Badway said.

      “It’s a defunct concrete factory. A holding company of Vance’s first corporation bought it. They were using it to supply infrastructure building materials for Iraq and they discovered it was much cheaper to make it themselves, so they bought out a little mom-and-pop. It hasn’t been used in years, but guess what runs for several hundred feet behind the factory?”

      “An airstrip?” Badway said.

      “That’s right. Hell, it was probably cheap for them to make, since they were mixing concrete on the premises. And when my contact ran the report, it popped up that there’s a flight scheduled to leave that airstrip this afternoon.”

      Porter looked at the map, then the business paperwork. “This is good.”

      “I told you it would be.” Amy hopped up on the kitchen counter, letting her feet dangle.

      “We know where Vance is going to be,” Badway said.

      “We also know where he’s going,” Amy said. “Look at the code next to it.”

      “SJO? Isn’t that San Jose?” Porter said.

      “California?” Badway said.

      “Costa Rica,” Porter answered.

      “He’s leaving the country today, guys.”

      “Anyone want to bet me that Stacy Brown and Trey are going with him? They kill Kevon, kill Cat, and then skip out of the country for a while until the heat dies down. No angry husband trying to extradite the boy, no pissed-off lawyer going after them. They’ll be in the clear,” Porter said.

      “Not if we get there first,” Badway said.

      “You know, you’re very cute when you’re determined,” Amy said.

      Badway smiled. Porter had never seen him blush before. “You have a computer? I think we should skip the movie, and do more research.”

      Amy produced her laptop and cracked it open. Her fingers at the ready, Porter guided her through his usual routine of Google Maps checks and satellite overviews. He wanted as much information as he could about the area before he got there.

      Amy printed the papers and brought them over to the table. From above, the concrete factory was massive. Just off the main road, in the middle of nowhere, Virginia, the factory was carved out of the forest around it. There were five or six warehouse-type buildings, two ponds, an entire pod of trailers, and a large airstrip running behind the entire place.

      “How would you guys assault this target?” Amy said.

      “What do you know about assaulting targets?” Badway said.

      “I was overseas, remember? You pick up the lingo.”

      Badway looked at the overhead view. “The thing is, there’s only one way in and out, not including by air.” He pointed to the small road that snaked off the large highway. It ran into the front of the facility.

      “Why not?” Amy said.

      “It funnels us into a place that’s easy for Vance’s guys to shoot us,” Porter said. “If we drive up to the front, we’re as good as dead.”

      A memory crept over Porter, explaining the same concept to Cat before the group went to the storage unit. He ground his teeth.

      “Then do we come in from the sides? Out of the woods?” Amy said.

      “Yeah, that’s part of it,” Badway said.

      “We need to get Vance as he gets on the plane. That’s the place we know he will be, at some point. Other than that, they could be in any of these other buildings. There are more of them than there are of us. We can’t go door-to-door and hope to make it out okay,” Porter said.

      “Definitely not,” Badway said.

      “What’s a better option? How do you get him on his way to the plane?” Amy said.

      “We’ll figure something out. Give things a little time to marinate in our heads,” Porter said.

      “Well, that’s why you guys are here. Somebody needs to be the brains of this operation,” Amy said.

      “If you’re looking for brains, you may need to go somewhere else,” Porter said.

      Amy’s phone rang, and she excused herself to her bedroom to answer it.

      “I’m thinking diversion,” Porter said. “Like we set up at Vance’s house, but this time we make it work.”

      “I can get behind that. A big boom. Send them into a panic. They’ll have their security concentrate on the noise, force Vance toward the plane, get him on and into the air.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Like you said at Vance’s house, maybe it’s easier to keep him safe if he isn’t moving,” Porter said.

      “Then we make the boom once Vance is already on his way to the plane. Too far to turn back to a building. Give him a little push in the right direction,” Badway said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Did you see the way I planned that out?” Badway said.

      “What about it?” Porter said.

      “Did you notice how special it was?”

      “Yeah, you’re special, all right,” Porter said.

      “Think Amy knows how to shoot?” Porter said.

      “I was thinking a third gun couldn’t hurt,” Badway said. “We can ask her.”

      Amy returned from her bedroom, thanking the person on the phone and hanging up.

      “Who was it?” Badway said.

      Porter smiled. “Probably Mr. Olson saying he’s on his way home.”

      Amy ignored Porter and scrunched up her face.

      “What’s wrong?” Badway said.

      “Remember I said I would have my friend look into how Kevon died?”

      “The county health worker?” Porter said.

      “That was her on the phone. They’re done with the preliminary reports. Two things to note. First is that the body was dead when it was burned. There was no indication that the cilia or tissue on the inner lungs were singed.”

      “Good,” Badway said. “Being burned alive is a shit way to die. It would have been awful for Kevon.”

      “Then there’s the second thing,” Amy said. “The person at the storage unit was not Kevon Brown.”
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      “What the hell do you mean?” Porter said.

      “Just what I said. That person was not Kevon Brown.”

      “How did they find out so soon?” Badway said.

      “Rapid DNA testing. They have these new, portable DNA testing machines, it’s kind of amazing. This match was even easier, since there was an existing sample in the National DNA Database.”

      “Who did it match?” Porter said.

      “Some guy with a weird name. Strumpf,” Amy said.

      “Chandler Strumpf?” Badway said.

      “You know him?” Amy said.

      “I do. I mean I used to, a little while back. He was a Marine. When he first got out, he used to come to my group meetings at the VA. Him and Kevon were friends,” Badway said.

      “Wait a minute—why was his DNA on file?” Porter said.

      “What do you mean?” Badway said.

      “Just because you were in the military doesn’t mean that your DNA is in a database somewhere. That means—”

      “Criminals,” Amy interrupted. “Some criminals have to submit their DNA. Strumpf was convicted of rape. Must have been after he got home from his overseas tour. Looks like there was a plea bargain and he didn’t get any time, but had to register as a sex offender.”

      “I knew he stopped going to my meetings, but I had no clue he was like that.”

      Porter stood. “How soon till the clothes are ready?”

      “I don’t know, the dryer will tell me,” Amy said.

      “We need to get moving,” Porter said. “You can tell us the rest in the car.”

      “What’s the hurry?” Badway said.

      “Someone wanted us to think Kevon’s dead. If he really was, they would have left his actual body at the storage unit,” Porter said.

      “You think he’s still alive?” Badway said.

      “If so, one guess where he is right now.”

      “At the concrete plant,” Amy said. “Might as well kill him and dump him in Central America somewhere. One less dead body around.”

      “When does that flight leave?” Porter said.

      “Close to two p.m.”

      “We have four or five hours. Let’s get going, we need time to set up.”

      Amy brought the men their clothing, then left the room to give them some privacy.

      Porter and Badway dressed in the still-damp clothes and grabbed their personal items.

      When she emerged from her bedroom, Amy had changed from her running outfit into a long-sleeved shirt, khaki-colored utility pants, and a smart pair of hiking boots. “Ready?”

      “Let’s hustle. Sarge, swing me by the armory. I’d better get my truck.”

      Badway nodded. “Can’t hurt to have another vehicle.”

      The group exited Amy’s townhouse, and she locked the door behind them. When they rounded the corner to the parking lot, she spoke up. “I’m guessing our ride is the beat-to-hell truck?”

      “Good guess,” Porter said.

      Porter sat in the back seat, giving Amy shotgun, and Badway pulled out of the parking lot.

      Badway took the surface streets across town, catching most of the green lights as he went.

      “How is Chandler involved in this?” Badway said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You said him and Kevon were friends, right? Maybe they were hanging out and Vance’s guys snatched them both up. Nailed Kevon’s ID to Strumpf’s head to throw us off,” Porter said.

      “Maybe.”

      In the front seat, Amy looked through paperwork. “I think Vance will be at the factory. If he is, you guys still going with the same plan—diversion, extraction, the whole nine yards?”

      “Yes, but we still have to be careful. Going room to room was a bad plan, and now it’s an even worse one. Kevon could be anywhere in the compound. We can’t risk him being hit by a stray round through a wall. We stick to the plan,” Badway said.

      “Good,” Amy said. “Got a good plan for the diversion?”

      “I do,” Badway said. “It’s a good one.”

      Something about the way Badway said it didn’t sit right with Porter. His cousin was a little too excited.

      In short order, the group was at the armory, Badway punching the keycard to open the gate. He pulled behind Porter’s SUV. Cat’s BMW was still there.

      No one in the truck mentioned it.

      “Is that a dick on your car?” Amy said, stifling a laugh.

      “It was a package option I went with,” Porter said. “I think it says a lot about me.”

      “I’m sure. Listen, I have to ride with you now. How could I not ride in the Weinermobile?” Amy got out of Badway’s truck and stood next to Porter’s Yukon.

      Porter saw the disappointment in his cousin's face, but Badway played it off. “Who can blame you? I called it the same thing.”

      Porter fired up the SUV. He unlocked the door and Amy climbed in with him. “You have the matching tits on the other side? Whatever they charged you for that paint job wasn’t enough. It’s a work of art.”

      “I appreciate the female form,” Porter said.

      He pulled out of the space and squeezed the Yukon next to Badway’s truck. “I’ll throw the address in my GPS. You follow me. Good?”

      “Perfect,” Badway said. “Call if you come up with something else on the way.”

      Porter pulled out of the armory and the exit gate opened automatically. Following the directions, he was soon on the highway and moving at a good clip.

      The sun was bright, and Porter pulled down his sunglasses. The staples in his head hurt, and he had the beginnings of a headache. Still, the shower had done wonders for his mindset, and he was glad to be moving toward Vance. There was an unresolved conflict that he couldn’t wait to finish.

      Amy broke into his thoughts. “So, what do you guys want me to do when we get to Vance’s?”

      “We haven’t figured it out yet, but we’ll need something. Can you shoot a pistol?”

      Amy looked offended. “I’m from Minnesota,” she said, as if that answered everything.

      “How about a rifle?”

      “I went hunting with my father every year. He leased big tracts of land for us to hunt on. He would take each of us kids a couple times every year so he could spend time with us. His daughter was no exception. I can shoot.”

      “Do you want to? That’s what I should be asking.”

      “It’s not like I woke up this morning wanting to kill people, if that’s what you want to know. But I told you, I’m all the way in. If it comes down to it, I won’t let people hurt you guys,” Amy said.

      “Especially Badway,” Porter said.

      “And including you,” Amy said.

      “Good enough for me.”

      The cabin of the Yukon was quiet for the rest of the drive, with only small bits of information passed back and forth and the occasional direction by the GPS. Porter followed these, and was told to turn off the highway at a nondescript exit. The only thing there was a closed-down, boarded-up gas station.

      Porter pulled off and came to a T intersection, and followed the directions to turn right.

      “This is a big road, considering there isn't anyone using it,” Amy said.

      “I’m sure they needed four lanes when the concrete plant was busy. Once it closed, no more traffic. There’s no reason for anyone to be on the road to a place that isn't in business,” Porter said.

      On both sides, dense forest rose high into the air. Thick, full woods that were hard to see through and impossible to drive through.

      Amy picked up the phone. “GPS says the destination is half a mile up on the left.”

      “I don’t want to get that close,” Porter said. He slowed the Yukon to a crawl.

      “What are you looking for?” Amy said.

      “It’s Virginia. People gotta hunt, right?”

      Amy raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      Porter went several hundred feet until he saw what he was looking for: a small turn-off with old tire tracks. He followed the tracks, pulling the Yukon off the road until a thick piece of braided metal wire blocked the way.

      “Be right back,” Porter said.

      He walked over to the wire, checked both ends of it, then lifted the left side up and off the metal hook it sat on. Porter pulled it out of the way to the right and left it coiled in the overgrown grass.

      He shut the door and pulled the Yukon into drive again.

      “How did you know that was there?” Amy said.

      “You told me you hunted with your dad on a lease, right? They do that everywhere. Guys pay for the rights to hunt land that nobody’s doing anything with. They use old logging roads as ways to get in and out. Why blaze a new path in these thick-ass woods? We should be able to use this to get a good ways in. I want to see if something’s still there.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll see,” Porter said.

      Behind them, Badway passed the entryway, replaced the metal rope, and followed Porter.

      “How can you even see where you’re going?” Amy said. The forest had reclaimed the driving path.

      “As long as I don’t hit anything bigger than a cow, I should be okay,” Porter said.

      The bumps jostled the pair around in their seats. Twice, Porter hit his head on the headliner. “Dammit.” His staples hurt again.

      The trail snaked around until it emptied out into a small clearing.

      “That’s what you were looking for?” Amy said.

      “I remembered seeing it from the overhead view.”

      Ahead of them was an enormous, rusty column. Following the column vertically one hundred feet led to a large sphere on top. It looked like a massive golf ball on a tee.

      “A water tower?” Amy said.

      “Yep. Makes sense. When the factory was busy, they would have used thousands of gallons a day. There’s no city water to draw from out here.”

      “Why would they put it on the other side of the road? Logistically, it seems like things would be much more difficult.”

      “Maybe there were better wells on this side or something. Maybe there’s a stream we can’t see. Either way, that’s where we’ll get the best overwatch on the plant.”

      “Up there?” Amy said.

      “All the way. You aren’t afraid of heights, are you?”
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      “I’ll go first,” Badway said, upon joining the group. “I don’t mind a climb.”

      “We figured you wouldn’t,” Porter said.

      “You guys aren’t leaving me down here by myself,” Amy said.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Badway said. He dug around in his back seat and pulled out his large rifle and the backpack. “Which do you want?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Porter said, taking the backpack and slipping it on his shoulders.

      “You guys ready?” Badway said.

      “Born ready,” Amy said.

      Porter laughed.

      “What? I’m excited.”

      The group walked to the back side of the water tower. Approximately ten feet off the ground were the ladder’s metal rungs. The ladder was newer than the water tower, likely renovated when Vance bought the place. Around the ladder, a metal enclosure formed a sort of shell.

      “At least we won't fall off if we lean backward,” Badway said. He took two steps and jumped, grabbing on to the bottom rung. He did a pull-up and when his chin was close to the bottom rung, he walked his hands up several more rungs, arms flexed the entire time. When his feet were on the bottom rung, he began climbing.

      “Showoff,” Amy said.

      Porter leaned his back against the cool metal of the column and laced his fingers together, held out in front of him. “I got you.”

      Amy placed her right foot into the cradle Porter’s hands formed.

      “One, two, three,” she said. Simultaneously, she stepped up, and Porter lifted his hands to eye level. He pressed Amy to the full extension of his arms. His height coupled with hers, and she was already grabbing the tenth or twelfth rung as she stepped onto the ladder.

      “Holy shit, you’re strong,” Amy said.

      “I wouldn’t call you heavy. Must be your metabolism.” Stepping away from the column, Porter eyed the distance between the ground and the ladder. He took a couple more steps than Badway had, but jumped and grabbed the second rung. He placed the soles of his Chuck Taylors on the column, using it for a boost, and scrambled his way up until his feet were on the ladder.

      Porter climbed.

      Getting above the forest, he soon lost the cover of the trees and a stiff, chilly wind hit him. The midday sun was deceptive. Halfway up, he heard Amy call out above him.

      “Hey, Baddie? From this angle, it looks like you have a pretty good ass,” she said.

      “See? This is why I always take the stairs,” Badway called down to Porter.

      “Keep your nice ass,” Porter said. “Give me the elevator.”

      The group continued climbing. Before long, they reached a small landing and a metal platform that encircled the perimeter of the big water tank.

      Badway stepped to the right, reaching down and offering a hand to Amy, pulling her up the rest of the way. They both moved and let Porter finish the climb.

      Keeping the tank in front of them as cover, the group moved counterclockwise until they could just see around the orb. Badway got down on his stomach and crawled forward. Amy knelt above him, and Porter ducked his head down.

      The water tower was further up the road than the factory, so they had to turn left, looking down the road they’d driven in on to see it.

      In person, the defunct factory was more massive than it appeared on the computer. Five structures with metal roofs and no sides lined up in the middle of the open space. To the right of them were smaller buildings, with proper walls. Above them, farthest from the water tower, were two rows of trailers, five on each side with a walkway in between.

      The entire complex was below the grade of the road, as if it were sunken into the bottom of a shallow fishbowl.

      Closest to the street was the main entrance. A small branch led off the main road, to what looked to be a guard house.

      “You guys seeing this?” Badway pointed with his left hand.

      To the left of the first open-sided building sat a large airplane on a runway that disappeared into the distance. The plane was enormous; whatever color it had started its life as, it was now painted dark blue and emblazoned with the Parabellum logo.

      “I thought he only flew little planes,” Porter said. “That’s like take-your-ass-to-Paris big.”

      “He’s going to Costa Rica, remember?” Amy said. “He needs something with some range. I think that’s a seven forty-seven.”

      Behind the guard house were several black vehicles of assorted sizes.

      “Looks like he has a full house,” Porter said.

      “Is this bad?” Amy said.

      “It was already bad. This didn’t make it much worse,” Porter answered. “We just might need a bigger diversion to draw that much attention.”

      “What do you guys want me to do? I’m ready, honest.”

      Badway pushed up to his knees, then stood. “I’m not letting you go into that place. Too many things that could go sideways.”

      “Isn’t it a little early in our relationship for you to be telling me what to do?” Amy said, no hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      Badway stammered out a response and Porter jumped in to help his cousin.

      “I think what he means is, down there may turn into a kill zone. What will give us the best chance of success is having someone on overwatch. If you can keep your eyes peeled, I agree the best spot for you is right here.”

      “On the water tower?” Amy said.

      “You can watch everything and let us know what’s happening. Worst-case scenario, you can shoot at some guys if we need it. It’s about four hundred yards to the trailers over there. That’s a long shot, so you might not hit anything, but just the fact you’re laying down rounds will help us out.”

      Amy looked at the men. “Is that what’s going to help the most?”

      “Honestly,” Porter said.

      “Yes,” Badway said.

      “If that’s what my boys need, that’s what I’ll do,” she said. She pointed to the SCAR. “Make sure I know how to work this thing. It’s fancier than Dad’s deer rifle.”

      Badway set the rifle down, extending the bipod legs and giving Amy a quick lesson.

      Porter eyed the factory again, lamenting the fact that there was so much open area.

      When Badway finished, he handed Amy a pair of binoculars from his bag and gave her a radio. “Just tell us what you see, okay? We’ll let you know where we are.”

      Amy nodded. “Be safe, guys. I would hate to think that on our only date, Baddie ordered fish and chips and Porter didn’t eat a bun. When this is over, you guys have to let me take us for some real food.” She gave a thin smile.

      Porter started down the ladder. It was much quicker than climbing up, but his fingers were stiff and cold by the time he got down. He hung from the bottom rung, arms extended, and dropped a short way.

      He moved over to his Yukon, his cousin materializing next to him.

      “I was thinking,” Badway said.

      “We need a bigger diversion,” Porter said.

      “Yeah. The factory is enormous and we need to attract all the attention we can.”

      “I agree,” Porter said.

      “Good. I have an idea. I’m not sure if you’ll like it, but it makes me happy as hell.” Badway explained his plan.

      “What do you expect me to say to that?”

      “Say yes. You know it’s the move.”

      “It’s one way to go. It doesn’t have to be the way we go,” Porter said. He popped open the trunk on his Yukon and pulled his rifle from the trunk.

      Badway went to his own rifle case and pulled off a layer of black foam padding, revealing another, smaller rifle. He adjusted the sling and checked the Aimpoint red dot.

      Porter looked at him for a moment. “I really hate your mustache. Have I told you how bad you look? I might die in this plant and I’d have to be next to you while you look like that.”

      “You don’t mean that. You’re just mad about my plan.”

      “Hell yeah, I’m mad.”

      “Are you saying you don’t agree with it?” Badway moved to his truck, pulling his bag out.

      “I agree with it. That’s why I’m mad. It would be nicer if it was your truck.”

      “The bed has more utility,” Badway said.

      “I know.”

      “So I can do it?” Badway said.

      Porter nodded and patted his Yukon. “Just let me get my shit out first.”

      An enormous smile ate up Badway’s face. He sat in the driver's seat, pulling what looked like gray bricks from his bag. “Big boom.”
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      Once Badway finished working underneath Porter’s Yukon, the cousins put in the ear canal radio receivers and checked that Amy could hear them.

      “Yes, I can hear you. What the hell is taking you two so long? It’s cold as a witch’s tit up here.”

      “Is that some Minnesota stuff?” Porter said.

      “Yeah it is, and it feels like I’m back home right now. You guys ready?”

      Porter looked at Badway and shrugged. “Not the best plan, but I’m ready.”

      Badway was stretching his legs, like an athlete getting ready for a sprint.

      “Yeah, he’s ready too,” Porter said.

      The men piled into Porter’s Yukon, careful not to jostle anything. Badway drove. When they reached the entrance to the logging path, the factory was to their right, and they were hidden from the factory’s view. Badway pulled to the woods across the street and Porter got out, both rifles in his hands.

      “You hustle back,” Porter said. “I’d hate to kick this off without you.”

      “You don’t get to have all the fun. I’ll be right back.” Badway reversed out of the spot and pulled back onto the road. Porter headed deeper into the woods. He pushed his way through the thick growth until he reached the tree line. Still hidden from any eyes that might be looking, he now had a brand-new angle of the compound.

      Directly in front of him was the runway. The plane was to his left, about fifty yards up the tarmac. It was even larger now that he was at its level, and it loomed, enormous, overhead.

      In the distance, he could see the five big buildings. He could just make out the guardhouse, and while he couldn’t see them, he knew the cluster of trailers was on the other side of the warehouses. He knelt down.

      There was no movement.

      He pushed the radio. “Amy? You got eyes on Badway?”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s pulling up the road, almost driving in the grass on the opposite side of the street.”

      “He’s trying to make sure they don’t see him. I don’t think they will. Everything is set low; we’re in a depression. I can’t see the street from down here, just the rise of the hill,” Porter said.

      “Okay, now he’s turning left onto the road to the guardhouse,” Amy said.

      “He should park it at the top,” Porter said.

      “He did. Your Yukon is on top of the hill. Now he’s out; he’s running away from the truck. Look at him go—shit, he’s fast,” Amy said.

      “He doesn’t need any more reason to have a big head,” Porter said.

      Badway’s voice crackled through the receivers. “You know I can hear you both, right?”

      “So?” Amy said. There was silence for a minute. “Okay, he’s about halfway back to where he dropped you off.”

      Porter was listening to Amy’s play-by-play, but he was watching the compound. The plan hinged on getting Vance when he was trying to board the airplane. They didn’t need him ducking back into a building.

      A few moments later, Amy got on the radio again. “Now he’s dipping into the woods. You should see him soon.”

      Porter didn’t move. He waited, then blew two sharp whistles.

      One long whistle answered. Badway came slipping through the woods. He wasn’t even breathing hard.

      “All good?” Porter said.

      “Oh yeah.” Badway pulled a small device from his bag. It was about the size of a paperback book, made of plastic with a metal face. There was an array of buttons—two were glowing green and the others were red.

      “You sure this’ll work?”

      Badway looked at him, but said nothing.

      The two men turned their attention to the compound.

      After a few minutes, Badway spoke up. “This will work.”

      “It better,” Porter said. He clicked the button on his radio. “Amy?”

      “Go for Amy. I always wanted to say that.”

      “What time was the flight supposed to leave?”

      “Like, a half hour from now. We waiting?”

      “Yeah. We wait,” Porter said.

      The sun was still high and bright but had taken none of the chill out of the fall air. The birds sang in the trees as if to alert everyone the pair was lying in wait. Porter shifted to his other knee, to relieve the numbness in his legs.

      “You plan on ever getting back with Trish?” Badway said.

      “Why? You want to ask her out?” Porter said.

      “Come on, bro. I’m serious.”

      Porter thought for a few moments. “We got a divorce for a reason. We are just two different people. Nobody’s fault.”

      “If you had to do it again, would you?” Badway said.

      “Do what?”

      “Get married,” Badway said.

      More silence. “You mean to her, or just get married again period?”

      “Either.”

      “Nope,” Porter said.

      “If you had a Doc Brown DeLorean and you could go back in time, would you meet Trish, or would you stay home sick that day?”

      “Why are you asking me this shit?” Porter said.

      “It’s what guys in war do. We ask each other questions. It breaks the monotony.”

      “I would want to meet her again. But she’d be better off without me, so I’d stay home sick.”

      “I’ve never felt like that. About a woman, you know?”

      “Amy’s messing with your head, isn’t she?” Porter laughed.

      “I’ve never had a problem with ladies. But I’m stammering and stuttering like a fool when this girl looks at me. Think that means something?” Badway said.

      “Yeah, Sarge. It means something. When we get out of this, you need to talk to her.”

      “I will if I can get the words out.”

      “You have a Bronze Star, but you’re  terrified of a blonde girl,” Porter said, to needle his cousin. “What a tough guy.”

      Badway shrugged.

      Amy’s voice beeped in. “Hey, guys?”

      “Yeah?” Porter said.

      “The guy in the guardhouse? He walked out a couple minutes ago. I’ve been watching him.”

      “What’s he doing?” Porter said.

      “He took a leak. Then he lit a cigarette and now he’s walking up the hill.”

      “Is he close to the truck yet?”

      “No. I don’t think he can see it. He’s just pacing back and forth, stretching his legs.”

      Porter breathed deeply. The guard needed to go away. They weren’t ready for the diversion yet.

      “Okay, now he’s running in place. I think he’s just trying to stretch or stay warm,” Amy said.

      Porter squeezed the grip of his rifle tighter. It was a reflex and would do him no good. There was little chance he could hit the guard from where he was crouched, and the gunshot would be an alarm for even the laziest of guards.

      “It looks like he’s heading back down the hill. Still jogging, doing that high-knee thing that people do. So weird,” Amy said.

      Porter relaxed his grip on the rifle. “Let me know what else you see. We need to wait a little longer, so we can get Vance on the way to his plane. Earlier than that is no good.”

      “Okay. Amy out,” she said.

      A cool breeze passed over him and Porter rubbed his hands together.

      “Why did you guys break up?” Badway said.

      “Shit, man, you still want to talk about this? Now’s the best time to you?”

      “I’m curious. No one ever told me. Your mom never even told my mom. Nobody knows what happened.”

      “Because it’s private.”

      “I used to run a support group, remember? You can let things out.”

      Porter scanned his rifle over the compound, past the plane and the buildings, over the red clay of the ground. He lowered the muzzle. “It was my fault. I always tell people it happens, that sometimes two people grow apart. That’s bullshit. It was all me.”

      “Did you cheat on her?” Badway said.

      Porter glared at his cousin. “You've known me my whole life; you think I’d cheat on her? Honestly?”

      “No. But I don’t know what else you could do that’s your fault.”

      Porter was quiet. A breeze rustled through the trees above his head, bringing a fresh group of leaves down. “Remember what I told you? About that case?”

      “The one you left the Feds over?”

      “Yeah. I was pissed when I first quit. Acted like an asshole. I was tough to be around, moody, anxious. Pissed off.”

      “More so than always?” Badway said, his joke falling flat.

      “All we did was fight, and I pulled away. I couldn’t handle it. She started calling me ‘Telly-Porter’ because I always vanished. She still calls me that. It’s like a knife every time.”

      Badway didn’t say anything.

      “She was… Trish was pregnant. New, still early, you know?”

      “I never knew,” Badway said.

      “No one did. You’re the only person I’ve ever told.”

      “I’m honored.”

      Porter shrugged. “The worst thing that ever happened to me. I don’t really talk about it.”

      “Pregnant is a good thing.”

      “Usually. But with the stress of everything and… She lost the baby. That was the beginning of the end.”

      There was silence in the woods. Even the birds stopped chirping.

      “The doctors said it was a natural thing. That the pregnancy wasn’t going well and it was normal for the body. Healthy.”

      “Sometimes it’s true.”

      “I don’t believe that shit for a minute.”

      “You think it’s your fault?”

      “Of course,” Porter said. “And I always will. If I would have just been there…”

      “Porter, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything. Seriously. I never want to talk about it again.”

      “Thanks for sharing that with me.”

      Porter shook his head as if waking from a daydream. “Sharing? Next thing I know, we’re all going to hold hands and drink a kale shake or something.”

      “You don’t have to hide sincerity,” Badway said.

      “But I’d rather. Deal?”

      “It’s your world, bro, I’m just tagging along.”

      Amy’s voice crackled over the radio. “Boys?”

      “Go,” Porter said.

      “The guy is out of the guardhouse again. He’s smoking another cigarette.”

      “That’s all?” Porter said.

      “No. He’s walking up the hill.” Amy’s line went silent.

      Porter didn’t click the transmit button on his radio. He didn’t want to step on her transmission if she was sending it.

      “Shit,” Amy said. “He’s moving further up the hill. No. Stop, stop, stop. Turn around. Guys, he’s not stopping. Shit, he sees the Yukon. He sees the Yukon, guys.”

      “We aren’t ready,” Porter said to Badway. “Vance isn’t in the open yet.”

      “He’s walking around the Yukon. Should I shoot him?” Amy said.

      “Negative,” Badway said over his radio.

      “You want to go?” Porter said.

      “This is running down the hill and screwing one cow,” Badway said.

      “As long as that cow is Vance, I don’t care,” Porter said. “Amy? You still there?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay. Soon, things are going to get hectic. Just watch as much as you can and give us feedback.”

      “Got it.”

      “Do it,” Porter said to Badway.

      The former soldier had a large smile as he pressed the first button on his device. From where the cousins sat, it was as if nothing had happened.

      Amy chimed in on the radio. “The car just started rolling. The guard moved out of the way and the car’s rolling down the hill. It's really going. Damn. It crashed into the gate.”

      “What’d you do?” Porter said.

      “Small, localized, remote charge on the parking brake. I parked at the top of the decline and left it in neutral. Easy stuff,” Badway said.

      “Now the guard’s talking on his radio. He has a pistol out, pointing down the hill at the car.”

      “Now?” Badway said.

      “Not yet.” Porter stood, shaking the cold from his legs.

      “There’s another guy coming out of those trailers in the back. Wait a minute, two more guys are coming out. They’re heading toward the front gate.”

      The faint sound of gunfire rang out. At their distance, to Porter and Badway it sounded like popcorn in a microwave.

      “The first guard moved off into the woods. The other guys are shooting at Porter’s truck. They’re just standing there now,” Amy said.

      “Probably yelling and trying to get the driver to come out,” Porter said into the radio. “Let me know when they move closer.”

      The radio was silent for a few moments. Then Amy spoke into the men’s ears again. “Okay, the first guy is walking toward the back of the car. The other two are closing in fast.”

      “Now?” Badway said.

      Porter closed his eyes and nodded. When he opened them, Badway had a grin from ear to ear on his face.

      “You should have let me do this a long time ago,” he said. Badway pressed the second button on his device. “You needed a new truck, anyway.”

      This time, the explosion was so loud that it sounded like it was next to them. Porter felt the concussion in his chest, even as far away as he was. He shouldered the rifle and looked up at a large cloud of smoke that was now drifting up in the distance.

      Badway tossed the device in his bag, raised his rifle, and followed Porter out onto the tarmac runway, toward the compound.
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      “Holy shit!” Amy said. “The Yukon went up six, eight feet in the air. The gate’s blown off its hinges. Those three guys got knocked off their feet. Guys? They aren’t moving.”

      “Good,” Porter said, and took his hand from the radio.

      The men worked their way across the runway, back onto the deep red clay. They were exposed and there wasn’t a piece of cover anywhere from the plane to the first of the open-sided warehouses.

      Porter waited for the impact of a bullet, tingling with anticipation. The plan to ambush Vance had gone sideways, and now there wasn’t an advantage to what he and Badway were doing. They weren’t ahead of the game. Vance knew they were here and he could be ready.

      Porter hated a fair fight.

      No bullet came. Porter stopped under the metal roof of the first warehouse. Even larger up close, the massive structure was held up with dozens of rusty I-beams as support columns. The ceiling was close to thirty feet off the ground and large concrete blocks—resembling enormous Legos—were spread out on the floor. The blocks were stacked in a U-shape and formed separate holding areas for the different types of rocks, waiting to be ground up for use as cement.

      “You good?” Porter said to Badway, who had arrived several steps ahead of him.

      “I’m waiting on you.”

      “Yeah, well, not everyone is a track star,” Porter said. “Amy?”

      The radio receiver in his ear crackled to life. “Go for Amy.”

      “Anyone else moving around?”

      “I haven’t seen anyone,” she said.

      “Let me know if you do,” Porter said.

      He walked through the warehouse, staying as close to the wall as he could without running into the concrete blocks, and stopped at the end.

      “It's a duplicate,” Badway said of the next warehouse.

      From what Porter could see, it was exactly the same as the warehouse they’d just walked through. “Amy?’

      “Yeah?”

      “Still no one?”

      “Nope. Not a thing.”

      “Stand by,” Porter said. He crouched down and motioned for Badway to join him. “They’re all holed up in the trailers, aren't they?”

      “Fortified position. Why would they leave?”

      “I want to press the issue. You good with that?” Porter rose from his crouch.

      “Of course, but you’re too damn slow. We need to pick things up. Shock and awe don't work with no shock or awe.”

      “Blow me,” Porter said. “Let’s go.”

      No longer careful as he moved his way through the area, Porter kept a firm grip on his rifle and ran to the end of the new warehouse, then through the next two. Badway was on his heels the entire time. The men stopped at the edge of the last warehouse.

      A thin patch of forest stood between them and the trailers.

      “Amy?” Badway said as Porter breathed deeply.

      “Still nobody. You’d think with gunshots and an explosion, the cops would be here by now,” Amy said.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere,” Badway said. “No one’s coming. You ready?”

      “I’m just waiting on you,” Porter said. He raised his rifle and sprinted through the clay to the tree line.

      He loved his Chuck Taylors and wouldn’t buy anything different. Still, they weren’t the best shoes to run across rocks in. Porter cursed every stone he stepped on.

      The line of trees was sparse and would make for lousy cover. Porter kept running through the trees until he came to the first trailer in the group, and stood close to the back left corner.

      It was a generic brown color. On the side was an aftermarket wooden ramp that started left, then turned back to the right, snaking its way up to the front door.

      The trailer where the men were standing was the first of five, lined up nose to end. From the water tower, Porter had seen that there were five more trailers opposite the first, and a large concrete walkway in between the pod.

      Porter looked at Badway. “Where do we start?”

      “I thought you had a plan.”

      “I did, but it didn’t involve clearing trailers.”

      There was a loud groan, and Porter snapped his rifle up, toward the sound. After a minute, he lowered his rifle again. “I think that’s just the structures settling.”

      “We should take our time and go trailer to trailer,” Badway said. “Make sure we don’t pass up any threats. I don’t want to get shot in the back.”

      “Right, that’s standard. But this isn’t a standard situation. We don’t have a bunch of support. It's just us. Don’t forget, Trey is somewhere in these trailers. Not to mention, Kevon could be tied up, too. We have to be careful,” Porter said.

      “Okay. What do you want to do, split up? That’s no good.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do,” Porter said. “This is a soup sandwich.”

      The pair didn’t get much longer to think. A staccato blast rang out, splintering the elaborate wooden ramp in front of them.

      Porter moved from the side corner of the trailer around back, trying to keep as much of the flimsy trailer metal between him and wherever the shooter was.

      Several more blasts rang out. Porter could hear them impacting on the other side of the sheet metal. He poked his head to the right side of the trailer, to see the walkway between the rows. A man and woman were running away, pulling a child with them.

      “It’s Vance,” Porter said. “He and Stacy are hauling ass.”

      “Then who’s shooting at us?” Badway said.

      “Could be anyone. You want the shooter or you want the family?”

      Badway thought for a moment. “I’ll take the shooter. You need some more cardio in your life.”

      “Of course I do.” He cinched the strap of his rifle in place to keep it from moving around. “You ready?”

      “I got you.” Badway moved back to the left side of the trailer. He raised his rifle and squeezed off three rounds, careful not to aim anywhere that could hit Trey.

      Badway’s shots were answered by another burst of rounds. When they stopped, Porter sprinted after the group.

      He didn’t possess Badway’s speed, but he was still athletic enough to catch a former pilot, dragging a woman and child with him.

      He hoped.

      Porter sprinted through the walkway, away from shots being fired off to his left. He ignored them, hoping they weren't being aimed at him and that Badway could work his way through the problem.

      He closed the distance on the group as they ran around the corner of the other row of trailers. This was the dangerous part of the chase.

      Generally, when going around corners, it paid to be careful. It was easy to run into an ambush. As with the corners at Badway’s apartment, Porter should have unslung his rifle and taken the time and care to make a safe transition.

      Except his quarry was getting away. And people were shooting somewhere behind him. He didn’t have time to wait.

      He sprinted around the corner of the trailer.

      Nothing. He kept going, past the short wall of the end and to the other side.

      Porter ran into Keith Hylands, who was raising a pistol into position at the same time. No longer in an ill-fitting suit, Hylands had a tight polo shirt on that displayed both the Parabellum logo and his impressive bulk.

      He must have been leading the group out, making sure the way was clear in front of them. Now he was making sure the tail they had was gone.

      Porter grabbed the man’s hands, preventing them from being raised toward him.

      “I told you in the bathroom to leave this alone,” Hylands said.

      Porter kicked the man’s left knee, buckling it. Taking a risk by letting go of the pistol, Porter slammed a right and then left into the side of Hylands’s neck.

      Hylands didn’t blink.

      Porter saw Hylands wrenching the gun into place, so he grabbed the pistol again, keeping the barrel pointed away from him.

      He turned so his back was facing Hylands, gun off to his left side. Risky, but he needed to keep the muzzle of the gun away from him.

      Hylands yanked on the gun and Porter slammed two backward elbows into the bridge of Hylands’s nose. The man groaned.

      Porter let go of the pistol and slid low, underneath the big man, and brought his arm up between Hylands’s legs as he pulled down on his shirt. It was an old wrestling move called a fireman’s carry.

      Hylands leaned forward as he was pulled down, then flipped, ass over head, as Porter slammed his arm up into his crotch. Hylands landed flat on his back and the pistol fell from his hands. Porter climbed on top of him, pinning him down while Hylands tried to buck him off.

      Porter’s rifle was useless, strapped tight to his back, so he pulled his own pistol from the holster on his hip. As he brought it to bear, something flopped in front of Hylands. Something with long brown hair and smelling of pricey perfume.

      “No, please! Don’t kill him,” Stacy Brown said, shielding Hyland's body with her own.

      Porter dismounted Hylands, taking several steps backward, away from both him and Stacy. He pointed his pistol at the pair.

      “Move,” he said. “Move or I’ll shoot you, too.”

      “Please don’t,” Stacy said. “Don’t kill him—he’s my brother.”

      “I don’t give a damn if he’s Mary Poppins. If you don’t move, Trey won’t have a mom.”

      Vance appeared, holding the boy. He held up a pistol, and threw it far away, into the overgrown grass. “Look. We don’t have any guns, relax. We don’t have any guns.”

      Porter didn’t have a shot on Vance, not with Trey as a human shield. He kept his weapon on Hylands and Stacy.

      “Please,” Vance said. “I don’t know what Kevon paid you, but don’t do this.”

      Porter kept his pistol on Hylands but shifted his eyes to Vance. The little boy in his arms was bawling. “What the hell do you mean? Kevon didn’t pay me anything. He’s missing and I think you assholes made him disappear.”

      “You said that when you kidnapped me,” Vance said.

      “Man-napped,” Porter said.

      “In the warehouse, you asked why I killed Kevon. Why do you keep saying that?”

      Porter had a gnawing feeling in his stomach. He looked at Vance, then glanced at Hylands and Stacy, then back to Vance. “I found a body in a storage unit that had Kevon’s license nailed to the forehead. It’s not Kevon, but we still can’t find him.”

      “But I—”

      “Then when we were trying to leave, your guys shot at us. Almost got an innocent family killed, too. I hate that shit.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Vance said. He sat Trey on the ground and pushed him behind his legs. “Listen, if you want to do something, just shoot me. It’s okay. Leave everyone else alone.”

      “You didn’t try to take us out at the storage unit?” Porter said. “Assuming I believe you, what about Cat? Why did you bastards kill her?”

      “Who’s Cat?” Hylands said from the ground.

      “Kevon’s lawyer,” Porter said.

      “Why would we kill a lawyer?” Vance said.

      The gnawing feeling was getting stronger in Porter’s stomach. “What are you saying?”

      “I’ve done a bunch of shitty things in my life, I swear to God I have. I’ll tell you every dirty thing. But I didn’t touch Kevon and I didn’t kill his lawyer.”

      “Porter?” Amy Olson spoke into his eardrum.

      He took one hand off the pistol and keyed his radio. “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know if this is a problem, but there are two black vehicles coming down the gate. The truck in the front just pushed your burning truck out of the way and smashed through the rest of the gate.”

      “Kevon isn’t dead, is he?” Porter said to himself more than anyone else.

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Vance said. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “I’m realizing that,” Porter said.

      “It’s okay. We can forget about all of this, don’t worry. Just let us go,” Vance said.

      “That’s not going to work,” Porter said.

      “Why the hell not?” Hylands said.

      “Because I think Kevon just showed up.”
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      Badway came jogging up the walkway, rifle at the ready. His eyes flicked from Porter to Vance, and then to Hylands on the ground. “Why aren’t you shooting?”

      “We’ve been played, Sarge, that’s why,” Porter said.

      Rifle pointed straight at Vance, Badway looked at Porter. “You need to explain.”

      “Wait, what happened to the other guy? The one that was shooting at us?” Porter said.

      Badway took his left hand off of the fore-end of his rifle, and made a quick back-and-forth motion across his neck.

      “You guys killed Clancy?” Hylands said. “What the hell?”

      “To be fair, he was shooting at us,” Porter said.

      “Clancy… Clancy Jones?” Badway said.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” Hylands said.

      “I know that guy,” Badway said.

      “You didn’t recognize him?” Hylands said.

      “By the time I got close enough to know who it was, I’d already turned his head into a canoe. No way I could have recognized him,” Badway said.

      Porter clicked his radio. “Amy, those vehicles still coming?”

      Amy’s voice was scratchy and cut in and out. Porter tapped his handset, but the voice didn’t get any clearer. “Let’s move into the trailers. Right now.”

      Porter pulled Hylands to his feet and pushed him toward one of the trailers. Vance grabbed Trey and Stacy and followed.

      “What the hell is going on?” Badway said. “I heard Amy before she cut out. Who’s at the gate?”

      “I think it’s Kevon,” Porter said.

      “What? Why?” Badway said.

      “I don’t know, but if he is here and he’s moving in, it isn’t for a happy conversation.”

      The group shut the trailer door behind them. The inside was as bleak as the outside—white vinyl walls, worn tan industrial carpeting, and several tables and filing cabinets.

      “Someone needs to start talking,” Porter said.

      Stacy Brown sat her son down. “What is there to say? There’s a reason I was in court trying to stop him from seeing our son. Kevon’s a maniac. After his discharge from the Army, he got worse and worse.”

      “Kevon is a maniac? Have you seen his face? He says you gave him that scar,” Porter said.

      Stacy Brown’s mouth fell open. “Did he tell you he was kicking my ass at the time? That slashing him was all I could do to keep him from killing me? When he went down, I grabbed Trey and ran.”

      “Wait, what do you mean ‘discharge’?” Badway said. “I thought he was still finishing his time in the reserves?”

      “No. He was court-martialed and given a dishonorable discharge. I never knew what for. But we had a family to support, so I hooked him up with Keith for a job.”

      “You guys do like hiring criminals, don’t you?” Porter said.

      “Hell, I try to hire everyone,” Hylands said, the bottom of his shirt on the bridge of his bloody nose. “I tried to hire you, remember? Besides, how am I not going to hire my little sister's husband? I have to give the guy a second chance. Hell, he was our best recruiter.”

      “Recruiter?” Badway said.

      Porter walked to the trailer door and peeked through a small window that ran vertically through it.

      “He was always bringing us guys for work. I have no idea where he got them from,” Hylands said, “but any time we had an open slot, he always found someone.”

      “I know where he got them,” Porter said.

      “My therapy group,” Badway said. “No wonder the turnover was so high but Kevon came for two years straight. He was recruiting talent. I thought he was there for the help, but he was just poaching guys and giving them jobs. Clancy Jones was one of them.”

      Vance handed Trey back to Stacy. “I sent Kevon overseas, to supervise a few projects. Try to give him a chance to do right and move up. I’d never even met Stacy, I was just helping the kid out. Besides, Hylands vouched for him, so I figured how bad could he be?”

      “How many times do you want me to say I shit the bed on that one?” Hylands said. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      Vance continued. “While Kevon was overseas, he gets arrested by the locals. Apparently, he developed a taste for the girls over there. And by ‘girls,’ I mean the young ones. I didn’t want any trouble for the company, so I pulled some strings and got him sent back home.”

      “Why should you let him do the time for his crimes, right?” Porter said. “Your business was much more important than little kids.”

      Vance ignored him. “Not like it mattered; by then it was too late. People were asking me questions about it. Reporters, congressional aides, the whole nine. Kevon caused all kinds of bullshit trouble.”

      “Then you started sleeping with his wife? I’m sure that went over well,” Porter said.

      “Even though I kept him out of trouble, I felt like I needed to tell Stacy what I knew about her husband. What kind of guy he really was, you know? She came to the office and we talked and… things just happened. It wasn’t like we planned any of this. When she told Kevon that things were over, he went apeshit. Said he’d kill her, take Trey and disappear. We couldn’t let that happen.”

      “That’s why all the stalling in court?” Porter said. “You were trying to keep him from seeing his son because he’s a monster?”

      “Yes,” Stacy sighed. “I tried everything to keep Kevon away from us. I told the judge about the crimes overseas and all the things he’d done. He said with no conviction, they couldn’t use it against him. I had no other choice but to hide Trey so Kevon couldn’t get him. I knew when he got the chance, he’d kill me and steal our son.”

      “Once you two got involved, we thought you were trying to help Kevon. A couple of his buddies tracking us down. That’s why I tried to pay you guys off in the elevator at the courthouse. I wanted Kevon away from us; I would have paid any amount,” Vance said.

      “I just can’t even…” Badway said. “We’re talking about the same Kevon, right? Thin guy, real ‘aww shucks’?”

      Stacy’s face grew dark. “That’s a front. Kevon’s a master manipulator. You see what he wants you to see. Everything he showed you was a fraud. You got conned. Who he really is… that’s someone else entirely.”

      “The real question is, how did he find us?” Porter said. “We tracked you down with legwork and a couple favors. How is he here right now?”

      Somewhere on the compound, a sound like popping popcorn rang out.

      Porter clicked his radio. “Amy? Do you have eyes on the group? How many are there?”

      There was static on the radio, then a sharp sound. Porter looked at his radio. The green on light was off.

      “I think she’s gone, bro,” Badway said.

      “Is there any way you can talk to him?” Porter asked. “Lie to him, get him to calm down?”

      “He won't listen,” Stacy said. “He wants to kill us, everyone but Trey. There is no talking to him.”

      A drumming hip-hop beat came from behind Stacy. She pulled her phone out and looked at it. “It’s him. What should I say?”

      “Let me.” Porter took the phone. “Kevon?”

      “This isn’t Vance… is this Porter?”

      “Yep. I gotta tell you, I’m not much liking how things have turned out.”

      “No hard feelings, huh? When Badway bragged about how good you were at finding people, I knew I had to set you loose on the situation. I was gonna tag along with you guys for a few more days, put on the same sad show and make you feel sorry for me. I figured that would get you to hunt down Vance, no problem.

      “Once I found out you two went to jail, the opportunity was too good to pass up. I knew if I got y’all fired up, you’d lead me straight to those bastards. You didn’t disappoint.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Porter said. “How did you find us?”

      “The day you all met me at the courthouse, I slipped a tracker on Badway’s truck. I would have just put the tracker on Vance’s car and followed them myself, but his driver is always with the car. I never had a chance. That’s why I came in late—I was finishing up hiding it. Then I play the sad father, and you clowns eat it up.”

      “I won’t make that mistake again,” Porter said. “And the storage unit? The body inside?”

      “Just some asshole I met in group. Same as these idiots I have with me right now. I promised them the world if they help me. Told them I’d run Parabellum with Vance dead and I’d give them all fat, cushy jobs. Most of them have done worse overseas than snuff out a couple guys, so it was an easy sell. Between us, I’ll just kill them when they’re done with y’all.”

      “Like you killed Strumpf?” Porter said, looking out of the small window in the door of the trailer.

      “No, I killed Strumpf because I knew if you guys thought I was dead, it would kick you into high gear. Plus, I’d be free to move around without you guys wondering where I was, looking over my shoulder and babysitting me. I had to have the guys shoot at you at the storage unit to sell the story. I needed you to think it was Vance, trying to off you when you found my body. Worked well, don’t you think?”

      “But why kill Cat?” Porter said. “All she ever did was try to help you, you piece of shit.”

      “I may be a piece of shit, but I’m smart enough to know when I’m being played. You apparently aren’t. Cat was just another spur of the cattle prod. I did her myself.”

      “She got you partial custody,” Porter said.

      “I don’t want partial custody, I want the whole thing. That’s my son and he belongs with me. The courts don’t like that, so I guess I need to eliminate that cheating bitch and her new man. Then they won’t have a choice, it’s just me and the little man.”

      “She’s his mom, dickhead. You can’t take that away from her.”

      “So? You think I give a rat’s ass about what she wants? That cheating whore? No woman dogs me out like that. I go overseas and when I come home, she wants to leave? Take my son? No chance. No bitch does that to me.”

      “You think maybe she wanted to leave because she found out you like to stick your dick in little girls?” Porter said.

      There was a pause on the other end of Stacy Brown’s phone. “Pretty soon, you’re going to get a chance to say that to my face,” Kevon said, his voice dropping an octave.

      “Looking forward to it.” Porter pushed the button to end the call. He handed the phone back to Stacy. “That went well.”

      “You see? Two different people, I told you. He’s dropped the act now. He thinks he won, and he wants everyone to know how smart he is. That’s the real Kevon. That’s the man I lived with.”

      “Pleasant,” Porter said.

      “Who are these dead people you’re talking about?” she said.

      “Never mind,” Porter said. “Sarge, can I talk to you for a moment?”

      Porter and his cousin stepped away from the rest of the group and into a corner.

      “Porter, I’m sorry. I had no idea we were stepping into a shitstorm like this. I thought I was helping a fellow vet out, you know? Trying to do my good deed.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re a soft-hearted idiot,” Porter said. “We need to figure out how we get Trey out of here. I don’t really care what happens to the rest of them, but that kid is innocent.”

      More gunfire outside, only now it was closer.

      “We can’t sit here,” Badway said. “We’ll be sitting ducks. Let's go hunting. You and me out the side, the rest of them hunker down and protect Trey. Vance was a pilot, he’s no good in a firefight. You busted the shit out of the other guy’s face; I’d be surprised if he can see anything.”

      “Fine. When we get out of here, you owe me so big,” Porter said. “I swear to God, you and Amy are naming your firstborn after me.”

      “It would be worth it just to get a chance to sleep with her.”

      Porter checked the radio receiver, finding it was still dead. “Okay. We hunt.”

      Porter and Badway joined the rest of the group. “You guys just stay here. Barricade the doors, use these filing cabinets. Don’t come out until we come back.”

      “If you get us out of here,” Vance said, “I’ll give you whatever you want. Any price, you name it.”

      “Anything? I’ve never owned an airplane,” Porter said. He pushed the side door of the trailer open and stepped out into the middle area between the groups of trailers.

      Porter jogged around the other group of trailers, the way Vance had tried to escape not so long ago. He moved down the length of all five trailers, coming to a halt at the corner of the last one, his cousin right behind him.

      “Oh shit.”

      “What?” Badway said.

      “Now I know what Amy was trying to tell us before the radio cut out.”

      “What?”

      In front of Porter, some hundred yards ahead, the high grass was on fire. There was a thick wall of smoke, blocking his view to the guardhouse and, beyond that, the road. The smoke was rising high enough that he couldn’t see the water tower anymore.

      “Kevon isn't going to try to find them,” Porter said. “He’s gonna smoke them out.”
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      Badway peeked around the corner. “That grass is so dry, it’s going up like kindling.”

      “It’ll be on top of the trailers in no time.”

      “We gotta go back and tell them,” Badway said.

      “That’s just gonna waste time. They’re grown-ups, they can get out of a trailer if they need to. We need to find these guys and take them out.”

      “Fine,” Badway said. He pulled off his shirt, and ripped each sleeve off.

      “Who are you, Rambo?”

      He pulled one sleeve over his head, pulling it down until it covered his nose and mouth. Badway handed the other sleeve to Porter.

      “Smells like teen spirit,” Porter said.

      “Which way first?”

      “Left. If we work our way around the fire, we can catch Kevon from behind.”

      Badway nodded and started left.

      The fire line put out thick columns of smoke. Porter’s eyes stung and blurred as he followed his cousin, long way around, trying to find the end of the fire. Before long, they found it.

      The fire had worked its way from the scrub grass into the forest, and Badway and Porter picked their way through the trees, avoiding the glowing red embers as they went. Several dozen feet later, they’d passed the fire and were in between it and the road that ran in front of the plant. Porter stepped out of the forest and took stock.

      The fire was on his right, increasing in intensity. To his left was the guardhouse and exploded gate. The carcass of the Yukon was there, still smoldering, but the vehicles Kevon and his guys had arrived in were nowhere to be seen. He looked up toward the water tower and gave a thumbs up. He couldn’t be sure if Amy saw him or not, but wanted to try and let her know they were okay, since the radio died.

      “Where to now?” Badway said, stifling a cough.

      “We need to find their cars. They have to be somewhere waiting for the fire to drive Stacy and Vance from their hidey-hole. Kevon isn’t going to risk going door-to-door to find them.”

      Porter jogged across the grass, far enough from the fire to be safe, but close enough to use the flames and smoke and embers to mask his movements. He moved the entire length of the fire line, coughing as he went. When he came to the far end of the fire, virgin grass the flames hadn’t ravaged yet, he dropped to one knee.

      Porter looked toward the open-sided warehouses, and saw what he was looking for.

      In the space between the warehouses and tree line, a space Porter and Badway had sprinted across not long ago, a black SUV and a sedan were slowly trawling along. At the moment, they were pointed away from the cousins.

      “There they are,” Badway said.

      “I have eyes.”

      The vehicles hit the tree line and turned around, slowly driving the way they had come. Straight at Porter and Badway.

      “I’m thinking ambush,” Porter said.

      “You read my mind.”

      “Good. We only have one magazine apiece, so don’t get too happy with your rounds.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I hit what I aim at,” Badway said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Porter said.

      “When I was in Vance’s house, it sounded like the Fourth of July outside. You didn’t hit shit.”

      “It was dark, dickhead.”

      The men stayed low, half-running, half-crouching as they moved across the grass that separated them from the nearest warehouse. They took up positions behind the large cement blocks that housed the stone for the concrete.

      The vehicles rolled toward Porter, Badway, and the ambush.

      “Just a little closer,” Porter said as the SUV crept nearer.

      “Wait as long as you need,” Badway said. “I swear you aim like a stormtrooper.”

      Porter ignored his cousin. He knew Badway’s chatter was a release valve for the adrenaline that was building up. Porter would have his own release soon enough.

      As the SUV rolled closer, Porter clicked his rifle off of safe and stuck the barrel around the big blocks, using the stone to help stabilize his shot. Badway was flat on his stomach below Porter, rifle aimed at the first vehicle in the small convoy.

      The SUV was close enough that Porter could read the front license plate. “Now.”

      Porter pulled the trigger, dumping a volley into the front windshield of the SUV. Badway shot low, shredding the tires, attempting to disable the vehicle. The driver hit the gas and the engine whined, but the SUV didn’t speed away. Instead, it idled off to the right, exposing the sedan.

      Porter turned his fire from the disabled SUV to the next vehicle. He repeated his tactics, launching rounds through the windshield.

      This time it was a two-way shooting gallery. Rounds came streaming out of the sedan—someone was shooting back. Porter didn’t duck behind the rock; instead he stood tall and continued to fire.

      When Porter was a firearms and tactics instructor, he’d had a hard time teaching new recruits that lesson. During training and simulations, they would always duck behind cover to hide from the bullets firing back. Sometimes this was advisable. Other times, like in this instance, it was better to stand your ground and keep the pressure on.

      Porter had the advantage, and he wasn’t giving it up.

      The smoke from the grass fire was now intermingled with the smell of spent rounds. Porter’s heart pounded in his ears, the only thing he could hear as his head rang from the barrage of gunfire.

      The sedan stopped rolling forward, then lurched as it reversed, tires grabbing for purchase in the tall grass. Porter followed it with bullets the entire way as it slid and skidded backward and away from the shoot-out.

      From the disabled SUV, a fresh volley of shots rang out. Someone in the back seat was joining the fun.

      In his peripheral vision, Porter saw his cousin scamper along the ground, hop up, and run the other way.

      Badway wasn’t running from the fight; he meant to flank the new shooter in the SUV.

      Porter continued shooting into the SUV, aware that Badway was somewhere to his left now.

      Three shots later, Porter felt the feeling of the bolt of his rifle locking to the rear: it was empty. Thirty rounds gone like a flash. In one practiced movement, Porter dropped his rifle to the left, allowing it to hang by its sling, and pulled his Glock. He zeroed in on the SUV but didn’t pull the trigger.

      His ears rang from the repeated explosions of the rounds going off. There was smoke hanging in the air between Porter and the SUV that wasn’t from the fire Kevon had set. It smelled of spent sulfur, an accelerant in modern rounds.

      On his left, Porter saw Badway dart across the gap between the big concrete blocks and the tailgate of the SUV. From his vantage point, Porter saw the left passenger door swing open, and a thin man ran from the wreck of the vehicle. Badway was working his way from the tailgate to the driver’s side of the vehicle.

      “He’s running,” Porter yelled, not at all sure Badway could hear him.

      Badway looked at Porter, then stood and looked across the hood of the SUV. The thin white man was running down the fire line, back the way the cousins had come in.

      Badway gave chase.

      Porter was more interested in the fleeing sedan. He let Badway go, then moved to the SUV. Through the spider-webbed windshield, he could see the driver was dead. A quick walk around the vehicle showed no one else inside. Porter opened the driver’s door, dumping the body out and to the ground.

      Once the man was out of the seat, foot off the gas pedal, the engine stopped whining. The car was a mess, but had only stopped rolling because the dying driver had knocked it into neutral as he slumped. Porter slid in, dropped the car into drive, and slammed the gas.

      The SUV responded well, engine healthy enough but limping along on the shredded tires and dinged-up rims. Porter turned the SUV, pointing it in the direction of the sedan. He trusted Badway to handle himself.

      The fire raged on and had overtaken several of the trailers by now. Black smoke was thick in the air. Porter bumped along in the SUV until he saw the sedan, speeding away from the last trailer. Porter watched as Stacy Brown chased after the black car and knew what had happened.

      Kevon had Trey.

      No telling what had happened to the rest of the group, but Porter didn’t care. He turned and paralleled the sedan, with maybe thirty yards between the cars. They were headed past the warehouses, toward the tarmac.

      The sedan cut sharply to the left, trying to pass in front of Porter. He stomped the gas as hard as he could, but the sedan was faster and, with no blown tires, was going to pass right in front of him, its path to the road clear.

      Saying a silent prayer that Trey wasn’t in the back seat, Porter pointed the SUV at the spot the sedan was going to be, and managed to hit the rear quarter panel, spinning the sedan out in the grass. The accident was the final insult for the SUV, and it shuddered and came to a stop.

      Porter tried his door, but it was stuck and wouldn’t open. He slammed into it with his shoulder, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Shots rang out, slicing through the lifeless SUV. Porter scrambled across the console and into the passenger seat—no small feat due to his size. He hit the door latch and dived out onto the grass.

      Porter pushed to his feet, looking through the window at the shooter. The man had the sedan’s driver-side door open, leaning against the frame. A quick peek revealed that it wasn’t Kevon.

      Porter now understood that there had been four people in Kevon’s party: Kevon, the driver of the SUV, the person Badway was hunting down, and the man shooting at Porter.

      Pulling his Glock, Porter worked his way toward the back of the SUV, trying to line up a shot at his assailant. It was no use. The man had good training and knew Porter was pinned down. He had no intention of letting Porter peek his head out. If only the recruits he had trained could see him now, he thought—they would finally understand the power of dominant position.

      Porter dropped to his belly, looking underneath the SUV. Often this would offer a marginal shot: legs, feet, or the like. Porter didn’t care; he needed something. Instead, the man must have seen Porter’s shadow, and fired several rounds underneath the SUV. Dirt and rock sprayed into Porter's eyes as a far-too-close round impacted the dirt.

      Working his way both to his feet and to the front of the SUV, Porter decided to use the engine block as the best available cover, and shoot back until one of them was dead. As he peeked his head above the engine block, a different type of gunshot echoed throughout the area.

      The man had been shooting at Porter with a pistol; this sound was deeper, the sound of a rifle round being cracked off. Porter finished raising his head, and the man was looking toward the tree line. Round after round was plowing into the sedan and the dirt around the man. Porter seized the moment, using the man’s distraction to his advantage.

      He leaped onto the hood, exposing himself. While his pistol rounds would shoot through the sedan’s door, Porter wanted a clean shot. The change in elevation exposed the top third of the man’s body.

      Even if the man noticed him, Porter was counting on him not being able to orient himself fast enough to shoot. The shooter turned, bringing his pistol to bear on the woods and the origin of the rifle rounds.

      Porter emptied his pistol into the man, hitting him several times in the upper torso. The shooter fell back into the sedan and didn’t move. Porter hopped off the hood, slammed a new magazine into his pistol, and pointed it toward the woods.

      “I just saved your ass. Don’t shoot me,” a voice said. Seconds later, Amy Olson walked out of the woods, lugging Badway’s rifle with her. “What the hell is on your face?”
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      Porter pulled the shirt sleeve down off his mouth. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      “I got tired of waiting on the water tower. The radio was dead and I couldn’t talk to you, and when I saw the extra vehicles coming into the factory, I assumed you guys needed help.”

      “You figured right.” Porter strained his eyes toward the figures in the distance.

      “Where’s Baddie? He’s not…?”

      “He’s fine. You stay here; Stacy Brown should be showing up any minute.”

      “You want me to shoot her?” Amy said.

      “No, I don’t want you to shoot her. We’re on the same team now,” Porter said.

      “That’s news to me. Good thing you told me,” Amy said.

      “I’m going after Kevon. Don’t let anyone who isn't Badway come toward that plane, got it?”

      “I’m on it,” Amy said. She popped the bipod open and sat it on the bullet-riddled front hood of the SUV.

      Porter press-checked his pistol, ensuring a round was in the chamber, then ran after the escaping figures. He wasn’t as fast as he once was, but contrary to Badway’s ribbing, he was quick enough. It didn’t take him long to close the distance on the figures enough to see what was happening.

      Kevon had a gun to Vance’s head and was pushing him toward the airplane. With his left hand, he was dragging Trey along with him. Porter stayed close to the tree line, on the right side of the tarmac—the tree line he and Badway had waited in earlier in the day, the same tree line Amy had popped out of a few minutes ago.

      Opposite the runway on the big property, well past the metal-roofed warehouses, the fire was growing in intensity. Porter was too far away to see the trailers, but he was sure they were enveloped. He could only hope Badway had found his way through the danger.

      Moments later, Porter was close enough to see Kevon push Vance up the metal staircase that led to the plane’s cabin, Trey being dragged by the arm the entire way.

      Porter counted to ten, then left the tree line, crossing underneath the nose of the big plane, working his way around to the staircase. Pistol pointed up, he ascended the stairs as quietly as his size thirteen shoes could take him, glad to be wearing his Chucks.

      The side door of the plane was still open. Porter paused for a moment, then stepped from the metal staircase over the threshold and into the plane. He ducked his head so he didn’t hit it on the metal shell of the fuselage.

      Porter peeked around the corner. The group was heading toward the cockpit. If they reached it, there would be little he could do.

      Since September eleventh, the doors of cockpits were near impenetrable. Porter knew he wasn’t getting in with his pistol.

      He stepped down the aisle between the rows of dark blue vinyl seats. Porter caught the group as they entered the first-class cabin. He pushed his head and gun through the hanging blue curtain that separated the haves and have-nots.

      “Hey, kiddie rapist,” Porter said. “Kevon the molester has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      The man spun around, holding Vance in front of him as a shield, pistol pushed into the pilot’s head. Then he pointed his weapon at Porter.

      “You can't shoot at me,” Porter said. “You know if you miss and poke some holes in the shell of this big bitch, it’ll never take off, right? The cabin will be depressurized. Your getaway will be screwed.”

      This was a lie. In fact, the large plane they were standing in could operate with several dozen bullet holes in the fuselage. Movies, however, taught many gullible people otherwise.

      “You get your ass out of here,” Kevon said. “We’re flying out, and that’s all there is to it. I got my boy. I’ll get Vance to set me up real nice in South America somewhere. Shame I didn’t get to kill my bitch wife, but there’s always next time.”

      Porter stepped the rest of the way through the curtain, pistol pointed at Kevon’s face. The front sight of the Glock was steady on the base of the man’s throat. “That’s not gonna happen.”

      “Like hell it isn’t,” Kevon said. He pushed Trey into the row of seats to his left. “Stay there, boy.”

      The child wailed as he hit the ground, his terror manifesting in ragged cries.

      Porter stepped to his right, all the way to the window seat of the row. He kept his sight on Kevon the entire time. Now, due to the angle, Trey was in no danger of being shot by an errant round.

      Kevon pressed the gun into Vance’s head. “Stop moving. Porter, I swear to God, I’ll kill this man. I should anyway. Asshole slept with my wife. Tried to take my son. If I didn’t need him to fly this plane, I’d have shot him by now.”

      Porter’s finger rested on the trigger. “Here’s the thing, rapist. When you pick a human shield, make sure to pick someone I give a damn about. I don’t even like that guy.”

      Vance’s eyes went wide. He struggled at Kevon’s arm.

      Porter pulled the trigger twice. One round hit Vance in the side of the face, skirted along his cheek and tore a chunk of his ear off. The other round hit Kevon underneath the cheekbone, splattering the contents of his skull along the cockpit door.

      Kevon’s body stiffened as his nervous system shut down. His hands contracted on his pistol and he shot Vance in the arm, then dragged the man down on top of him as he fell down, dead.

      Porter stepped down the aisle, over the twisted pile of men at his feet, then reached over and picked up the small brown boy with the curly hair.

      His opinion that mixed children were the best-looking on Earth was cemented when he looked into the boy's large eyes. Trey, on the other hand, was terrified.

      “Mr. Alex,” Trey screamed. “No! Mr. Alex. Get up. Get up.”

      Porter carried the kicking child out of the plane and started down the metal staircase.

      Stacy Brown had gotten past Amy and was sprinting toward the airplane. Amy followed her, more in an effort to keep up than trying to stop her. Porter set the boy down. “See your mommy? See her? Run to her. Go.”

      Trey screamed for his mother, and carefully made his way down the stairs, running to her as soon as his feet touched the tarmac runway.

      Porter stepped back into the plane, working his way back up to Kevon and Vance.

      Vance was moving slowly. The round that hit his face had gouged out a canal in the side of his head, but it wasn’t too deep. The round that Kevon shot hadn’t actually hit Vance, but the muzzle flash had shredded the front of his shirt. Porter pulled Kevon’s stiffened arm away from Vance’s neck.

      “I can’t… I can't believe… you shot me.”

      “It’s your own damn fault. Why were you wiggling around like that? If you would’ve stood still, both bullets would have hit Kevon.”

      “I was scared you were going to shoot me,” Vance said.

      Porter grabbed the man under the arm and pulled him to his feet. The lobe of Vance’s ear was hanging at a gruesome angle.

      “Let’s just call it even,” Porter said.

      “Even? You shot me in the face.”

      “And you tried to blow up a building on top of me. Not to mention your guys shot at me and Sarge. You could have killed us.”

      “Because you kidnapped me.” Vance put his hand to the side of his face.

      “Man-napped,” Porter said.

      Vance shook his head. “Are you planning on shooting me again or can I get off my airplane?”

      Porter made an exaggerated motion with his arm, ushering Vance out. Porter followed behind the CEO, pausing at the top of the stairs to look at the breadth of the fire. It wasn’t stopping anytime soon.

      He finished descending the stairs and was greeted by an enormous hug from Amy.

      “Holy shit. You do this all the time?” Amy was shaking.

      “Too often,” Porter said. “You’re taking it well.”

      “I told you I was ready to help,” she said. “For Cat.”

      Badway materialized from the smoke in front of them. He still had his rifle, and the front of his shirt was covered with blood. Amy saw him and ran over to him, stopping short of hugging him.

      “You look gross,” she said.

      “I’ve had better days. Don’t worry, none of it’s mine.” He pointed to the blood.

      “You really ran after that one cow, didn’t you?” Porter said.

      Badway shrugged. “It’s a habit. You seem like you managed okay.”

      “I got by,” Porter said.

      Several feet away, Stacy and Vance embraced. She shrieked at the damage to his face, and he assured her that he was fine.

      After several minutes of conversation, Vance stepped over to Porter.

      “Where’s Hylands?” Porter said.

      Vance shook his head. “Kevon shot him when we came out of the trailer. He was just waiting for us. I shoved Stacy back inside, so he couldn’t get her. He needed me to fly the airplane, or I would have been a goner.”

      “Lucky you have some use,” Porter said.

      “What are we going to do?” Vance said.

      “About what?”

      “This mess. All these bodies. It’s bad enough most of this place is going to burn down. Can you imagine if the investigators find a bunch of charred corpses? One or two are easy enough to explain away. But we’re looking at what… nine? Nine bodies? The Senate’s already looking at Parabellum. If this gets out, I’m finished.”

      “I guess my main question is, why are you using the word ‘we’? What do you mean, what are ‘we’ going to do? This looks like something you need to deal with,” Porter said.

      “What do you mean? This is all your fault,” Vance said. “You led them to us. If it wasn’t for that, I’d be in the air already. Keith and Clancy would still be alive. My fiancée wouldn’t be crying because her brother’s dead.”

      Porter thought for a moment. Vance wasn’t entirely wrong. Sure, Porter had been played, but the fact that he was at least partially responsible for the concrete factory turning into The Wild Bunch wasn’t lost on him. “So handle it. You have people, right? Use them, make it go away.”

      “Most of my people are overseas right now. Or dead. There isn’t much I can do, at least not fast enough to stay out of trouble. I want to take Stacy and Trey away from here. If I get down to Costa Rica, I can let everything blow over for a while. Hell, I could run the business from overseas. Why don’t you handle this cleanup for me?” Vance said.

      Porter laughed. “Why would I do that? All I have to do is get into a beat-up Ford truck, then me and mine are gone. You’ll never hear from us again.”

      “Aren’t you already dealing with a murder investigation?”

      Porter glared at Vance.

      “Don’t be surprised. I’m very thorough. Once you and your cousin got involved, I dug up everything I could. A quick background told me you guys just got out of jail.”

      Porter stepped closer to Vance and lowered his voice. “If you think you can blackmail me, that bullet must have done more than tear your face up. I’ll leave you out here with Hylands and Kevon to burn.”

      “You misunderstand me,” Vance said. “I want to ensure you are properly incentivized to help me handle this. Aside from you not wanting to deal with any potential charges, I’ll pay you.”

      “You don’t have enough money to afford me,” Porter said.

      Vance gave a number.

      Porter was wrong; Vance had enough.

      “Add another two-fifty. I want to have a nice, round number to split with my friends.”

      “Done.”

      “Just like that?” Porter said.

      “Just like that. I’ll have to make a couple calls to get it wired to you, but I’m a man of my word. Besides, if I stiff you out of a million dollars, is there anywhere I could run that you wouldn’t come and find me?” Vance said.

      “I’m glad we have an understanding,” Porter said.
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      Porter went back to Badway and Amy, telling them what Vance had offered. Their eyes lit up at the sum.

      “But it only works if we’re all in,” Porter said. “If not, I’ll tell Vance to eat a dick.”

      “You know I’m in,” Badway said. “The Bump House needs renovations.”

      “You could sell it instead,” Porter said.

      Badway ignored his cousin.

      “I mean, I’ve never disposed of a body before,” Amy said, using her fingers to make air quotes when she said ‘disposed.’ “But I already told you guys I’m in. In for a penny, in for a pound. How do we do it?”

      “I had an idea after we man-napped Vance. I think if we tweak it, it could work now, too.  Plus, if things go right, it sends Gor Petrosian a message. Hopefully, it’ll keep him off Badway’s ass for a while.”

      Vance walked over to the group. Stacy Brown and Trey joined him. “Do we have a deal?”

      “We do.” Porter pointed in the direction of the trailers. “Those things are slag by now. No way I can get Hylands or that guy Clancy out of there.”

      Stacy Brown yelped and began crying again. Trey pulled her down to him and rubbed her face.

      Vance rubbed the back of her head. “Two bodies, right? And you get rid of the rest? I can deal with that. A hunting party staying in the trailers got caught up in a forest fire. I can explain that away.”

      “Fine. We’ll handle the rest,” Porter said.

      Vance pointed to the plane. “Do you mind?”

      “Mind what?” Badway said.

      “Before we take off. Kevon is still… you know…”

      Porter nodded. Vance sent Stacy on a walk with Trey, and Porter helped the CEO drag the body from the plane and hide it in some unburnt tall grass. Badway and Amy jogged down to the destroyed SUV farther down on the runway and pushed it clear.

      Vance ushered Stacy and Trey onto the plane. Porter could see that he turned left, away from the carnage near the cockpit.

      The big plane whirred to life. Mere minutes later, Porter, Badway, and Amy stood well away from it and watched it taxi and take off into the still smoky sky.

      “Well,” Porter said. “Let’s get to work.”

      And they did.
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      Two weeks later, Porter was in Badway’s apartment. Amy and Erin, the beer-tub girl, were also there, sitting on nice new leather couches. Erin had gotten over her reluctance to be in an apartment in which she’d previously been a hostage when Porter invited her to watch a movie and promised to keep her safe.

      Porter was cleaning up after dinner with Badway, loading the nice new dishwasher to capacity.

      “Did you see Amy’s article in the paper?” Badway said.

      “She gave me a copy. It looked damn good.”

      Amy had sold her editor on the idea of Gor Petrosian being an Armenian crime boss. Her claims were bolstered by the fact that the police, acting on an anonymous tip, had discovered a mountain of dead bodies in a warehouse Petrosian owned. This, coupled with the fact that the county had responded to an explosion at another of his buildings a few days prior, led to the developer being brought in by the police for questioning. There was also a rumor that Homeland Security was looking closely at Petrosian.

      “She’s a hell of a writer,” Porter said.

      “She’s a hell of a lot of things,” Badway said, eyes drifting to the blonde on the couch. “How about Erin? You guys seem to be getting along.”

      “She’s nice,” Porter said. “I didn’t want her to think we forgot about her, after what happened. It’s just…”

      “Trish?”

      “I don’t want to settle down or anything. I don’t want to lead Erin on.”

      “Don’t sweat it. Just be Mr. Right Now and see how things go. Besides, how long are you planning to stay, anyway?”

      “You trying to get rid of me?” Porter said.

      “Not at all. Hell, I hope you stay a while.” Badway pulled out a bag of microwave popcorn, sliding it into a nice new microwave.

      “I’m not sure,” Porter said. “Ross called earlier. Said he had a line on another missing kid case. Big reward money. Somewhere in the Midwest. Indiana, I think.”

      “You want to work again already? You haven’t even spent any of that Vance money.”

      “Maybe,” Porter said. “I was thinking about taking a break from searching for kids for a while. Missing grown-ups have reward money, too. Find some missing wife or brother or something. Then I don’t have to worry about little faces and feelings and shit.”

      “Trey really got to you, didn’t he?”

      “It was like looking into a mirror. If Trish didn’t… our kid might have looked like that, you know? I don’t want to think about that shit anymore.”

      “It’s your world,” Badway said.

      “I swear, the service around here is horrible,” Amy said to Erin, but loudly enough that the men in the kitchen could hear.

      “I’ve been waiting an hour for popcorn,” Erin said with a laugh.

      “If that one waiter didn’t have such a nice ass, I’d have been out of here a long time ago,” Amy said.

      Erin giggled.

      “I like her,” Badway said to his cousin.

      “You should. She’s awesome.”

      “I couldn’t believe how strong she was at Cat’s funeral,” Badway said. “She has a hell of a stiff upper lip. Deep down, she’s still torn up about it.”

      “Of course she is, they were like sisters. Still, you might not want to talk about Cat too loud right now, I think you’ll ruin the mood.”

      Badway mimed turning a key near his mouth.

      The men stepped into the living room, and Porter split the popcorn between two bowls and handed one to Badway, who took his place next to Amy on the loveseat. Porter sat a respectful distance from Erin, but close enough to share the popped buttery goodness. She slid closer to him.

      They all watched a nice new television and enjoyed themselves. And for a time, all thoughts of Armenian gangsters, psychotic husbands, and military corporations were pushed from their minds.
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      Check out Forceful Intent, the explosive first book in the Porter series. Not sure it’s for you? Take a look at the description below…
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        * * *

      

      To find a missing girl, he has no problem adding to his body count…

      

      Porter makes a killing tracking down missing persons. The former federal agent has the bank statements and body count to prove it. But when a good friend asks him to take on a charity case gone cold, he reluctantly agrees. After all, no family should have to bury their little girl's empty coffin…

      

      As he retraces the girl's last-known steps, Porter squares off against a disgruntled bus driver, Tampa gang leaders, and human traffickers who peddle their wares on the darkest corners of the web. Through dirty hands and bloody knuckles, Porter learns that the girl may still be alive. And he won't stop until he's given her captors exactly what they have coming…

      

      Forceful Intent is the brutal first book in a series of suspenseful crime thrillers. If you like flawed heroes, pulse-pounding action, and the Jack Reacher series, then you'll love R.A. McGee's gritty tale.

      

      Buy Forceful Intent for a thrill-ride that gets its hands dirty today!

      

      BUY FORCEFUL INTENT!
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      Sign up to my mailing list and you’ll always be the first to know about my upcoming novels, as well as great deals on other books I find out about. As a bonus, you’ll receive the Porter novella- Subtle Deceit- absolutely free. Interested? Check out the description below…
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        * * *

      

      Tracking down a missing person takes a brilliant mind and bloody knuckles…

      

      Porter has no match when it comes to tracking down a target. The former federal agent has built a business gathering leads from missing persons posters… if the reward is enough to line his pockets…

      

      When Porter finds a potentially profitable case in the disappearance of a free-spirited co-ed, he never expects the father to offer a double reward if the girl is found in 24 hours. In a race against time, the former agent follows a twisted trail of frat boys, ex-lovers, and a vengeful crime boss. Porter vows to get to the truth before the day is through, no matter how much pain he needs to cause to get the job done…

      

      Subtle Deceit is a gripping crime thriller novella that packs a psychological punch. If you like brutal action, a diverse cast of characters, and edge-of-your-seat suspense, then you’ll love RA McGee’s compelling tale.

      

      Get Subtle Deceit to dive into a bloody thrill-ride today!
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      I’m a lifelong fan of stories and reading. Because of this, I decided to channel that passion into storytelling. In the simplest terms, this is what motivated me to become a writer. I strive to write books that I think are fun to read, with action and violence and memorable characters.

      

      I live with my patient wife, who happily reads the first draft of everything I come up with, and waits supportively when I bang my head against the wall hoping ideas fall out. Together, we corral our small tribe of children, who threaten to overrun us at any point and start a Lord of The Flies type society.

      

      I love to talk with readers. Feel free to reach out if you’d like to chat about my books, someone else’s books, comic books, Denzel Washington’s movie The Book of Eli, Booker T. Washington, a book you wanted to write in fourth grade but never got around to, booking a flight, problems with your bookie, or any other book related topic. Except book reports. Screw book reports.

      
        
        Best,

      

      

      
        
        R.A.

      

      

      
        
        ramcgee.com

        info@ramcgee.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
nnnnnnnn
sssss






images/00004.jpeg
A

DAREWOOD
PRESS





images/00003.jpeg
R A. MCGEE |





