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Three people.

	Each has a secret.

	Each has an agenda.

	All three are liars.

	One of them committed a terrible crime.

	One of them is on the run.

	More than one of them is a killer.

	These three people are about to find out what happened to Lori.

	And they're going to wish they never did…

	 

	WHAT HAPPENED TO LORI – BOOK 1: GENESIS

	Is she dead? Or is it much worse?



	



	AUTHOR NOTE 1

	Storytelling isn't static. It evolves.

	Movies have been enhancing their artform for over a century. Black and white films became color, which became Cinemascope and 3D and IMAX. Silent films became talkies, which became stereo and surround sound and Dolby Atmos with dozens of speakers. 

	Are these just gimmicks? Maybe. 

	But they also assist in immersing the viewer in the story.

	For the sake of immersion, WHAT HAPPENED TO LORI utilizes some unique punctuation. 

	The diple. <

	The diple dates to ancient Greek writing. It has been a staple of computer language, and Internet communication, for over forty years. 

	Quotation marks announce dialog to the reader. WHAT HAPPENED TO LORI uses the diple to announce characters' thoughts.

	<I hope it enhances the story, rather than distracts.

	<If not, I hope you can forgive me.

	<I also hope you forgive me that this is only half a book. This is the first 90,000 words of a much longer novel. So be warned; it will end on a whopper of a cliffhanger.

	<Are new punctuation and cliffhangers just gimmicks? Maybe. 

	<But this will pay off. In a big way.

	<Trust me; you can't possibly imagine what happens until you read it for yourself.>

	 


AUTHOR NOTE 2

	You are about to read Book 1 of gearshift thriller duology.

	Book 2, the conclusion, will be available very soon. 

	But if you read closely, pay attention to details, and you're really, really smart, you could figure out what happened to Lori before Book 2 is released. There are hints, clues, and even some cleverly concealed spoilers.

	It won't be easy. You might even become impatient. Frustrated. Enraged.

	Remember… it's only a story.

	Technically, only the first part of a very long story.

	If you think you know what happened, feel free to share it with other readers. Go on social media, swap guesses with your book club, and visit www.WhatHappenedToLori.com to get hints from the author and other fans.

	 But always remember to post a spoiler warning before you share your theories.

	And make sure you're correct. Because you're probably wrong.
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	August 13, 2014 ○ 11:33pm ○ 1407972798

	It happened.

	 


FABLER ○ June 23, 2015 ○ 12:18pm ○ 1435061903

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"Hi, babe. Just got here. I wanted to hear your voice. I'll… I'll call soon."

	 

	July 16, 2015 ○ 9:38am

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"I miss you. So much. This place… it's pretty bad. Terrible food. The people are even worse. If I didn't have you to think about, I'd go crazy. Sometimes I think I'm already crazy. That night… What happened, Lori? What the hell happened?"

	 

	July 21, 2015 ○ 2:12pm

	(through the glass)

	"What happened?"

	"There was a… disagreement."

	"I'll make some calls, try to get you moved."

	"No. I took care of it."

	"It looks terrible. Is it… broken?"

	(fidgets with wedding band) "I don't pay you to worry about my health."

	"I see they let you keep your ring. Is that what happened? Someone tried to take it?"

	"They won't try again. You got anything?"

	"We're working hard. These things take time, Mr. Fabler. The papers are getting filed."

	"Anything else?"

	"Not at the moment."

	"Come back when you have something else."

	 

	September 15, 2015 ○ 4:41pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"Happy anniversary, honey."

	(sobbing)

	 

	December 6, 2015 ○ 10:58am

	(through the glass)

	"You look… healthy."

	"I finally have the excuse to catch up on my exercise."

	"Yeah, well, we're moving forward. I'm reconfirming with a second lab on the DNA evidence. If we can repeat the results, our appeal should be—"

	"The shoes."

	"The shoes?"

	"Look closer at the shoes."

	"You keep saying that. Closer? I'm not sure what you want us to look for."

	"They aren't mine."

	"Whose are they?"

	"His."

	"His? You mean the broth—eh—Officer Pilgrim. They intentionally left him out of the investigation, Mr. Fabler. He wasn't assigned to your case."

	"Not officially. But he was there. The whole time."

	"I understand your anger, but—"

	"You have no concept of my anger."

	"Fair enough. But I don't see how blaming Officer—"

	"Look closer at the shoes."

	 

	December 20, 2015 ○ 2:29pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"I know we don't believe in Christmas. But there were a lot of things we didn't believe in, right?" 

	(chuckle) 

	"I think I've got this figured out. I think… I hope… ah… Hell. After all this time, I still mess up my words when I talk to you. Merry Christmas, babe." 

	 

	February 14, 2016 ○ 1:19pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"Me, again. Happy Valentine's Day. I was thinking how we started dating. Remember? You were always a kid in my eyes, then I came back from Iraq, and it was like you all of a sudden morphed into this twenty-five year old woman. So smart. So beautiful." 

	(laugh)

	"Your brother thought we were nuts, remember? You know, you can spend all of your life preparing for something, but the planning doesn't matter. It's… (pause for thinking) it's the stuff that comes out of nowhere. The coincidences. The spur-of-the-moment stuff. The things that get you are the things you never expect."

	 

	March 29, 2016 ○ 10:43am

	(through the glass)

	"I don't even know if I should be telling you this, Mr. Fabler. But I think someone… someone was in my house."

	"Officer Pilgrim."

	"I don't know who it was. The only thing missing was the lab report. It makes no sense. That wasn't the only copy."

	"He wants you to know he can get into your house anytime he wants."

	"That's… unsettling."

	(fidgets with wedding band) "He's not a bad man, counselor."

	"Not bad? You're insisting he falsified evidence."

	"He's driven."

	"He's a police officer. Breaking and entering—"

	"What if it was your sister? What would you do?"

	 

	June 20, 2016 ○ 2:55pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"I can't get that night out of my head. I screwed up, Lori. It's my fault. It's all my fault. I'm sorry. I'm so, so, so, so, sorry…"

	(sobbing)

	 

	July 11, 2016 ○ 10:13am

	(through the glass)

	"The second lab confirmed it. The blood on the hammer, and on the shoes, doesn't match the DNA sample taken from Lori's tampon in your bathroom trash can, or her toothbrush. Either the lab made a mistake—"

	"The lab didn't make a mistake. He switched the results."

	"You mean Officer Pilgrim."

	"He and Lori grew up in that house. He still has a key. Did you check the shoes?"

	"I did. I just said the DNA doesn't match."

	"They aren't my size."

	"We brought that up in court. They were new. The prosecutor convinced the jury you bought the wrong size. You tried them on. They still fit."

	"You checked my closet, counselor. How many pairs of running shoes did you see?"

	"Uh, I don't—"

	"Zero. I never owned a pair of running shoes in my life. And green and purple? Do I strike you as the green and purple type?"

	"The evidence—"

	"Is bullshit. I know my damn shoe size. I wouldn't buy a size too small."

	"The receipt for the shoes was found in your desk."

	"A cash receipt. No credit card. No trace."

	"The store surveillance video—"

	"Showed a man my height, his face hidden by a ball cap. Officer Pilgrim is my height."

	"You're suggesting your brother-in-law broke into your house, and planted the shoes and the hammer and the receipt, and then switched the DNA lab results?"

	"You said the DNA doesn't match. Explain that."

	"We got the lab results during disclosure."

	"So how did it suddenly change? He had access. He made sure the results matched. Did you find the ball cap?"

	"The ball cap?"

	"Guy in the video, the guy the jury thought was me, he wore a ball cap. You think I threw the cap away so I wouldn't be identified, but I kept the bloody pair of shoes and the murder weapon in my closet without even washing them off?"

	"You don't have an alibi for that day."

	"Does Officer Pilgrim?"

	 

	August 30, 2016 ○ 3:38pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"I've been thinking about this a lot. I don't blame your brother. Of course, I can't ever tell him the truth."

	(nervous giggling) 

	"I can't tell anyone the truth. Not my lawyer. Not the prison chaplain. No one. You're the only one that knows what really happened. Lori… if I had another chance, if I could relive that night… things would have been different. I made mistakes. You paid for those mistakes. All I can do… if I could fix…" 

	(sobbing)

	"Ah, shit, Lori. I miss you so much."

	 

	September 15, 2016 ○ 3:26pm

	The voicemail you have called has been disconnected.

	 

	September 16, 2016 ○ 10:11am

	(through the glass)

	"What's the emergency, Mr. Fabler? Are you having trouble with another inmate?"

	"You were supposed to pay my utilities while I'm in here."

	"What? I've been doing that. Gas, electric, phone, it's all up to date."

	"You forgot to pay Lori's cell phone bill."

	"Her cell phone?"

	"I told you, specifically, to pay her bill. Her voicemail is disconnected."

	"You're calling her voicemail? Why are you calling her voicemail?"

	"It's our anniversary."

	"Mr. Fabler—"

	"You're fired."

	"Fired? We're making progress. We're going to get you out of here."

	"Get her phone turned back on or I'm getting another lawyer."

	 

	September 20, 2016 ○ 11:32am

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"Sorry I missed our anniversary, babe. Eight years. I know I shouldn't, but I've been thinking about the trial. I should have testified. I should have told the truth. The guilt… it's killing me. You weren't the only one. And there will be more. And no one will be able to stop it."

	 

	December 22, 2016 ○ 2:51pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"It's been so long since you've been gone. But this is all coming together. Things are falling into place. I haven't really talked to you about your brother, about what happened. I should, I guess. It all got pretty effed up, and this isn't going to end well for him. That's his fault. Maybe mine, too. Hard to place blame when so much betrayal went down. Anyway, merry Christmas. Things are going to work out. I can feel it."

	 

	February 7, 2017 ○ 10:17am

	(through the glass)

	"We got it. Mr. Fabler, we got it. A gas station, a mile away from the sporting goods store, ten minutes after Officer Pilgrim bought the running shoes. Surveillance camera on one of the pumps. Your brother-in-law, filling up his truck. And get this… he threw away the ball cap. Same cap."

	"Did the camera show his face?"

	"No, but it got his plates. And his hands."

	"Why do hands matter?"

	"It proves it wasn't you."

	"How? Were there fingerprints?"

	"No. He didn't have a wedding ring on."

	(lifts hand, stares at gold ring) "I'll be damned. Good work, counselor."

	"It gets even better, Mr. Fabler. Police officers in this county have their DNA on file. To rule it out in case they contaminate a crime scene. The blood on the shoes, and the hammer—it belongs to Officer Pilgrim. He set you up. This is big, Mr. Fabler. I mean, in all my years as a defense attorney, I never… this just doesn't happen. Miscarriage of justice. Wrongful conviction. Falsifying evidence. You were actually framed. It's like a Grisham novel." (embarrassed) "Sorry, I don't mean to be flippant."

	"What's going to happen next?"

	"We're going before the judge. The state will overturn the conviction."

	"And then?"

	"Then you're free. And the prosecution has no recourse. There's no case without the hammer and shoes."

	"What happens to Officer Pilgrim?"

	"He'll lose his job, for sure. You can sue him. Him and the department. Tampering with evidence, planting evidence, false arrest, this is big."

	"I'm not going to sue him."

	"But he set you up, Mr. Fabler. You've spent almost two years in prison."

	"Lori is his little sister. I would have done the same thing."

	(awkward staring)

	"Mr. Fabler… we've still never talked about… that night."

	"And I'm not going to talk about it."

	"I've been your attorney through all of this."

	"You know all you need to know."

	"So, if your wife is missing, like you insist…"

	"You're wondering where she is. Why she hasn't shown up."

	"Yes." 

	"That isn't relevant to my case."

	"You're not a lawyer, Mr. Fabler. You can't determine if—"

	"No, I'm not a lawyer. (eyes narrowing) You know what I am."

	"What are you telling me, Mr. Fabler?"

	"I'm telling you to drop it. Understand?"

	"I… understand."

	"We're not discussing what happened to Lori. Ever. Do your job and get me the hell out of here."

	 

	May 9, 2017 ○ 3:39pm

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	"I'm getting out, babe. I'm going home. I know exactly what I need to do. It'll be risky. There will be casualties. I expect it. But my plan is a good one. I've worked out most of the details. As long as I don't make any more mistakes, I think I can do it. This time, no one will stop me. Not the cops. Not your brother. Not anyone. I love you, Lori." 

	 

	May 10, 2017 ○ 10:19am

	(through the glass)

	"Congratulations, Mr. Fabler. We did it."

	(no emotion)

	"You, uh, you should reconsider and pursue civil action against Officer Pilgrim."

	"He lost his sister. He lost his job. He may go to prison. And you want me to sue? Wasn't the compensation from the state enough?"

	"He framed you."

	"I don't require your services anymore. I'll deal with Officer Pilgrim."

	"What do you mean by that, Mr. Fabler?"

	"That's not your concern."

	"Are you planning on committing a crime, Mr. Fabler? Because attorney-client privilege—"

	"Thank you for your help, counselor. I'm sure you'll send me the bill." 

	"One more thing, Mr. Fabler. If you don't mind."

	"I do mind. I have things to do."

	"It's a quick question. Not about Lori. You've made it clear you won't go there. But something else has been nagging me."

	"What's that?"

	"You knew. All along. Didn't you? You knew you were getting out of here. This has been your plan from the beginning."

	"We're done with this conversation."

	"The state can't charge you again. Double jeopardy. You're a free man. You beat a murder rap."

	(standing to leave)

	"How did you know about the shoes, Mr. Fabler?"

	"Goodbye, counselor."

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ May 11, 2017+ ○ 3:33pm ○ 7442497494516803

	So much to see.

	Unlimited choices.

	When you stare into infinity, infinity stares back.

	But infinity means infinite solutions.

	The Watcher only needs to pursue a few.

	Infinite possibilities, for a finite problem.

	All he needs to do is be smart enough to whittle those possibilities down.

	Of course, timing is everything. But the architecture is already in place.

	"I am watching you, and you don't have a clue."

	He smiles as he talks to the screen.

	To the person on the screen.

	"You have no idea what is in store for you.

	"You have no idea what will happen.

	"You think this world makes sense.

	"You are wrong. You are wrong about everything.

	"You think you can understand?

	"You cannot. 

	"The truth cannot be explained.

	"It can only be shown."

	The Watcher considers the Experiment.

	It gives him purpose.

	It excites him.

	He touches the screen.

	"I am going to blow your tiny little mind with the truth."

	 

	FABLER ○ May 12, 2017 ○ 2:26pm

	The cabin was too big. Too quiet. Too empty.

	Dusty, with a damp odor.

	Devoid of life.

	Fabler had forgotten how secluded life used to be. How private. How cut-off from the rest of the world.

	With Lori, a log house in the woods was perfect.

	Without her, terribly sad and lonely.

	The nature sounds gave some comfort. But not enough.

	Fabler opened all the windows, for the first time in years.

	Overgrowth everywhere, making the property appear abandoned. But the dead, brown circle of lawn remained.

	He tried to think.

	Couldn't.

	Tried to relax.

	Couldn't.

	Tried to cry.

	All out of tears.

	The bed was ridiculous. Like lying on a cloud. Fabler had gotten used to prison cots. Sleep would be impossible.

	All alone.

	Staring at Lori's side of the bed.

	He thought: <My fault. All my fault.>

	At one am, he dug an old sleeping bag out of the closet.

	<Still smells like her.>

	Fabler relocated some shoes and the hamper, tucked himself into the bag, and closed his eyes.

	Sleep didn't come.

	 

	May 13, 2017 ○ 11:56am

	A computer.

	A printer.

	A back-up printer.

	Paper.

	Lots and lots of ink.

	The clerk grinned like he knew what Fabler was doing. "Doing a little printing?"

	<You have no idea what I'm doing.

	<It would blow your tiny little mind if you did.>

	Fabler forked over a wad of hundred dollar bills from the bag the bank had given him. The bag full of settlement cash.

	<I don't trust banks.

	<I don't trust anyone.

	<Including myself.>

	He put everything into his brand new Jeep and considered his next move.

	<Cash probably won't work where I'm going.

	<Gold?

	<Maybe. Maybe not. But it will take up less space, be easier to move.

	<It could even go up in value.> 

	But Fabler didn't plan to be around long enough for that to happen. He started the vehicle and headed for the Pawn 'N Shop to exchange his currency for precious metal.

	 

	May 18, 2017 ○ 11:54pm

	Thinking.

	Searching.

	Printing.

	Staring.

	Planning.

	Searching.

	Printing.

	Trying to figure out the connections.

	"One hundred and five days. One oh five."

	<Give or take a few days either way.

	<Assuming my estimates are correct.

	<Not much time. 

	<But I have to make it work.>

	 

	May 20, 2017 ○ 2:26pm

	<This could all be a fantasy.

	<Some deranged, psychotic fantasy.

	<The trick is proving it.>

	Fabler spent the entire day, trying to come up with some proof.

	Then he gave up and went back to printing pictures and double-checking dates.

	 

	May 23, 2017 ○ 7:56am

	Fabler proofread his Craigslist ad for the tenth time.

	Assistant wanted. $600 a week plus room and board. Female, between 30 and 35, 5'4" to 5'6", athletic, redhead, blue eyes. Serious inquiries only. Text picture.

	It still sounded like a sex ad. So Fabler put No sex after blue eyes.

	The first response came within ten minutes.

	<Too heavy. 

	<Maybe athletic isn't descriptive enough? 

	<Should I add a weight as well?>

	He tweaked it.

	Assistant wanted. $600 a week plus room and board. Female, between 30 and 35, 5'4" to 5'6", 120 to 130 pounds, athletic, redhead, blue eyes. No sex. Serious inquiries only. Text picture.

	The next text he received came from someone thinner. She had the right look, but told him she charged $200 an hour. 

	<She's an escort.>

	He tweaked it again.

	Live-in assistant wanted. $600 a week plus room and board. Female, between 30 and 35, 5'4" to 5'6", 120 to 130 pounds, athletic, redhead, blue eyes. No sex or escorts. Manual labor. Serious inquiries only. Text picture.

	Two hours passed before the next reply. Her hair was too dark, but that could be fixed. Nose a bit long to be conventionally attractive. Some blemishes.

	But, maybe… with make-up…

	Fabler set up an interview for that evening. She showed up at the house at three minutes after six. 

	<Already a strike against her. Late isn't going to cut it.>

	"You the guy with the ad?"

	"I'd like to conduct the interview on the porch."

	"What kind of job is it?"

	"Can you do fifty push-ups?"

	"Sure."

	"Show me."

	She faltered at eighteen. He dismissed her.

	Three more texts that night. Apparently, no sex or escorts was code for I want to hear from escorts, so Fabler had to tweak the wording again.

	He had to get this right.

	He had to find the right girl.

	And fast.

	<Because it's going to happen again.>

	 

	May 30, 2017 ○ 1:51pm

	A good knife was expensive.

	Ten good knives were very expensive.

	Besides the money from the wrongful conviction settlement, Fabler had other cash hidden in the house. Rainy day money he'd never told Lori about.

	<One of many secrets I kept from her. 

	<One of many mistakes I made.>

	He let the guilt pound him as he leaned over the display case, considering his next purchase. Fabler had already picked out two Cold Steel 62NCX Espada folding knifes with 7-1/2" blades and aluminum bolsters. The Espada was big and heavy enough to be swung like a machete. Since the KRISS model he sought couldn't effectively accommodate a bayonet, this was the next best thing. And because it folded, it saved backpack space.

	Fabler had also chosen two Paragon SEAL automatic knives with 440c stainless steel drop point blades and 6061-T6 anodized handles that could break a skull; two Max Venom Karambite neck knives with lanyards and form-fitting plastic sheaths, meant to be hung upside and released with a firm tug; two Boker A-F Feuerzauber daggers with double-edged, fixed blades, rosewood handles, and ankle sheaths, and two Victorinox XLT Swiss Army Knives, complete with fifty tools ranging from screwdriver sets to tweezers to chisels.

	Next up, tomahawks. Something sharp, with a heavy blade and a spike on the back. 

	<Something that can hack through limbs.>

	He examined a few models before choosing the Winkler Knives II Combat Axe. It had a maple handle, a partial paracord wrap, and weighed a respectable twenty-two ounces.

	Fabler bought two.

	Doubles of everything.

	The total price, with 6.5% Kansas sales tax, was a hair under three thousand dollars. The dealer threw in a diamond whetstone.

	Fabler paid cash. 

	<Paying with blood money. Lori would be pissed if she knew. Would lecture me.

	<But she's not here.>

	Fabler had a lot of blood money. Plenty left. 

	Which was good, because he had plenty to buy.

	 

	July 7, 2017 ○ 9:21am

	"What's in this thing?"

	"Bricks." 

	The applicant looked the part—bright red hair, blue-eyes, cute in a perky, cheerleader kind of way—but she asked too many questions.

	"And you're going to time me, running around your house, wearing a backpack full of bricks?"

	"You have thirty seconds."

	She left the backpack on the porch and drove away.

	Fabler watched the forest swallow her up.

	<Should I have warned her?>

	 

	July 18, 2017 ○ 1:11pm

	Fabler hadn't held a gun in years. He had one in the house that Lori never knew about; a loaded .38 Colt he kept with his gold stash, under the floorboards.

	<My just-in-case gun. Because you can't break old habits.>

	The Colt wouldn't suit his purpose. For that, Fabler needed multiple guns. 

	He had a range bag full of cash to buy them.

	Walking among the seller booths at the gun show felt strange. Almost forbidden. It reminded Fabler of being fifteen years old and attempting to buy a Penthouse Magazine at the local mall's Waldenbooks. 

	He'd gotten away with it.

	<I have a long history of getting away with things.>

	He stopped at a table selling Glocks; reliable semi-automatic handguns with polymer frames. Tough to break. Hard to jam. 

	He bought two Glock 21 Gen 4s, ten extra thirteen round magazines, and four hundred rounds of 45 ACP full metal jacket 230 grain ammo.

	<First knives, now guns. And so much attention to detail. Remember that old sergeant who compared weapons to porn?> 

	Since Fabler was buying from private citizens at a gun show, there was no background check, no cool-off waiting period, no record of the transaction. Eighteen hundred in cash changed hands.

	More blood money.

	Fabler also asked the seller about KRISS Vectors.

	"My buddy, Hondo, is selling those at booth thirty-eight. Fine weapon. You know it accepts Glock mags?"

	Fabler gave him a look. The dealer grinned, baring chaw-stained teeth. "A'course you knew. Happy hunting, brother."

	Before stopping by booth thirty-eight, Fabler found a woman selling Charter Arms Pitbulls. The snub-nosed, five shot revolvers were one of the few on the market that used .45 ammo.

	In a combat situation, when more than one firearm was involved, the interchangeability of ammunition could mean the difference between life and death. Weapons often got lost or damaged. Trying to determine the caliber of loose rounds during a firefight, or when unable to see, was potentially fatal.

	<A .45 round packed a lot of punch. 

	<It should be enough to get the job done.

	<Hopefully.>

	Twelve hundred dollars later, two Pitbulls went into Fabler's backpack, tucked away in felt-lined pockets. 

	As Fabler went to search for Hondo at booth thirty-eight, he was distracted by a display for some odd-looking derringers. They were about the size and shape of his wallet, rectangular and flat. He asked about them.

	"DoubleTap Defense. No hammers, double barrel, double action."

	He raised an eyebrow. "It's a .45?"

	"Yeah. Barrels can also be switched out to 9mm. Holds two in the spouts, and two spare rounds in the grip."

	"I'll take two of them in forty-five ACP."

	"Do you also want the 9mm barrels?"

	"That won't be necessary."

	He gave the man five hundred dollars, then went to go find the Vectors.

	 

	11:23pm

	Fabler had the dream again.

	Lori staring at him, her blue eyes wide with terror, holding a gun. But without any ammo.

	The light around them, blinding. Otherworldly.

	Fabler with his rifle, sighting on her head.

	<Forgive me.>

	He woke up, sobbing, just as he pulled the trigger.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ July 19, 2017+ ○ 2:15am

	It is difficult to keep track of all the Boolean variables.

	But the Watcher has a trick.

	He goes back to the same well.

	One does not have to find every drop of water on the planet.

	One only needs to return to the location where water was once procured, and it is likely there will be more.

	He watches his subject.

	His target.

	It makes him think of the Experiment.

	The Watcher leaves the monitors, glances at the cage on the wall, and walks the hallway, coming to the cell containing the Experiment.

	He speaks through the cell door.

	"You are magnificent.

	"So beautiful.

	"So unique.

	"So grotesque."

	The Experiment screams, several times.

	"Life is pain. Pain is life. At least you still live."

	The Watcher knows that morality is a handicap.

	The universe is based on science, not morality. Science is fact.

	Arbitrary subjective values are weaknesses.

	Logic, numbers, and data are strengths.

	But the Watcher is smart enough to wonder if he is motivated by more than cold calculations and hard probability.

	Because as he stares at the Experiment, struggling in its chains, the Watcher becomes excited.

	"You have no idea of your true purpose.

	"You would not believe me if I told you.

	"You could not possibly even understand."

	The Watcher denies he is influenced by base emotions.

	Even if it is a cold, hard fact that he is aroused by pain.

	 

	GRIM ○ July 19, 2017 ○ 11:33am ○ 1500464003

	Former Woodland Heights Officer Colin "Grim" Pilgrim couldn't tell where the hangover ended and the old pain began. He peeked open crusty eyes, and from the sunlight spilling in through the slits in the blinds, judged it to be around noon. His mouth tasted like gym socks. With every exhalation he could smell stale booze, and could practically see alcohol vapors in his halitosis.

	Grim sat up on his couch and stared at the floor. An empty bottle of Jack Daniel's and a framed picture stared back at him. The glass in the picture frame had cracked. Grim couldn't remember when that happened. Last night? Last week?

	He thought: <It ain't a bender without the blackouts.>

	Grim grunted, reaching for the frame. He'd memorized every pixel, from the yellow wings of the butterfly in Lori's red hair <a shade lighter than mine>, to how one pocket of his jean shorts was turned inside out, revealing a hole. Summer camp, the grammar school years. They'd lost a three-legged race, and were showing off their green participation ribbons.

	<When did life stop giving awards for just showing up?

	<I miss that.>

	He set the picture on the cocktail table, then hunted around for his cell phone, finding it on the floor. The battery whimpered, close to death. Grim tapped the security app and paged through the different cameras.

	Living room. Empty.

	Kitchen. Empty.

	Bedroom. Empty.

	Front porch.

	<There he is. The son of a bitch who killed my sister.>

	Grim watched as Fabler talked to a woman. The view was distorted; Grim had opted for wide-angle fisheye lenses rather than cameras that could zoom, pan, and tilt, to avoid the mechanical noise. When the real heat started coming down, and it looked like Fabler would have his conviction overturned, Grim had installed six hidden cameras and microphones in and around the house, wirelessly connected to a brand new computer enclosed in the wall. 

	This particular camera was concealed in one of Lori's hanging baskets, covered by a brown, dead fern. Grim activated the microphone and turned up the volume.

	The woman appeared confused. She was holding something black, about the size of a soccer ball. "What is it?"

	"A welding helmet."

	"What the hell is this for?"

	"Welding."

	"The job requires welding?"

	"No."

	"So what do you want me to do with it?"

	"Put on the helmet. Strike the flare. Run around the house, using the light as a guide."

	"Why?"

	"Because that's part of the interview."

	"You're insane." She handed the helmet back and walked off.

	Grim frowned at the screen. "Lady, you have no idea."

	This was the fifth or sixth woman that Grim had seen in the house. By listening in, Grim learned that Fabler had taken out a Craigslist ad. It had been easy to find online.

	Live-in assistant wanted. $600 a week plus room and board. Female, between 30 and 35, 5'4" to 5'6", 120 to 130 pounds, athletic, redhead, blue eyes, no exceptions. No sex or escorts or anything kinky. No nursing or homecare. No nanny or babysitting. Job involves manual labor, following directions, odd hours, and learning new skills. Military background a plus. Serious inquiries only. Text picture and qualifications.

	Reading the ad made Grim's stomach sour. He didn't know for sure what Fabler was after, but he had a hunch. And it wasn't good.

	After the woman left, Grim watched Fabler walk back into the house, go into the bedroom, and do pull-ups off an overhead beam in the vaulted ceiling, made of logs like the rest of the cabin.

	<The same beam Lori and I used to swing from when we were growing up.>

	Fabler cranked out reps like a machine. Twenty. Thirty. Forty.

	At one time, Grim would have been able to match him, pull-up for pull-up.

	<Hell, at one time, we would have been doing them side-by-side.>

	Memories of ten years ago pecked away at the edges of Grim's psyche. Grim pushed back at the thoughts, keeping the pain at bay, focusing on Lori's face so he could continue to nurse the hate.

	He switched off the app, looked around his apartment. It was modest compared to the house he and Lori had grown up in. The house that her murderer, Fabler, now owned. Fabler had inherited two bedrooms, a full kitchen, a living room with fireplace, two baths, ten acres of wooded land.

	Grim rented a single bedroom, single bath, with barely enough room in the kitchen to slice a loaf of French bread. The building sat in the ass-end of Wichita, where scenery consisted of strip malls and other similarly ugly apartment buildings.

	The neighborhood lacked pleasing aesthetics, but inside Grim's domicile the ugly got worse. The mess had piled up everywhere; fast food wrappers, empty beer cans, dirty clothing.

	<Starting to resemble a land fill.

	<When was the last time I cleaned up?

	<Had to be weeks ago. Before I was fired.

	<It sure doesn't take long for everything to go to hell.>

	He glanced at Donny. Donny stared back, probably still wondering where his brothers went.

	"I get it. You're lonely. It's on my to-do list."

	Grim almost straightened up the apartment. But couldn't motivate.

	Then he almost went to his closet to grab his barbells and do a few sets of lifts. But couldn't motivate.

	Besides, he reeked. It had been days since his last shower.

	<Can't motivate to do that, either.>

	A weird chill overcame Grim. Like someone was staring at him. He almost looked around the room, but dismissed the feeling as paranoia.

	Grim glanced at his aquarium again. Thirty gallons, only one lonely occupant.

	"I'll go to the pet store tomorrow, get more catfish."

	Donny didn't answer. He slowly turned over, flipping upside-down; the fish equivalent of the middle finger.

	Grim stretched, yawned, swatted away a fly, and hunted around to see if he had any booze left.

	 

	FABLER ○ July 20, 2017 ○ 10:33am

	The local sporting goods store sold first aid kits, which would be serviceable if your medical emergency was limited to a bee sting, poison oak exposure, or a fish hook in the finger.

	Fabler needed something more substantial.

	Kits online were beefier, but still lacked some essential triage components. Separately, he had to purchase chest seals, clotting gauze, compression bandages, and combat tourniquets. 

	He also visited several veterinarian websites to find injectable lidocaine, syringes, sutures, and some broad-spectrum antibiotics: ciprofloxacin, amoxicillin, doxycycline, and cephalexin.

	It was as good of a battlefield triage kit as he could make on his own.

	Fabler compiled two of them.

	<His and hers.>

	 

	FABLER ○ July 21, 2017 ○ 11:14am

	This one seemed promising. Right look. Easily jogged around the house with the fifty pound backpack. Served in the Navy.

	Fabler allowed some cautious optimism.

	"Do you have a family?"

	The applicant's eyes narrowed. "How is that your business?"

	"This job requires extreme focus. No distractions. Close family, significant others, children; they can get in the way."

	"I have… an elderly mother."

	"You're close?"

	"We talk every day."

	"You're not what I'm looking for." Fabler folded his arms. "Thank you for your time."

	The applicant folded her arms across her chest. "You know, I understand the push-ups and the running around the house. You want to make sure I'm fit. The flare thing with the welding mask was weird, but I'm guessing you have a reason. But these personal questions… you sound like a serial killer. I think I should go to the police, but I don't even know your name."

	"My name is Fabler." He stared, hard. "And the police already know about me."

	"What the hell is this job, anyway?"

	"It's a job that involves no attachments, and a lot more personal questions."

	She snorted. "Like what? You gonna ask me about my period next?"

	Fabler didn't answer. 

	<But I should remember that question for later.>

	The applicant waved Fabler off, then headed to her Jeep.

	<A shame. She's a fighter.

	<I need a fighter.>

	 

	11:21pm

	In the dream, Lori's voice echoed with ethereal sadness. "I thought you loved me." 

	"I do love you."

	She touched the side of her head, fingers dabbing at the blood. "So why did you kill me?" 

	Then Fabler awoke to a pillow damp with tears and a jaw clenched with an imprisoned scream.

	 

	GRIM ○ July 22, 2017 ○ 12:28pm

	He no longer had access to police records, and Google yielded no hits. So Grim got on Facebook.

	Social media confused him. Lots of people seeking validation from strangers by talking about themselves. He did some searches, couldn't find what he needed, and similarly failed on Twitter, and LinkedIn.

	Made sense. People who had a shady past didn't want that past to come looking for them on the World Wide Web.

	<It's a bad idea anyway.>

	Grim pushed away from his computer, swatted at a fly circling his head, and walked over to the thirty gallon aquarium set up next to the kitchen. 

	Alan, Wayne, Merrill, and Jay were gone. Only Donny remained. Four inches long, orange with brown spots, a tear-shaped body, long whiskers. 

	<Still going. Despite all the loss.>

	The catfish hovered above his little stone castle, staring at the plastic treasure chest that opened every few seconds, releasing oxygen bubbles.

	Lori and Fabler had bought Grim the aquarium, and five fish, shortly before she disappeared. A birthday present. But even though Grim fed them on schedule, and the tank was the only thing in the house he routinely cleaned, the Osmonds began to die weeks after they arrived.

	He tested his water regularly. Changed the filters. Even bought a snail to eat the algae.

	But Marie the snail kicked the bucket, like Alan, Wayne, Merrill, and Jay.

	<I tried my best, and it wasn't good enough.

	<I'm never good enough.>

	Grim's mind, uncomfortably sober, drifted back to his 11 Bravo days, to something Fabler had told him.

	"When your best isn't good enough, get better."

	Good advice, from an awful human being. But being reminded of the Army gave Grim an idea. He'd been trying to track down an old acquaintance with some special skills. 

	<Maybe it's time to make some new acquaintances.> 

	Grim picked up his cell phone, aware that Donny looked on. Silently judging.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ July 24, 2017 ○ 5:22pm ○ 1500916974

	Live-in assistant wanted. $600 a week plus room and board. Female, between 30 and 35, 5'4" to 5'6", 120 to 130 pounds, athletic, redhead, blue eyes. No sex or escorts or anything kinky. No nursing or homecare. No nanny or babysitting. Job involves manual labor, following directions, odd hours, and learning new skills. Extreme focus required, so no close family, significant others, or children. Military background a plus. Serious inquiries only. Text picture and qualifications.

	Marna Presley read the ad three times, and it got creepier each time she read it.

	The job didn't fit her, and she didn't fit the job. Presley logged in at 37 years old, 5'7", weighed 142, with brown eyes and hair. And those were just the physical requirements. There was plenty more in the ad that didn't match up. 

	But a job was a job.

	She thought: <I've done crazier things for less money.

	<And I need the money.> 

	Plus, she needed to lay low for a while. And out-of-state was the best way to do that.

	Presley went into her closet, digging out the make-up case. In it, she had over a dozen pairs of colored contact lenses. She found some in dark blue, then took them into the bathroom and set them on the sink. Underneath the basin, in the cabinet, were an assortment of hair dyes and bleaches. She picked out a color called Summer Orange, and held the box up to her face, squinting into the mirror. It was a tad light for her eyebrows, but if she did some thinning out maybe she could avoid coloring them.

	No close family, significant others, or children…

	<What sort of asshole puts that in a help wanted ad?>

	Presley could think of one answer.

	<A dangerous asshole.>

	She opened up the box.

	 

	FABLER ○ July 25, 2017 ○ 11:46am

	Fabler squinted at her.

	The woman's appearance wasn't quite right. A little too tall. A little too thick. But the thickness wasn't flab. Presley had circled the house with a fifty pound pack almost as fast as Fabler could do it, and she'd knocked out fifty push-ups like a machine.

	"Family?"

	"None."

	<So far, so good.>

	"When was the last time you had your period?"

	Presley didn't flinch. "I'm on it right now. Did you want to check?"

	Fabler searched the woman's face, trying to discern sarcasm from truth.

	<She's had some training, that's for sure.> 

	"Your height and weight." He phrased the question like an order.

	She hesitated. "Five-seven. One forty-two."

	A little out of range, but points for telling the truth. 

	"Hips, waist, chest?"

	"Thirty-five, twenty-seven, thirty-seven."

	Not as curvy as Fabler wanted. Not as attractive as Lori. 

	<Should that matter at this point? The date is coming up, I've seen twenty-six women, and no one has passed the interview.

	<I need someone. 

	<Fast.>

	"Dating anyone?"

	"Not in over a year."

	"What happened?"

	Presley blinked. "My last girlfriend cheated on me. I left her."

	"How long did you serve?"

	"My enlistment was for five years. I didn't re-up."

	<She walks the walk, and military is likely. But there are a lot of posers pretending to be vets.>

	"Did you happen to bring your DD-214?"

	"Yes."

	<Good. I like the squared-away type.> "When did your IRR end?"

	"My Ready Reserve was over in 2006. Hooah."

	Hooah was an Army thing, basically meaning everything but no. Even if a civilian knew that, they didn't say it right. 

	<It takes a few weeks of hooah to sell hooah.>

	Presley said it right. She was a soldier, no need to check her bona fides.

	"You're how old?"

	"Thirty-seven."

	<A little too old. But she claims to be on her period, which is good.> "And your MOS?"

	"12 Kilo. You know it?"

	Fabler shook his head. 

	"Army plumber."

	"Was that your trade before enlisting?"

	"My father's. I worked for him when I was younger."

	"How's he doing?"

	"Dead."

	"Any health problems?"

	"No."

	"Are you on any prescription medication?"

	"No."

	<Okay, process everything. Will she do?

	<Cons; she's too thick, too tall, too old. The hair is straight from a bottle. She's lying about some things, or at least holding certain information back.

	<Pros; the old sayings about beggars and choosers and gift horses all apply. Plus, there's a barely restrained hostility. Beneath the controlled reserve, this lady wants to kick my ass, and she'd put up a damn good fight if tested.

	<And I mean to test her.

	<So which is preferable? A strong, capable woman like Presley, who doesn't quite fit the role? Or a perfect fit who won't be able to handle it when the crazy shit begins?>

	Fabler made his decision.

	 "When can you start?"

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 11:46am

	Presley kept eye contact with him as she did her push-ups. Fifty was no problem. They didn't get difficult until eighty or ninety.

	Fabler stared, his face expressionless. He wasn't a bad looking guy; square-jawed, tall, fit. But his eyes were off. Like he was somewhere else, rather than in the moment.

	She was used to that expression. Soldiers had it. Convicts had it. Survivors had it.

	<People who know the world isn't as civilized as society pretends to be. That life means kill or be killed.

	<I see that expression sometimes when I look in the mirror.>

	When she finished her fifty, he made her circle the house again. A ruck march with a fifty pound backpack. She passed a large section of dead grass that formed almost a perfect circle. Presley asked Grim if a fire had caused the damage, and he'd cryptically answered, "No. Something worse." 

	He didn't elaborate. She didn't push.

	The third time around the house, Presley had to wear a welding mask and hold a road flare in front of her. The mask eliminated almost all light except the bright, magnesium flame, and she had to navigate more by memory than sight.

	It was disconcerting. Made even more so because Fabler jogged behind her, practically breathing down her neck. 

	Presley made it without tripping over anything, and they continued the interview on his back porch. He sat on a chainsawed section of log. Presley sat across from him, on the bench of a picnic table.

	"Family?"

	She lied without flinching. "None."

	"When was the last time you had your period?"

	<Seriously?> "I'm on it right now. Did you want to check?"

	<It's the truth. Part of me hopes he says yes.>

	"Your height and weight."

	<Fudge it or be straight?> Presley played honest. "Five-seven. One forty-two."

	"Hips, waist, chest?"

	<Dude is getting creepier.

	<Am I a job applicant, or livestock being examined before an auction?>

	Presley remained cool.

	<Think of the money. Over a grand a week.> "Thirty-five, twenty-seven, thirty-seven."

	Fabler's gaze changed. Less detached, more scrutiny. Presley preferred him detached. His attentiveness made her uncomfortable.

	He lowered his voice. "Dating anyone?"

	"Not in over a year." <Truth. Too much going on to have time to date.>

	"What happened?"

	Presley blinked. "My last girlfriend cheated on me. I left her." <Lie.>

	"How long did you serve?"

	"My enlistment was for five years. I didn't re-up." <Truth.>

	"Did you happen to bring your DD-214?"

	 "Yes."

	Presley waited for the order to show her discharge papers, but Fabler didn't pursue it.

	<He's checking for stolen valor. Seeing if I know the lingo.> 

	"When did your IRR end?"

	"My Ready Reserve was over in 2006." <Truth.> "Hooah."

	"You're how old?"

	She kept up the honesty streak. "Thirty-seven."

	"And what was your MOS?"

	Presley picked something harmless. She mixed the lie with truth, in case Fabler tested her by making her sweat a pipe. "12 Kilo. You know it?"

	Fabler shook his head. 

	"Army plumber."

	"Was that your trade before enlisting?"

	"My father's. I worked for him when I was younger." <Truth. When I wasn't on my computer.>

	"How's he doing?"

	"Dead." <Lie.>

	"Any health problems?"

	"No." <Fabler didn't ask specifically about mental health.>

	"Are you on any prescription medication?"

	"No." <Lie.>

	Fabler became quiet. Presley had no idea what the man was thinking. She figured it could go either way.

	"When can you start?"

	She didn't hesitate. "Tomorrow."

	"Do you own firearms?"

	Presley nodded. She had several guns, and currently wore an ankle holster with a .380 Beretta Pico tucked inside. Her legs were crossed, and drawing it from that position would take less than a second.

	"Any .45s?"

	"No."

	Fabler stood up. "I'd like to start early tomorrow. 0600 work?"

	"Sure."

	"I have three rules. First… you do, without question, what I ask. It may seem strange, but I have a reason for everything."

	"You mean stranger than this already seems?"

	"A lot stranger. Our relationship will remain purely professional. I'm the boss. You're the employee. That's the extent of it. You always listen to the boss. Consider it a chain of command."

	"What's rule number two?"

	"You'll have your privacy. Your own room, with your own bathroom. I won't ever enter your room without permission, and you never enter mine without permission."

	"That's the rule?"

	"The rule is; you don't go anywhere without being armed. Even the bathroom. You keep a gun on you at all times. Awake or asleep. In the house, or out in the world. And not that plinker you have on your ankle. I require you to carry a .45."

	That was a heavy weapon, but Presley had no problem with that. 

	<Living with this weirdo, I'll welcome carrying something with stopping power.> 

	"And rule number three?"

	"Those blue contacts you're wearing. I never want to see you without them. Ever. If the house is burning down, and you're getting ready to jump out the window, you put in the contacts first. Got it?"

	<This guy is certifiable.> "Yes. How long is the job?"

	"I'm not absolutely sure, but I'm guessing thirty-six days."

	<Odd number.> "And then the job ends?"

	"I don't know. We'll see what happens next."

	Bizarre answer. Fabler was obviously planning something. Which was okay. 

	<I have plans, too.>

	"I didn't get your name."

	"Frank Fabler. I prefer just Fabler."

	"Marna Presley." She risked using her real name because she expected Fabler to check her military record. "I prefer just Presley."

	Fabler extended his hand. Presley took it, matching his firmness and intensity, wondering if she was making the biggest mistake of her life. 

	<Which would make it a damn gigantic mistake.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 11:50am

	Grim watched them shake hands, then Presley went back to her rental car.

	He set down his cell phone, thinking. While this new development might lead to finding out what actually happened to Lori, Grim couldn't help but feel things had taken a turn for the worse.

	<Still… that woman. 

	<Presley.

	<She's impressive. Smart. Tough. If Fabler did try something with her, he'd have his hands full.

	<And Fabler will try something.

	<He has to. There's no way I can be wrong about him.

	<Then again, I was wrong about him for years…>

	Life was a real kick in the nuts when it came to surprises. You think you know someone. You think you're friends.

	But there are always secrets you hide from the world.

	Maybe they're minor. You don't publicly announce how often you pick your nose. Or masturbate. You don't tell someone you're dating about the third grade grammar school playground when you got so scared of a bully you wet your pants. You never confide in anyone about that time you had too many drinks at the local tavern, then the next morning found the front bumper of your truck missing without any memory of how it happened.

	And you wouldn't ever tell anyone about the people you killed. 

	Or that you had homicidal tendencies to begin with.

	But, then again, Fabler, like Grim, was army. Infantry. Trained to kill.

	And they had.

	<Could Fabler have developed a taste for it? Could I have accidentally introduced my baby sister to a psychopath?>

	Grim tortured himself with that for a few minutes, like he did every day. 

	<Did I miss any warning signs? Misread any signals? 

	<Fabler has always been so centered, so in control.>

	Grim laughed, glancing at Donny. "What if he didn't do it?"

	Not the first time Grim ever had the thought. When Lori went missing, Grim had been on Fabler's side. Sharing his pain. His worry. His loss. But Grim's trust in Fabler eroded fast when his old friend and Army buddy expressed no interest at all in looking for Lori.

	According to Fabler's bullshit story, he woke up one morning, and Lori was gone.

	Grim's reaction was automatic. He called the FBI. Cops in neighboring counties. The media. He rounded up drifters and known sex offenders and local weirdos and questioned the hell out of them. Every free day, every free moment, Grim searched for his sister.

	<And Fabler never came along. Never offered to help.

	<If that doesn't scream guilty, what does?>

	Mistrust grew into full-blown doubt, and that became an overwhelming certainty when Fabler spoke the unspeakable.

	"Stop searching. It's futile. She's someplace you'll never find her."

	That led to a scuffle, and Fabler—the soberer of them—had soundly kicked Grim's ass.

	It ended their friendship, and set Grim on his current path. 

	<Seeking justice. 

	<Answers.

	<Vengeance.> 

	There were several times that Grim almost lost his cool. He had recurring fantasies of beating the truth out of Fabler. Of getting that confession and putting a bullet in his sick skull.

	But the fantasies remained just that; fantasies. Grim had chosen a different route, hoping Fabler's conscience would eventually force him to reveal the truth.

	<And how did that turn out?

	<Two years in the pen, and the bastard didn't speak a word.

	<Now he's free. Running loose in the world.

	<And I'll bet my last dollar that my asshole brother-in-law is preparing to kill again.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 10:34pm

	After screwing the final railing into the hallway wall, Fabler got on his computer and Googled Marna Presley. No hits that matched her. No Instagram, no Twitter, no Facebook, nothing in the news. 

	<Odd, in this day and age, to be completely anonymous on the Internet. That takes deliberate effort.>

	Fabler wondered if she made the name up. Like she made up her MOS.

	<Army plumber my ass. Presley had an attitude, and gave off a vibe. 

	<I bet she's Operations. Or Intelligence.

	<Which means she has security clearance.>

	An entire industry centered around hiring ex-military. The industry within the industry involved the personnel who were cleared to deal with classified information, which the Army provided to a few good men and women with the proper qualifications. 

	Fabler checked clearanceemployment.com, where he was already registered. He found Presley's resume without too much digging.

	Her address, as of last week, was Houston.

	<Houston is a long way from Wichita.

	<So how did she find my Craigslist ad?>

	Craigslist only showed help wanted ads locally, unless you specifically searched out of state.

	<Which doesn't make sense.

	<Who looks for a job six hundred miles away from home?>

	Fabler sensed the woman had secrets. Big secrets.

	<Like can recognize like.>

	"She's hiding something."

	Fabler realized he was talking to himself. He wasn't sure when he picked up that habit. 

	<Prison? 

	<After what happened to Lori?

	<Childhood?

	<Maybe I've always done it, and I can't remember.>

	Thoughts can become memories, if you think them often enough. The things you once imagined actually blur into things you think really happened.

	<That's why I keep dreaming about killing her.

	<Imagination becoming reality.

	<Is that crazy?

	"Of course it's crazy."

	<Maybe that's what I sense in Presley.

	<Maybe I can smell the crazy on her.>

	"Because I'm crazy."

	Fabler had been having that thought, more and more. Distrusting himself. Questioning his own beliefs and memories.

	<Thoughts becoming reality.>

	In prison, he'd read a few books about quantum mechanics. How reality was subjective. Certain subatomic particles only popped into existence when they were being observed.

	<The real world is only as real as your perspective. We truly create our own realities.>

	To someone with mental illness, that meant reality was, quite literally, insane.

	"If I am crazy, I truly see the world as crazy, because I actually make it crazy by observing it."

	<Freaky stuff.>

	But Fabler couldn't go down that rabbit hole. He had a plan. And the plan depended on the fact that he wasn't nuts.

	"I can't be crazy. I can't be crazy."

	Then Fabler deleted his online ad, picked up a screwdriver, and began to take off all the doorknobs inside the house.

	 

	GRIM ○ 10:38pm

	"The psycho is talking to himself." Grim glanced at Donny. "I wasn't talking to myself. I was talking to you."

	Donny stared. 

	"Don't look at me like that. I'm not the crazy one. You're the one swimming upside-down."

	Donny continued to look at him like that.

	"I don't judge you. You shouldn't judge me. Booze is my medicine."

	<And I need some more medicine. I'm not numb enough yet.>

	Grim got up off the couch, took a few faltering, stumbling steps to his kitchenette, and noted he was down to his last can of flavored malt beverage. The previous tasted like artificial grape ass, but boasted a 10% abv.

	<Cheaper than Jack Daniel's, but gets me to the same place.

	<And my budget has become severely restricted.>

	He cracked open the can, took a big sip.

	<Ugh. The green one was worse than the purple one. What's it trying to be? Sour apple?>

	Two more sips.

	<Medicine isn't supposed to taste good.>

	Grim finished the can. But he didn't feel numb. He felt dull and sloppy.

	<Maybe there isn't enough alcohol in the world to make me numb enough.

	<What the hell is wrong with me?>

	"I think I messed up." Grim shooed away a green housefly and rubbed his eyes, pressing hard against the lids until he could see starry motes swim through the blackness. "I think I really, really messed up."

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ July 25, 2017 ○ 11:02+pm

	Variables quickly become infinite, and calculations impossible.

	The Watcher checks the batteries.

	"A window of time, even a relatively large one, is infinitesimally small compared to infinity."

	A lot of it comes down to estimation, even utilizing ancient superintelligence.

	Bayesian inference, Riemannian geometry, Minkowski space, Schwarzschild metric, Bostrom's existential risk, super-duper quadruple special relativity, 6-dimensional Calabi–Yau manifold, Farnes's dark fluid negative mass, Laplace–Runge–Lenz vector in a Type II Kardashev civilization…

	Science fiction nonsense. As improbable as a monster in the closet.

	And yet, the Watcher can watch.

	The Watcher can plan.

	The Watcher can make the impossible possible.

	The Watcher has a monster in the closet. And so much more.

	<You do not have to understand how photosynthesis works to watch a blood tree grow.

	<You do not have to understand meiosis to see a dinosaur hatch.

	<You do not have to understand a laser scalpel to sculpt flesh.

	<Science and nature and technology can exist without specific knowledge of why or how.

	<Epistemology is hubris. The brain can only understand so much.>

	"Might as well be magic.

	"Maybe it is magic.

	"I could ask. But I will not get an answer."

	A stomach cramp overtakes the Watcher, and he vomits mucus into the bucket.

	"Time is growing short.

	"This will be cutting it close.

	"And speaking of cutting…"

	The Watcher sculpts flesh, and the Experiment rolls its eyes back in agony.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ July 26, 2017 ○ 4:30am

	"Good morning. Today's weather forecast is partly cloudy, with a high temperature of 72 degrees. Thank you for choosing the Wichita Stanford Hotel."

	Presley hung up the phone and squinted at the bedside clock. 

	0430. 

	Early rising reminded her of being in the service. She half-expected to hear a bugle.

	Presley hadn't unpacked after flying in the previous day, so she only had to change out of the t-shirt she'd slept in and put on her clothes; khakis, cotton socks, rubber-soled hiking boots, a sports bra, sleeveless undershirt, and a button down flannel top. She was careful not to prod any of her bandages, as the wounds were still sore; two had reopened because of the workout Fabler had put her through the previous day.

	After brushing her teeth and taking her morning meds, she left her room key and five bucks for the house cleaner on the dresser, and headed for the lobby. Once Presley returned the rental car, she could take a taxi or Uber to Fabler's place.

	About to walk through the oversized revolving door and into the front parking lot, Presley realized she'd forgotten something on the nightstand.

	<My blue contact lenses.>

	Presley stopped, mid-step, that hesitation enough for her to notice the sedan parked next to the car she'd rented.

	A sedan with two men sitting inside. 

	The sun hadn't come up, but she saw them because the passenger was staring at his cell phone, the screen light bathing his face.

	<Kadir. His nose all taped up.

	<Did he track my credit card? My flight? My rental car or hotel reservation?

	<My cell phone?>

	Didn't matter at that moment. How Kadir and his partner found Presley wasn't the priority.

	<They're here. And I'm in some serious trouble.>

	She turned and briskly approached the front desk, talked briefly to the clerk, then got a new key card and hurried back to her room to grab the contacts. 

	<Kadir. The worst guy I've ever known.>

	In her line of work, Presley met a lot of unpleasant men. Most were alpha-male types. Many were sociopaths. Some were misogynists. 

	A few were violent.

	Kadir was one of the violent ones. Though Presley hadn't met him on the job, he was the kind of man that gave men a bad name. Poor impulse control. Self-absorbed. Lack of empathy. A grandiose narcissist. 

	And he liked to hurt people.

	Presley wasn't a natural born seductress. She learned the game and worked hard, acting flirty and getting men to like her, for the money.

	Kadir was a natural sadist. So being an enforcer was tailor made for him.

	<And somehow, he'd found me. Again.>

	Presley hurried down the hallway, exiting the fire door at the back of the hotel—

	—running right into Kadir.

	The man had six inches and eighty pounds on Presley, but he still gripped a gun in his fist.

	<Not taking any chances this time.> 

	"Going somewhere, hot mama?"

	Presley quickly recovered from the surprise. Her stomach clenched when she noticed his hand.

	<The black skull ring.>

	"Some people don't learn too good." Kadir had a smile that looked like a grimace, and it wasn't helped by deep acne scars and a round, fat face with hairy ears and bushy eyebrows. "But I like to help teach slow learners."

	He raised his hand, flashing his ring. The three spikes on it had barbs on the ends, like little arrowheads.

	Getting punched with Kadir's skull ring hurt more than a root canal.

	"We'll go over the lessons, again and again. Over and over until you understand."

	Presley blew out a breath and released the luggage handle, balling up her hands, hoping for an opening.

	"No no no…" Kadir raised the gun and pointed it at her head. "I'm not falling for any of your—"

	Presley slapped Kadir's gun arm at the same moment she dodged out of the line of fire. Then she continued the momentum, her back to Kadir, and brought an elbow up into his nose, hearing it snap for the second time that week.

	Just as the gun boomed, Presley had his wrist locked under her armpit, and she put both hands on the 9mm, bending upward, breaking Kadir's index finger as she tugged the weapon away.

	He squealed, bearing his weight down on her, and Presley felt an exquisitely sharp pain in her side.

	<He hit me with his ring.

	<Again.>

	That pain paled to the agony that came a moment later when Kadir yanked the hand away, taking a piece of flesh with it.

	Presley snapped her head back, connecting with his jaw, then wiggled out of his arms and kicked him, hard as she could, in his balls.

	Kadir raised his hands to his jaw, but oddly didn't react to the punt between his legs.

	Presley sprinted away, abandoning her suitcase, hauling ass down the hallway. She'd noted the fire exits in the building during yesterday's check-in, and took a quick left toward the nearest one, sounding the alarm as she rushed through it, darting across the street into a strip mall parking lot. Presley ducked behind an SUV, putting Kadir's gun into her waistband and pulling her shirt over it, trying to get her thoughts together, her breathing under control.

	<There's a good chance someone will report the gunshot, which means cops. 

	<Kadir won't want to deal with the police, so he and his partner, Doruk, should take off.

	<But they'll stick around. 

	<They followed me to Wichita. They won't give up anytime soon.> 

	She risked a chance looking back at the hotel. 

	<No police yet. No sirens in the distance. But no one tailed me.>

	Presley felt her side, saw blood on her fingers. The spikes on Kadir's ring hadn't penetrated too deeply, but she winced as her fingertip sunk into a divot; a missing hunk of skin where the barbs tore out a triangle of flesh.

	She felt her heart beat, and it beat fast.

	<Palpitations.

	<I need to stay calm.

	<I can't panic now.

	<I just took my meds. 

	<They'll kick in.

	<Any minute now, they'll kick in.>

	Presley concentrated on her breathing exercises.

	<Inhale for five seconds.

	<Hold for five seconds.

	<Exhale for five seconds.

	<Four breaths per minute.

	<The panic will pass.

	<Ride it out. It will pass.>

	She tugged her wallet out, extracting an expired library card with two feet of duct tape wrapped around it. Then Presley ripped off the top of her right sock, pressing the cotton against the wound, waiting for her platelets to clot.

	It took almost six minutes for the bleeding to slow, and either the breathing trick worked or the meds did their job, because she'd gotten a handle on her panic. Presley unwound twelve inches of tape from the library card and used it as a makeshift bandage. Then she pulled her shirt down over the blood stain, stood, and walked casually to a nearby diner, just another worker bee grabbing a cup of java before an early shift. 

	The place was half-full, the older folks with noses in their newspapers, the under forty crowd staring at their phones. Seating herself on a stool at the counter, Presley formulated a plan.

	<First things first, destroy the cell phone.> 

	A shame, because Presley still had twenty months of payments. But if they were tracking the phone somehow, she couldn't keep it on her.

	Presley closed her eyes, trying to remember anything on the phone she needed. All she could think of were two phone numbers. One, she knew by heart. The other, she had written down.

	After being poured a cup of coffee by a painfully cheerful server, Presley went to the bathroom, threw her cell phone onto the tile floor, and stomped on it several times. Then she dropped it in the toilet, just to be sure, and washed the blood out from under her fingernails.

	<Anything in the suitcase that could burn me?> 

	No. She didn't keep receipts or personal items, she always removed luggage tags, her clothes and toiletries were generic, untraceable. Except for—

	<My medicine.>

	She had her prescriptions filled at a pharmacy with thousands of nationwide locations, so she wasn't worried about getting more. But Presley had to move fast before Kadir could trace her.

	The diner didn't have a payphone; no surprise there, as payphones had mostly gone extinct. She killed the coffee, laid down five bucks, and asked the waitress to call her a cab. This close to the airport, a cabbie showed up within a few minutes. Presley asked to be taken to the nearest Walmart, about eight miles away.

	In the back seat she scrunched down, watching for Kadir.

	"You okay, lady? Something bothering you?"

	<Irritating how men can act concerned when none of them really are.> 

	Presley forced a smile and told the driver everything was fine.

	<Fake concern squelched with a fake response. Two can play the deceit game, but women play it better. And I play it best.>

	The pharmacist expressed sympathy that Presley lost her meds, but needed to confirm with her doctor to get refills. Presley explained she was travelling for a while, and needed a two-month supply. He told her to check back in an hour.

	With a few hundred in cash she bought a prepaid Visa credit card and a prepaid mobile phone. While waiting for her scrip, Presley set up her new cell, purchasing a hundred minutes with the new credit card. 

	She now had a line that couldn't be traced to her. 

	Presley located the phone number she'd written down a few days ago, scribbled on the back of an expired chicken nuggets coupon, and punched the numbers onto the touch screen.

	A groggy voice answered. "Who is this?"

	"I need you to return my rental car."

	"What the hell time is it?"

	"Car keys are at the front desk. There are two guys watching my car."

	"Who are—"

	"Cops might be coming. And I blew two hundred bucks on a new cell phone. I want to be compensated for it."

	"That's not part of our—"

	"You said you'd cover expenses. This is an expense."

	"Why did you—"

	"This is my new number. Don't call me. Ever. I'll call you if I need to."

	Presley hung up. Then she shopped for a hand mirror, gauze, medical tape, antibiotic gel, isopropyl alcohol, toiletries, underwear, socks, sweats, jeans, t-shirts, a jacket, and a duffle bag.

	After paying for everything, she brought her purchases into the family bathroom, locked herself in a stall, and stripped off her bloody t-shirt, checking her latest wound.

	The blood had leaked through the duct tape. Four of her other wounds had also begun bleeding again.

	Presley gritted her teeth, chiding herself for not buying any acetaminophen. Then she changed her bandages, wiping off the excess blood with toilet paper and alcohol. 

	A man came in, with a little girl. He waited while the girl used the stall next to Presley by herself, knocking every twenty seconds to confirm his daughter was okay.

	"I'm fine, Daddy. I'm seven."

	Hearing the child's voice hurt Presley worse than the alcohol sting.

	They eventually left, after Dad lectured his daughter about washing her hands, and Presley finished the field dressing and put on a fresh t-shirt and a flannel button-down, discarding the bloody clothes in the garbage.

	<Brooklyn. I'm doing this to get back to Brooklyn.>

	Then checked on her prescriptions. 

	"I could only give you the remaining balance on your lost prescription because Benzodiazepines are considered a controlled substance. Some patients abuse them to get high. Or sell them."

	"How about the alpha blockers?"

	"Same thing."

	It wasn't the same thing. The Prazosin wasn't a controlled substance, and those were the pills she needed more. But she didn't want to stick around and argue.

	<I've already been here an hour. There are cameras in every aisle, and my name is now in the Walmart Wichita computer system. 

	<Kadir found me at the hotel. He might be on his way here right now.>

	So she thanked the mansplaining pharmacist, bought some Tylenol and an energy drink along with the scripts, then swallowed four painkillers and called a taxi. 

	Thankfully, the cabbie that picked her up had no interest in small talk.

	They drove past the city limits, through farmland, to a heavily wooded area west of Cowlick Creek. Wichita was a city surrounded by plains, the majority of its trees planted by housing developments and zoning boards. But dense woodland popped up around the many rivers and waterways on the outskirts of the city. Fabler lived in a cabin on a large patch of land beyond the city limits, in a suburb known as Groundwater. The area looked less like the farmland and wide-open spaces of Kansas, and more like the thick forests native to Michigan or Wisconsin.

	She asked the driver to stop a hundred meters away from Fabler's home, and hiked the rest of the way, taking the extremely overgrown trail that constituted his private road.

	Fabler stood in front of his porch, dressed in old camo fatigues, so still that at first Presley thought he was a statue.

	"You're fifty-two minutes late."

	She approached and stood next to him, considering how to play it. "Rental car died. Had to arrange for it to be towed, then took a cab here."

	"When I tell you to do something, I need to count on you to do it."

	"It won't happen again. But I'm here now, so should we get started?"

	He didn't reply.

	Presley tried to read him, couldn't, and settled for a silent staring contest. She smiled with her eyes. A simple trick for getting people to like you was to stare at them while pretending they adore you. When someone adores you, you automatically act welcoming and happy, and when they notice that, it puts them at ease.

	Presley beamed.

	Fabler's expression didn't change.

	<Apparently that trick doesn't work on everyone.>

	After a long time, but probably only a few seconds, Fabler broke the silence. "Follow me."

	He led Presley to the porch. A clear plastic bottle filled with white stuff rested on the picnic table

	"Rub that on all of your exposed skin." Fabler took a stop watch out of his front pocket. "I need you to do it in less than six seconds."

	"What is it?"

	"Zinc oxide cream."

	"What does it do?"

	"It has an SPF of 50."

	"So it protects against sunburn?"

	"Among other things."

	Presley had more questions, but she kept silent and picked up the tube. After unscrewing the cap and giving it a perfunctory sniff, Fabler clicked the stopwatch and she did a quickie scoop/slap/rub on her neck, face, and arms.

	Fabler squinted at the time. "Seven seconds. You need to be faster. And you missed your ears."

	"Want me to try again?"

	"That would be a waste of zinc oxide. You'll try again tomorrow."

	"Now what?"

	"Did you have breakfast?"

	"Not yet."

	"Now we have breakfast. Are you injured?"

	<How did he know?> "Why are you asking?"

	"I smell blood."

	<That's creepy as hell.>

	"My period, remember?"

	Fabler nodded.

	<Good. The less he knows, the better.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:52am

	Fabler cracked the fourth egg into the bowl and scrambled them with a fork. Such a natural activity that he could do it on autopilot, yet the last time he'd actually made breakfast was for Lori, right before…

	<Don't go there. Keep it together.>

	He turned on the gas burner, liberated a cast iron pan from the drawer under the oven, and set it on the flame. He'd gone shopping a few days before, and grabbed butter out of the fridge, using the edge of the pan to saw a wedge off the stick. As it melted, he located a loaf of brioche on the counter and cut two thick slices. While soaking them in scrambled egg, it occurred to Fabler that he hadn't asked Presley if she liked French toast.

	"Is this okay?"

	"It's fine."

	Presley focused on the suture pad; part of a kit used to teach surgeons how to stitch with sutures. The pad had various cuts and tears in the latex rubber material that simulated skin, used to practice closing various wound shapes. Presley gripped a curved needle with Kelly forceps, and was pretty good at it. Fabler guessed she'd done it before.

	He swatted at a housefly. "Ham?"

	"Sure."

	"Strawberries?"

	Presley nodded.

	Fabler plopped the two large slices of bread onto half the pan, saving the other half to sear some slices of deli ham.

	"Coffee?"

	"Please."

	He opened up the cabinet, eyes lingering on Lori's favorite coffee mug, then selected two others from the back. Fabler poured one for Presley and set it on the table, noticing the thin layer of dust coating the tabletop.

	<Hell, the whole house is covered with dust.>

	"I was away for a while. Been meaning to clean up."

	Presley glanced up from her suturing. "Do you need help?"

	<What is she asking? Help with breakfast?

	<Or help with my mental health?

	<Cleaning. We're talking about cleaning.>

	"No. I have other things for you to do. You need milk or sugar?"

	"Black is fine. How did your wife take it?"

	Fabler froze. "Take… what?"

	"Her coffee." Presley pointed at the cabinet with her chin. "I saw His and Hers mugs. That's usually a married couple thing."

	Fabler considered his response. "Her brother got them for us as a wedding gift. Sort of a gag. He and I were friends."

	"Were?"

	"My wife… she… <what do I say here?> She… left." Fabler attempted a chuckle, which sounded as forced as it felt. "I guess one of the rules is that when you leave, you take your family members with you."

	"So you're not friends anymore?"

	"No. Not for a long time."

	Presley sipped some hot brew. Fabler knew it wasn't good coffee, but she didn't comment on the taste. 

	"What was her name?"

	Fabler noted her use of past tense. "Her name is Lori."

	He flipped the French toast, and the ham.

	<Is it me, or is the sizzling unusually loud?>

	"Was Lori disabled?"

	Fabler didn't understand the question. "Disabled?"

	"Handicapped? I noticed you have railings on all the walls."

	"No. She isn't handicapped."

	Fabler served them both. He noted Presley's tidy stitching on the suture pad, the knots tight.

	<She's either done this before, or she's a fast learner.> 

	They ate in silence. 

	Presley used maple syrup. Fabler didn't bother; he had pretty much lost his sense of taste since that day, and eating had become perfunctory. When they finished, Fabler cleared the dishes, put them in the washer, and showed Presley to the guest room. It contained a bed, a dresser, an old tube TV, an adjoining bathroom, and a closet. 

	"Where are the door knobs?"

	"I'm in the process of changing out all the locks."

	"When will they be back?"

	Fabler shrugged. "The doors still close. I won't enter without knocking. Remember to do the same. Have you used a KRISS Vector before?"

	"No."

	"I'll give you five minutes to unpack, then meet me on the west side of the house."

	Fabler left her alone, then went to set up the rifle target, wondering if her reason for being late had anything to do with the new duffle bag she carried, the Walmart tag still attached to the zipper. She also had a size M sticker on the back of her new shirt.

	<Came from Texas.

	<Rental car.

	<No luggage.

	<All new clothes.

	<Presley is running from something.

	<Which is good.

	<It's a built in excuse for going missing.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 12:15pm

	After wasting his morning watching Fabler and Presley do that insane thing where she wandered around the house wearing a welding helmet and holding a flare, Grim watched them eat lunch and realized he was hungry.

	They had sandwiches. Grim had half a bag of Cheetos and the last alcopop. Red flavor.

	<When did colors become flavors?>

	It tasted like cough syrup.

	After lunch, Presley did some deep knee bends. "Can I go for a jog? To stretch?"

	"You shouldn't wear yourself out. More training this afternoon."

	"I won't."

	"How long will you be gone?"

	"Ten minutes? Twenty?"

	"Stick to the roads. Woods are tricky to navigate."

	Presley nodded, doing a few more stretches on the porch, then taking off down the dirt driveway.

	<Man, she sure has a lot of energy.

	<Maybe I should get a workout in. And stop putting unhealthy crap in my body.>

	A weird feeling came over Grim, and the hairs stood up on his arms. He did a quick 360 in his apartment.

	<No one here.

	<I'm becoming paranoid.

	<It's because I'm watching others. 

	<Get a grip, man.

	<No one is watching me.

	<No one knows what I'm up to.>

	He went back to the app.

	Fabler had disappeared.

	Grim checked the room cameras, one-by-one. Then he checked the outdoor cameras. Fabler's Jeep still sat in the driveway.

	<What the hell? Did he vaporize?>

	Grim continued to flip between cameras, expecting Fabler to come out of a bathroom. Or a closet. Those were the only places that weren't covered by the surveillance set-up. After several minutes of switching scenes, one after the other, he found Fabler standing in the kitchen.

	<How the hell did he get there?

	<Is it the booze?>

	Grim shrugged it off, and sucked down more red-flavored poison.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 3:46pm

	Presley could feel the soreness creeping in. Not only her multiple puncture wounds, but the deep ache of lactic acid build-up in the muscles. Though Presley kept fit, she hadn't done a serious workout in months, and Fabler had run her hard for almost three hours straight. He called the exercise shooting sprints; run around the house, empty a magazine into a target, run around again while reloading. While she ran, Fabler repeatedly changed the target location and distance so she would have to find it again. The target was a cast iron pan hanging in the center of a campfire tripod, the range anywhere from ten to eighty meters away. 

	No matter how fast she sprinted, Fabler always moved the target and returned to the porch before she could finish the lap. And while Presley panted like a hound dog in July, Fabler remained relaxed, even though he had to be running.

	<Is he just ridiculously fit?

	<Can he work magic?

	<Is some hidden assistant helping him?

	<Does he have a freaking teleporter?>

	Fabler gave her eye pro and ear pro; ballistics glasses and rubber plugs connected by a length of paracord, but her head still rang after all those rounds fired. And her hand, especially her trigger finger, hurt like crazy.

	<It's like being back in IET. And of all the things I miss least about my military service, Basic Training ranks near the top.>

	Lunch consisted of slapped together ham and tomato sandwiches, a choice of mayo or mustard. Presley had one of each.

	Fabler didn't talk.

	Afternoon focused on grappling practice. Fabler had some serious skills, and drilled Presley on several moves; arm bars, wrist locks, leg locks.

	Several times, his hands touched the bandages beneath her shirts.

	He didn't comment. But Presley noted that Fabler took care never to touch the same bandage twice.

	He also became gentler. Which felt less like grappling, and more like hugging.

	<Ugh.>

	"Let's try the choke hold again." He sat behind her on the ground, his arms and legs around her. "Cinch it under the chin. Tight. Like this. This is important, in case your opponent has a longer neck."

	"A longer neck? Are we wrestling giraffes?"

	Fabler didn't respond.

	They switched positions, Presley wrapping around him. 

	<Feels like gripping a sack of iron cables.>

	Fabler made her choke him fifteen times.

	After grappling, dinner was spaghetti. Just noodles and a jar of sauce. 

	<Fabler's homemaking skills are inversely proportional to his combat ability.>

	"When do I get paid?" Presley tried to make it sound casual as she wiped her plate with the last of the brioche. 

	"Every seventh day."

	"And the boarding includes food?"

	"Yes. That's what you're eating right now. Food."

	"Could it be food I pick out?"

	Fabler stared at her.

	"I could do the shopping next time I go into town. I can go into town, right?"

	Presley had no intention of visiting town again anytime soon, not with Kadir prowling around. But she wanted to gauge Fabler's reaction.

	"Of course. Grocery shopping is one of your activities."

	"Can you tell me what other activities? Or are they secret?"

	She went for playful, using the tone she'd developed for married men in bars.

	"Getting your hair and nails done. Going to the spa for facials and massages. Hot yoga at the gym."

	<Well, this sure is unexpected.> "You're paying for all that?"

	"Yes. It's part of the job."

	She guffawed, just once, more out of surprise than amusement. "I still don't know what this job actually is."

	"You will." Fabler slurped a long noodle into his mouth, getting sauce on his lips. "In time."

	 

	FABLER ○ 9:38pm

	Fabler put on a Sigourney Weaver DVD and watched Presley walk down the hallway.

	<Right past the hidden panel, without a glance.> 

	The top-notch carpentry work made Fabler confident Presley wouldn't discover the hidden door.

	<She'd sure be in for a shock if she did.

	<Anyone who saw it would be shocked by my secret room.

	<If she put her ear up to it, she'd hear something.

	<But what's the likelihood of that?>

	"I'd like to turn in early, if that's okay." Presley yawned. "I'm pretty beat."

	"After the movie."

	"Watching movies is part of the job, too?"

	"Yes."

	Presley sat on the couch and watched the film.

	Fabler sat in the easy chair and watched her.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ July 27, 2017 ○ 1:56+am

	The obedience prod is a shining example of form and function.

	It delivers an electrical impulse which stimulates the entire nervous system.

	The pain is excruciating.

	Pain leads to compliance.

	Even the most primitive of animals can be taught to comply.

	It can render a mastodon helpless.

	The Watcher stands before the Experiment, prod in hand.

	"It is again time for surgery."

	The Experiment screams, trying to recoil.

	The Watcher uses the prod.

	He does this several times, so the lesson is properly learned.

	When the Experiment is splayed out on the floor, conscious but unwilling to fight back, the severing begins.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ July 29, 2017 ○ 6:22am

	Lying awake in bed, Presley waited and listened.

	She kept her burner phone off, and her only two contacts had explicit instructions to never call unless it was an emergency. 

	For the past three days, Fabler had gotten up at dawn to jog through the woods. It baffled Presley how the man found the energy, considering he trained alongside Presley, doing everything she did. 

	Fabler usually jogged for twenty to thirty minutes. That gave Presley a chance to check her phone for messages, which she quickly went through.

	It also gave her a chance to snoop.

	Yesterday, she'd called the doctor to transfer her prescription from Walmart to Fabler's grocery store of choice, an independent, family-run business. Presley hoped Kadir wouldn't be able to trace it. She no longer needed Xanax to fall asleep; being constantly exhausted took care of that. But Presley still depended on her Prazosin to keep the night terrors at bay.

	Getting up four times a night, screaming, didn't qualify as restful. And even though Fabler had been extremely good at avoiding any personal chit-chat, high-volume night terrors would likely be a topic he'd want to address.

	<And I don't want to address it at all.>

	Presley wouldn't trade her military experience for anything. Not only did it forge her into the self-reliant woman she became, but she'd gotten the greatest gift ever during her tour. 

	On the downside, the PTSD continued to stick around, long after the bombs stopped dropping.

	Presley could usually control her fear and anxiety during the daytime, only needing Xanax when a panic attack cinched in. But asleep, with her subconscious untethered, she relived Afghanistan and the firefights and the explosions and Jason and enough blood and guts for a dozen lifetimes. Prazosin quelled that nightly storm.

	Presley heard the front door slam; Fabler going on his morning jog.

	<The sound I've been waiting for.>

	After a slow count to ten she got out of bed and checked her phone.

	<No emergency messages.

	<If Fabler sticks to his schedule, I have about fifteen minutes to search the house and get back into bed before he returns.>

	Presley knew the house well. Not only because she made it a point to pay attention to her surroundings, but because Fabler demanded it; one of her latest training exercises required navigating the cabin with her eyes closed. She knew how many steps from her bathroom to the kitchen, how many from the front door to the porch, how to get from the living room to the backpack in her bedroom in under eight seconds while wearing a blindfold and ear protection.

	She had already done a quick toss of the place during Fabler's previous excursions, checking closets and cabinets and drawers, searching everywhere except for Fabler's bedroom.

	That's where he kept his computer. 

	Presley decided to try the PC before she searched the room. She slid on some blue shorts that clashed with the purple t-shirt she'd slept in. Then she checked to make sure he wasn't on the property, and spent a good ten seconds listening for sounds in the woods. Satisfied Fabler wasn't nearby, Presley padded through the house, quiet even though no one was home, moving slowly down the hall and pausing outside his bedroom.

	The wooden floor creaked under her feet.

	A loud, shrill creak.

	<Enough to wake Fabler, if he'd been sleeping.

	<Good to know.>

	She stared at the door, closed but without a knob or lock, took a deep breath, noted how her heartbeat seemed louder and how much it had speeded up, checked around her again to make sure Fabler wasn't there, placing a palm on the door, slowly pushing it open and seeing—

	An ordinary bedroom.

	The bed made up, military style. Presley bet the hospital corners were so tight the sheets could pass the quarter bounce test. Everything clean and in order and squared away. Two dressers, two closets, a trunk, and a nightstand.

	 Presley continued into his room and paused, catching a scent.

	The room smelled like a guy. Musky, male, and something else. 

	<Fear.>

	Fear had an odor. Sort of metallic and sharp. Presley knew it well, thanks to combat, and the scent brought back memories she wished weren't memories. 

	Presley hesitated—

	<Don't freeze, stay focused.>

	—then resumed motion, walking toward his desk, the floor creaking again.

	<Damn. Creaky house.>

	She pulled out the chair and sat, inspecting the computer. Compact model, the tower small enough to fit on the desktop next to the printer and monitor. Luckily, it boasted a CD drive. Presley found the power button. The PC appeared brand new, but the processor was low end, taking forever to boot up, whirring and chittering and making so much damn noise that Presley wondered if Fabler could hear it, even from a kilometer deep in the woods. When the Windows screen finally came on, it asked for a password.

	Presley tried the obvious.

	L-O-R-I.

	The user name or password is incorrect.

	As ex-military, Fabler knew the importance of keeping his data safe. But a grunt was a grunt, and the 11 Bravo guys Presley had met weren't renowned for their tech savvy. 

	<I bet Fabler's only protection is a password. His computer files won't be encrypted.

	<I'll try a simple hack at first, and see how far I can get.>

	Presley inserted her OphCrack CD in the drive and restarted, then repeatedly tapped F10. Once she set the PC to boot from her disk, it took a few minutes for the OphCrack loading screen to come up.

	The program searched hashes. Unlike a brute force attack which could take days by trying every possible key combination up to 14 characters, OphCrack searched the hard disk's SAM files for stored passwords; a simpler and quicker solution. As the program did its thing, Presley took a quick tour of the house, peering through windows for Fabler, ears tuned to any sound of human presence. After a tense few minutes, she squeaked back into the bedroom and checked on the computer.

	The program found the password.

	I-L-O-V-E-L-O-R-I.

	<Sure you do, crazy guy.>

	Presley removed the CD, rebooted using F10, changed the boot order back to HDD, and then waited for the password screen to come up. Windows accepted her typing <thx OphCrack>, and then Presley stared at Fabler's desktop screen—

	—and was surprised by what she found.

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:43am

	Fabler blew his breath out through clenched teeth as he surveyed the woods around him.

	Once again, he hadn't been able to find what he'd been looking for.

	<It has to be here.

	<Somewhere.>

	He checked his GPS screen. It had tracked all two dozen of his forest excursions, jagged lines jutting out from the center hub where his house stood. The image looked like a child's crayon drawing of a flower. 

	<No luck. Yet again.

	<Time to head back.>

	He tucked the Garmin into his jacket pocket and jogged toward home. Double-time.

	<I'm pretty sure Presley was awake when I left.

	<I could tell by her breathing.

	<I've been gone for eighteen minutes.

	<Which is too long to leave her alone.>

	There were things in the house he didn't want her to find.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:44am

	There were only a handful of icons on the computer desktop, all of which came with the computer.

	She checked his control panel.

	<This is bizarre.>

	Fabler hasn't installed a single program since setting the computer up, May 13th.

	She checked his recycle bin, found it empty, and pushed a thumb drive into the top USB slot. It held a data recovery program, which could restore any deleted files. Recycling a file in Windows on an HDD didn't actually erase it. Instead, Windows allowed the data to be overwritten as new files and programs were saved or created. The data remained there until something replaced it.

	<Anything he deleted, I should be able to recover.>

	While she ran the program, she tried to check Fabler's email, and noted he hadn't set it up.

	<Hotmail or Google, maybe?>

	She checked his Chrome history, searching the websites he'd recently visited.

	<Holy shit.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:48am

	A nightmare woke him up. One where he needed to get away from something, or maybe get to something, and it was like running through a neck-high river, the current against him.

	He considered trying to go back to sleep, knew it would be futile, and checked the time.

	<Perfect. It's beer o'clock.>

	Grim got up and grabbed a cold one from the fridge and took it into the bathroom to drink while he pissed.

	<In one end, out the other.>

	He finished the beer <cheap crap but still better than that alcopop> while in the bathroom expelling the ones from last night. A finished beer was always a cause for sadness. But, happily, it was three minutes after beer o'clock, which was also beer o'clock.

	Grim cracked another brew, because it was futile to fight beer o'clock, and then he checked the monitor app on his phone. After cycling through the cameras he located Presley sitting at Fabler's computer.

	"What's she doing?"

	Donny didn't respond. 

	Grim checked the other cameras. No Fabler in the house. He switched back to Presley, trying to make out what was on the computer screen.

	<Too far away to see anything.>

	"Should have bought the better cameras."

	He glanced at Donny, who was upside-down and staring at his little plastic treasure chest.

	Waiting for something to happen.

	<I feel you, man.>

	Grim flipped through the other cameras, one at a time, and paused on the porch.

	In the distance. A blur of movement.

	<Fabler.

	<Jogging toward the house.>

	"Oh, shit." Grim switched back to Presley, who was still hunched over the keyboard. "Get out of there. He'll go postal if he sees you on his computer."

	Grim had been trained to act during a crisis situation, which this certainly was.

	<But what can I do? 

	<Warn her. I need to warn her somehow.>

	Grim changed the camera view to the porch.

	No Fabler.

	But his muddy hiking boots sat next to the patio door.

	<Holy shit.

	<He's in the house.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:52am

	After kicking off his shoes, Fabler went in through the sliding door and padded quietly to the kitchen. 

	<I'll find it. Eventually I'll find it. There's a lot of woods out there, and—>

	Something interrupted his train of thought.

	A clicking noise.

	<Sounds like fingers on a keyboard.

	<Presley?>

	Fabler left the kitchen, following the sound.

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:53am

	<Do something.

	<Warn her.

	<How? How can I warn her?

	<Call. I need to call.>

	Grim hit the home button on his cell and dialed a number he hadn't dialed in almost three years.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:53am

	She scanned through Fabler's search history.

	<Redheads.

	<The only thing he does online is look for redheads.

	<Dozens of them.>

	Presley continued to scroll down, hoping to see something else. Anything else. Even kinky porn wouldn't be as disturbing and incriminating as endless searches for red haired women.

	The only website he visited that had no connection to redheads was clearanceemployment.com.

	<He looked for me.

	<There's nothing on that site that will expose my secrets.

	<But what's with this redhead obsession?>

	Presley clicked on one, and the results were worse than she feared.

	The woman in the link lead was missing.

	So was the next woman she clicked on.

	And the next.

	<Is he searching for missing women?

	<Or…

	<Could he be searching for them, and then they go missing?>

	Presley was looking for a date on the page, and then jerked halfway out of her chair when the phone rang.

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:54am

	As the phone rang, Grim held his cell at arm's length and glared at the cameras.

	Presley sat completely still, perched in front of Fabler's computer,—

	—staring at the ringing phone on the desk next to her.

	<Don't pick it up, Presley. Let Fabler get it. Then you'll hear him.>

	Grim accessed the kitchen camera. 

	No Fabler. 

	Grim quickly checked the other five cameras.

	<He's not anywhere.

	<Where the hell is he?

	<The hall?

	<He's gotta be in the hall.>

	Grim hadn't put a camera in the hallway. But the hall connected to the kitchen, which connected to…

	<Fabler's room. He's coming.

	<C'mon, Presley. Get out of there.>

	Grim willed her to move, praying to a God he didn't believe in. 

	"C'mon. Move. Get out of there. Get out of there, goddammit."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:54am

	She almost answered the phone. Fabler hadn't gotten a call in the entire time she'd been there, and Presley's curiosity piqued.

	<Who could it be?

	<He never gave me instructions not to answer the phone.>

	<Maybe it's Fabler.

	<Maybe he's calling and wants me to pick up.

	<I can claim ignorance if he gets pissed.

	<And I'm curious who it is.>

	Presley reached for the receiver.

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:54am

	"Don't pick up the phone. Look behind you. He's going to walk in."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:54am

	The floor creaked and Presley's head whipped around toward the noise.

	<The hallway.

	<He's home.>

	The phone rang again, covering the slight sound Presley made when she hit the power buttons on the computer and monitor.

	A housefly zoomed silently past her while Presley considered several courses of action.

	<Confront him, saying I was looking for something?

	<No. Fabler made it clear I should stay out of his bedroom. 

	<I need this job, and can't risk being fired.

	<Jump out the window?

	<No time. Fabler is just outside the door.

	<Hide?>

	The desk was too small and out-in-the-open to hide under, and she couldn't get to the closet or bathroom in time.

	That left the bed. 

	Presley timed it for the next ring, her two creaky strides covered by the phone. Then she dropped to the floor, sliding under the dust ruffle and pulling herself underneath, holding her breath to avoid making sound just as Fabler walked into the room.

	That's when Presley realized she left her data recovery thumb drive sticking in the USB slot of Fabler's computer tower.

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:55am

	He walked to his desk toward the phone, pausing because the chair seemed out of place. Normally he aligned it with the desk edge.

	It had been pulled back several inches.

	<Did I do that?>

	Fabler couldn't be sure. Memory, like the mind itself, boasted more malleability than he ever could have guessed. Perception, reality, truth, imagination, invented and repressed recollections; it all formed cracks that were already close to catastrophic breaks.

	<I can't remember where it is in the woods.

	<How am I supposed to remember if I left my chair five inches further away than usual?

	<Or…

	<Could it be Presley?>

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:55am

	<Holy hell, she left the pen drive in the tower.

	<Holy hell, he sees it.

	<C'mon, Fabler, you asshole, pick up the damn phone.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:55am

	Fabler stood there, stock-still, staring at his desk, as Presley peeked through a split corner in the dust ruffle.

	<He sees it. He sees the thumb drive.

	<Oh… no… he's reaching for—>

	Presley bit the inside of her cheek and watched, terror squeezing her, as Fabler's hand snaked alongside his body—

	—resting on his holstered Glock 21.

	<Stay calm.

	<Don't panic.

	<Do. Not. Panic.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:55am

	<Am I being paranoid?>

	Paranoia had saved Fabler's life more than a dozen times. He once trusted his instinct implicitly.

	<But I used to trust a lot of things.>

	The phone rang—again—and Fabler realized his hand had drifted to the butt of his .45. He quickly pulled it away, staring at his palm like it didn't belong to him.

	<Stop it.

	<Stop acting insane.

	<If I stop acting crazy, I'll stop being crazy.

	<Perception drives action which drives reality.

	<Answer the damn phone.>

	Fabler picked the receiver up from the cradle and held it to his ear.

	"Hello?"

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:56am

	<Shit. What do I say?>

	Seconds passed.

	"Who is this?"

	<Do I answer? Tell him it's his brother-in-law?

	<Tell him he can't hide the truth about what happened to Lori?

	<Tell him I hate him so much I have dreams about killing him?>

	Grim opened his mouth, working up the nerve to speak.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:57am

	<Remember how to breathe.

	<Inhale for five seconds. 

	<Hold it five seconds.

	<Exhale five seconds.

	<Hold it five seconds.

	<Repeat.>

	Presley had the training. She knew fear was a physical response to stress. The limbic system squirting hormones, preparing the body for fight or flight. 

	<I can control my body.

	<Except that I can't.>

	Presley's hands shook and her lungs refused to inhale. Like she was being squeezed in the fist of a vengeful god.

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:57am

	Fabler stared blankly at his computer, unable to focus his vision or his mind.

	<Wrong number?

	<Or…

	<Could it be…?>

	Fabler spoke with measured determination. "I know who this is. I'm coming for you."

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:57am

	Grim disconnected.

	Then he subconsciously inventoried his body parts; feet, legs, gut, back, shoulders, arms, hands, neck, face, head.

	<Routine after a firefight, because the adrenaline could mask an injury.>

	He knew immediately why he'd lapsed into that routine.

	<I'm afraid.

	<But I'm safe. Here. Now.

	<Fabler can't hurt me.

	<I'm safe.

	<But Presley isn't.

	<She's still under the bed.

	<And her pen drive is still sticking out of that computer tower, as obvious as a raised middle finger in church.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:57am

	<Breathe.>

	Presley couldn't get her diaphragm to move.

	Her eyes welled up, her vision getting blurry.

	<My meds. 

	<I need my meds.

	<I need—>

	Fabler turned around, facing the bed.

	"I know you're here."

	<Oh shit.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:57am

	"Oh shit."

	Grim watched as Fabler turned in a complete circle.

	"I know you're here. And I know you're watching."

	Grim clenched his jaw, waiting for Fabler to look up at the camera.

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:57am

	"Lori isn't yours. She's mine. And I'm coming for you assholes."

	<That felt stupid to say out loud. But it also felt good.>

	Fabler stared for a moment. At nothing. At everything.

	Then he left the bedroom and went to look for Presley.

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:57am

	Confusion pushed fear aside.

	"You assholes?" 

	<Assholes is plural.

	<He isn't talking to me. Or to Presley.>

	"Who the hell is that nut job talking to?"

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:58am

	She listened as Fabler walked through the house, calling her name.

	The fear and palpitations and dizziness and panic swallowed Presley up, and everything went blurry and then black.

	When she opened her eyes, Fabler still yelled for her. He sounded like he'd gone outside.

	<I passed out.

	<For how long?

	But she was able to breathe again.

	<Okay, soldier. Move.>

	Her body didn't respond. She felt another panic attack begin to take hold.

	<I can't black out again.

	<Move, dammit.>

	Training took over, and in a smooth motion Presley pulled herself out from under the bed, got her bare feet under her, and went to the window, looking for Fabler.

	"Presley? Where are you?"

	<He's in the house again.>

	Presley eased the window open, cringing as it creaked. The breeze that came in and cooled the sweat on her face had the same effect as being slapped out of a stupor.

	"Presley?"

	<Sounds like he's in the kitchen.

	<He's getting close.>

	Presley eased herself through the open window—

	<Shit, the thumb drive.>

	She stared back at it, two meters away.

	<Leave it. Fabler didn't see it before.>

	CREAK.

	"Presley?"

	<He's in the hallway again—

	<—just outside the bedroom door.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:59am

	<Where is she?>

	Fabler felt a hot jolt of fear

	<Could she be gone?

	<Impossible. I would have seen it.

	<I should have seen it.

	<But I was in the woods.>

	"Presley!"

	<Please don't let her be gone.

	<She can't be gone.

	<Training is going so well.

	<We're getting so close.

	<So close.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:59am

	<He's so close.>

	"Presley!"

	<I can't leave the thumb drive. If he sees it, I'm sunk.>

	Presley took three quick steps toward the computer, snatched the drive, then scooted out the window, face-first like going down a waterslide. She fell, hands down, in pine needles, tucked and rolled, then came up and shut the window from the outside, palming the glass. Then she ducked and crept through the back yard, past the big circle of dead grass, trying to figure out her next move.

	<I gotta sneak back in the house. But what do I say if he sees me?>

	Then she heard the patio door open.

	Presley bolted, running in the opposite direction, the ground rough under her feet, rounding the corner of the house, considering the tree line.

	<Go into the woods? Watch and wait?>

	"Presley!"

	<He got ahead of me.>

	Fabler had circled around the other way, stepping out from behind the gutter downspout.

	Presley jogged to a stop, facing him.

	"Hey, Fabler. I was on my way back. Morning jog."

	"Morning jog?"

	She blew out a stiff breath. "Yeah. That's what you do in the morning, right?"

	"In your bare feet?"

	They stared at each other for a few seconds.

	When Presley spoke, she tried to sound matter-of-fact. "Builds up the callouses." 

	His blank expression didn't change. "Is that so?"

	"Never know when you'll be caught without shoes."

	He continued to stare.

	Presley kept her eyes on his, trying not to glance down at his sidearm, trying to keep the pen drive hidden in her hand.

	Finally, Fabler nodded. "Smart. I should start doing that."

	<Wow. 

	<He actually bought it.>

	"Remember to take it easy at first." Presley smiled the smile she used on married men. "No Legos."

	"Excuse me?"

	"You ever step on a Lego?"

	"No."

	"Those toy plastic building blocks. You didn't have Legos as a kid?"

	"No. You played with Legos?"

	"Uh, sure."

	<Can he tell I'm lying?>

	More awkward silence. 

	<Look at him like he's my best friend ever.

	<Don't show fear. Don't panic.

	<Breathing heavy is okay. I've been jogging.

	<He doesn't know I hacked his computer.

	<Keep the conversation light.>

	"Did you have toys at all? Or did you come out of the womb doing drills?"

	"I had toys."

	"What kind of toys?"

	"GI Joe."

	<No surprise there.>

	"So you wanted to be in the Army since you were a kid?"

	"I wanted to have purpose."

	"Did you find purpose?"

	"Have you been outside the wire?"

	<He's asking about combat. If I ever left the base. "Yeah, I've been outside the wire. Infantry weren't the only ones who got blood on their boots."

	"A lot of call for plumbers in the field?"

	Presley doubled down. "I wasn't 11 Bravo like you, but I wasn't a fobbit or a tockroach."

	"When did I tell you I was 11 Bravo?"

	<Uh-oh. Do I tell him I Googled him?>

	"There are grunts and there are POGs. You telling me you're a Person Other than Grunt?"

	"I was a grunt."

	"I wasn't. But I was in some shit."

	<I was in a whole lot of shit.>

	"Did you find any purpose in that shit, Presley?"

	She answered honestly. "No. All the killing. It made no sense at all."

	"Sometimes the things we want, they don't make sense."

	Presley waited for more. No more came. But Fabler got that faraway look.

	She cleared her throat. "Training at the usual time?"

	Fabler focused back on her. "Quarter after. First shooting sprints. Then weight training. Need to build up your core and arms."

	"Why?"

	Fabler stared for a bit longer, his expressionless face its own expression. "Same reason you run in bare feet. Because you never know."

	Apparently, that was the end of the conversation, because he walked away.

	Presley took a moment to compose herself.

	<That was too close.

	<I got lucky. Real lucky.>

	She decided that she wouldn't snoop like that again until she was sure Fabler would be gone for a while.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ July 30, 2017 ○ 7:00+am

	Even an eon has windows of opportunity that can be missed. Which is why he records everything.

	Catching up on his viewing, he sees the drama unfold.

	Lots of suspense. Lots at stake.

	Like one of those old soap opera television shows he has copies of.

	"He likes that woman. That might prove useful."

	The Watcher checks the clock and smiles.

	"Not much longer now."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ July 31, 2017 ○ 3:13am

	"Meet me in the kitchen in two minutes. Dress warm."

	Presley peeked her eyes open, glaring at the walkie-talkie on the nightstand. Her eyes flicked over to the clock.

	<It's 3am.

	<God, he's a bastard.>

	Presley rolled out of bed, sore muscles coming to life with sparks of pain, and managed to slip on some khakis, socks, and a sweatshirt over the tee she'd slept in. Sticking her achy feet into hiking boots, she trudged into the kitchen noting the microwave was running.

	<Maybe he's making us an early breakfast.>

	Fabler sat at the table, his stopwatch in hand. "You're thirty-eight seconds late."

	"It's 3am."

	"Where's your backpack and rifle?"

	"You didn't tell me to bring them."

	Fabler stared at her. 

	<Arguing is futile.>

	Presley went back to her bedroom and got her backpack and KRISS. When she returned, Fabler had a black visor strapped to his head.

	"Have you used night vision goggles before?"

	Presley nodded. "I used NODs for Driver's Training. for my HUMVEE license."

	"Starlight or thermal?"

	<Hell, I don't remember that.> "Starlight, I think."

	"These are thermal. They read the infrared emitted by an animal, rather than the photons bouncing off an animal." He handed Presley a monocular. "They're the only night vision where you can hunt in complete darkness." 

	"Is that what we're doing, Fabler? Hunting animals in complete darkness?"

	"Some things can see in the dark." He smiled a rare smile, and it chilled her. "This evens out the playing field."

	The microwave pinged, and Fabler took out a large, Pyrex bowl, filled with—

	"Sponges? Please tell me those aren't for breakfast."

	"These aren't for breakfast. Follow me."

	Fabler carried the bowl to the back door, told her to wait on the porch, and spent a few minutes throwing wet sponges around his property.

	<Do I need the money this bad?>

	"Okay. Put on the goggles. Power switch on the left side."

	The monocular fit her scalp like a hat. Presley snugged a strap tighter, adjusted the eye rubber, and flicked it on.

	The night lit up in black and white. Fabler, walking up to her, had a bright and ghostly aura, a stark contrast to the darkness around him.

	Also contrasting beautifully in the black of night were the sponges he'd heated up, each one a brilliant rectangle of white.

	<Wow. Big difference from starlight goggles.>

	Fabler stood behind her and gave the order.

	"Fire at will."

	Presley commenced her sponge hunt.

	 

	GRIM ○ 2:15pm

	Grim picked up his phone and watched as Presley, worn out from a march, went into the bathroom.

	He hadn't set up cameras in the bathrooms, but even if he had, he wouldn't have watched.

	<I put in cameras to watch Fabler. Not to peep at naked women.

	<She deserves privacy.>

	An odd sort of chivalry, considering he spied on Presley without her knowledge.

	Also an odd sort of intimacy. One-sided and creepy, but there nonetheless.

	<Stare at something long enough, you grow attached.>

	In the five days he'd been observing, Grim had begun to like the woman quite a bit. Presley possessed many admirable traits. Good shooting skills, with both rifle and pistol. Exceptional hand-to-hand combat technique, giving Fabler increasingly more competition when they sparred. And she boasted a streak of defiant sarcasm that was often LOL funny. Presley asked questions and made comments that slightly mocked Fabler, and that asshole never caught on.

	<I think I have a crush on her.>

	"You've been out of the game too long, jackass. Watching some girl on your phone isn't a relationship. It's sleazy voyeurism."

	<I'm talking to my fish. Not to myself, which would be a troubling sign of mental deterioration.>

	The fish didn't reply. But Donny seemed especially happy, surrounded by four new brothers, all upside-down catfish, fifty bucks a pop at the pet store. Four of the Osmonds were currently inverted, feeding on the freeze-dried brine shrimp floating on the top of the tank. 

	Even though Presley didn't know it, her sudden appearance in Grim's life had been good for him.

	<She sets a good example.>

	Since her arrival at Fabler's, Grim had somehow discovered motivation he'd thought was long lost.

	Presley cleaned Fabler's house, not because Fabler ordered her to, but on her own time after complaining about the dust.

	And, while she cleaned, Grim followed suit at his own place.

	Presley took over the cooking at the Fabler household, and Grim made fresh meals on his own, usually copying Presley's recipe from the night before. So far, they'd made chicken stir fry, lamb curry, beef goulash, pepperoni pizza, and baked Chilean seabass—which Grim learned was actually called the Patagonian toothfish until some savvy marketer changed the name for obvious reasons.

	When Presley showered, Grim showered. When she worked out, Grim hit the weights until he ached. It had been less than a week, but his beer gut had shrunk noticeably.

	"I know this is unhealthy." He sprinkled more brine shrimp into the top of the tank, watching the Osmonds chow down. "But can it be unhealthy if I'm feeling healthy? I mean, it's not hurting her at all. I'm not some pervert stalker. I'm watching her to make sure she's okay. Like a protector."

	<Except I'm not protecting anybody. I live six miles away from Fabler. If anything extreme went down, it would take me twenty minutes to get there.

	<And spying on someone, even if the intent is benign, is still a pretty ugly thing to do.

	<Ugly. But not as ugly as other things I've done.>

	He set down his phone, grabbed his keys, and left the apartment to check the mail. Grim waited at the top of the stairs, listening for Mitch in the lobby. The mailman wasn't around, so Grim descended and checked his box.

	Bills. More bills.

	<They sure pile up when you're unemployed. 

	<And expenses have gone way up recently.>

	He went back upstairs, logged into his bank, and frowned at the balance.

	Grim knew he could probably get contract work if he wanted it. He still knew how to take orders. How to shoot. A month in Afghanistan or Kuwait would pay his bills, including recent expenses, for a year.

	<But I know that's not happening.>

	Now that Presley was in the picture, Grim didn't want to leave the country.

	He needed to stay home.

	To watch her.

	To find out what happened to Lori.

	To keep an eye on that asshole, Fabler.

	<Fabler.>

	"I'm broke, and that asshole has got money. A few hundred grand from the state, for a few easy years in prison. He killed my sister, and gets to live like a king. Is that fair?"

	The Osmonds didn't respond, but Grim got the impression they agreed.

	<But what does it matter? 

	<It's not like I can do anything about it.>

	"Or can I?"

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 3, 2017 ○ 10:34am

	"First aid kit."

	Presley, the welding mask on her head, had her whole arm in the backpack and was probing around, trying to find the object Fabler requested. 

	<Focus. The kit is a hard, plastic case.>

	She pushed past a roll of duct tape, a pack of emergency candles, a large flashlight, a walkie-talkie with an ear bud, and finally locked her hand around some sort of container. She tugged it out.

	"No."

	Presley weighed it in her hand. "What is it then?"

	"That's the toiletries. Deodorant, camping toilet paper, baby shampoo, toothbrush, zinc oxide, camo paint stick."

	<That's how Fabler's brain works. He considers camouflage war paint a toiletry.> 

	Without removing the mask, Presley shoved the case back into the bag, making sure she put it in the right location because Fabler had drilled her ad nauseum, "Everything has its proper spot, so you can find it without looking," and then she pulled out something in a squarish, fabric case with a canvas handle. But as soon as she got it free, Presley knew she'd gotten it wrong. Too heavy. Too solid.

	"That's the AED."

	"The AED." It took a moment for Presley to remember what the letters stood for. "Are you going to teach me how to use this?"

	"It has voice commands that walk you through it when it's activated."

	"Maybe they can walk me through finding the first aid kit in this bug-out bag?"

	Fabler didn't laugh. Nor did he give her extra guidance.

	Presley put the AED back and continued to rummage. She pulled out something odd-shaped; light, felt like plastic, had a hinge in it that folded out.

	"What's this thing?"

	"A Pocket Fisherman. Popular when I was a kid."

	"How big were your pockets when you were a kid?"

	"Funny. It's a complete fishing rod and reel combo in one unit. Much smaller than a regular pole." 

	"So what's the Pocket Fisherman for?"

	"Fishing." 

	<Stranger and stranger.>

	Presley put the Pocket Fisherman back in its spot, and searched the rest of the backpack for the first aid kit. But the kit didn't seem to be present.

	<Is he testing me to see if I noticed it was missing?>

	Then she remembered that it was in the bottom pocket, not the main bag.

	Irritated that Fabler hadn't corrected her sooner, she unzipped the bottom, and found the case.

	"Take out the lidocaine bottle and a syringe."

	That required twenty seconds of rooting around inside the kit. Being blind was brutally tough.

	<I rely on sight more than I would have guessed.>

	"Is this the bottle?"

	"It's the only bottle in there."

	"Okay. Now what?"

	"Open the syringe, and draw out one cc of liquid."

	"How do I know how much one cc is?"

	"How big are the syringes?"

	Presley remembered looking at them earlier. "Three ccs."

	"So only pull out the plunger one third of the way."

	"I need to do this without looking?"

	"Sometimes you can't rely on your eyes."

	"If it's too dark, couldn't I use one of the flashlights in the bag?"

	"Darkness is only one way to blind you."

	That made about as much sense as anything else Fabler said.

	Presley opened the syringe pack and pulled the cap off the needle.

	"Now pull in a cc of air."

	"You want me to inject air into my arm?"

	"No. That would cause an embolism, and could be fatal. You're going to inject air into the sealed bottle, to displace the liquid so there isn't a vacuum."

	Presley did as instructed, measuring the draw with her fingers. Then she pushed the needle into the rubber top of the bottle, pressed in the air, and withdrew a guesstimated cubic centimeter of fluid.

	"Now what?"

	"Stick it into your upper arm."

	Presley hesitated. "Lidocaine is a local anesthetic. I don't have any pain in my upper arm."

	"Have you ever done heroin?"

	"No."

	"Are you a diabetic?"

	"No."

	"So you've never given yourself an injection. I need to see that you can do it."

	Presley raised the needle—

	—touched it to her arm—

	—and stopped.

	<What if Fabler switched the bottle to something other than lidocaine?

	<I can't see anything. I could be injecting myself with rat poison.

	<But why would Fabler do that? If he wanted to hurt me, he could have done it right after I put on the welding helmet. Or any of a dozen other times during the past ten days of batshit crazy training.>

	"Go on."

	<I'm totally in the dark here. In more ways than one.

	<I haven't felt safe or in control since coming to Kansas. Even while I'm grocery shopping, I keep looking over my shoulder for Kadir.

	<But this is especially stupid and reckless.>

	"I…"

	"Do it, Presley."

	"I… I can't."

	"Why not?"

	"It doesn't make sense."

	"It does make sense. You just don't understand it yet."

	"I don't understand any of this, Fabler. Because you don't tell me what any of this is for."

	"You understand following orders. Learning to react makes it possible to act in the absence of command."

	"I thought this was a job, not me re-enlisting."

	"There will come a time when something happens that is so bizarre, so alien, that your brain won't be able to handle it. But you don't need to understand it. You need to act. Hesitation is fatal. Overthinking is fatal."

	"It doesn't make sense from my perspective."

	"Then change your perspective. Change your perspective, change your world." 

	<That sounds wise. For a fortune cookie.

	<Blind and holding a syringe, it sounds insane.>

	"I won't do this, Fabler."

	Presley startled when Fabler took the bottle from her hand and tugged off her welding mask.

	Then he reached for his ankle holster and pulled out his Charter Arms Pitbull. 

	Presley had her revolver out half a second later, but as she raised it, Fabler opened the cylinder of his weapon and dumped the five cartridges onto the table. Then Fabler chose a round, placed it back into the cylinder, and spun it before swinging it back into place.

	He handed Presley the revolver, butt first.

	"Aim it at my head and fire."

	She didn't take his weapon. "Really? You expect me to play Russian roulette?"

	"I expect you to follow orders."

	<This is getting too real.> "I've followed every ridiculous order you've thrown at me, Fabler. But injecting myself with some unknown liquid is stupid. Shooting you in the head is even more stupid."

	His eyes were intense. "Presley, I need you to trust me."

	"Trust you? That isn't part of the job description."

	"I loaded at the three o'clock position, and spun the cylinder three times exactly. The live round is in the last position, five shots away from firing."

	"I'm not shooting you in the head."

	"You won't shoot me in the head. I counted the clicks. The hammer will fall on an empty chamber."

	"There's a twenty percent chance it won't."

	Fabler's face contorted, slightly cockeyed. "For this to work, you need to do what I say, when I say it."

	"For what to work? I've been here for ten days, and I don't even know what this job is. You've got me doing all of this bizarre training, but haven't told me for what."

	"I'll tell you when I need to."

	"Well maybe you need to, because I'm about to walk away from twelve hundred bucks a week if you don't start explaining."

	<Damn. Did he catch that slip?>

	Fabler placed the gun against his temple—

	"Fabler!"

	—and pulled the trigger.

	CLICK.

	The hammer snapped down on an empty chamber.

	"Jesus. Fabler, that was the stupidest—"

	He squeezed the trigger again.

	CLICK.

	"Fabler!"

	And again.

	CLICK.

	Without even being aware of it, Presley had brought up her own gun and was pointing it at him. "Stop it. Put the gun down, Fabler."

	Fabler cracked the barest of smiles. "You're going to stop me from shooting myself by shooting me?"

	<Okay, that's a pretty stupid reaction.> 

	Presley lowered her gun, unable to stop her hands from shaking. "Fine. I believe you. You're some kind of gun ninja, and knew how many times the cylinder spun."

	Once again, Fabler held out the revolver, butt-first.

	"There's one more empty cylinder. Shoot me."

	<Do what he says. 

	<Do it for Brooklyn.>

	But Presley didn't take the gun.

	"Do it, or you're fired."

	"This is wrong, Fabler. It's sick. Guns aren't toys."

	"Guns are tools. Right now, I'm using this tool to get you to trust me."

	"This doesn't make me trust you. It makes me doubt your sanity."

	<Even more than I already do.>

	"Take the gun. Pull the trigger. I'll be fine. The bullet is in the fifth position."

	"No."

	A grunt of obvious disapproval rumbled in Fabler's throat, and he lowered the revolver.

	<Glad that's over with.>

	 Then in a blur of motion Fabler raised the pistol, pressed it under his chin, and fired.

	CLICK.

	She flinched anyway, imagining the top of his head blow off so vividly it could have been real. But when that didn't happen fear gave way to anger. "You… son of a bitch."

	On instinct, Presley raised her gun again, but Fabler slapped it down, pinning it to the table. Then he raised his Pitbull over his head and fired.

	The shot was deafening, and bits of wood from the vaulted log ceiling sprinkled down on them.

	"Fifth position!" 

	He yelled, so she heard him above the painful ringing in her ears. Then he released her gun hand, and she raised her weapon again as he reached for the syringe she'd dropped. He injected himself in the arm, keeping his eyes locked on hers the whole time. Then he stuck two fingers into his breast pocket and removed the bottle of lidocaine, setting it in front of her.

	"I want you out of here by tomorrow morning."

	Fabler stood up and walked out of the dining room, leaving Presley so shaken she began to cry. When she got herself under control, she set down Fabler's .45, left the table, and walked out of the house, with no idea of what to do next.

	 

	GRIM ○ 10:39am

	Grim, watching the scene on his cell phone app, stood up straight when Fabler shot the ceiling.

	"Holy shit."

	He bumped into his aquarium tank, watching in seeming slow-motion as it toppled over and crashed to the ground, glass shattering, water exploding everywhere, the Osmonds all skating off in different directions across his floor.

	"Holy shit."

	He sprinted into the kitchen, filling a large bowl with tepid water, then hunting around for his catfish. He found Merrill next to the TV stand, Jay over by a bookcase, and Alan pinned under a large piece of glass that, thankfully, didn't cut or crush him.

	Wayne tried to swim through a mushy pile of aquarium gravel, and he joined his brothers in the bowl.

	But Grim couldn't find Donny.

	"Donny!" 

	Calling for a fish was stupid, of course, because Donny wasn't going to respond. Grim got on all fours, placing his cheek on the floor, trying to spot Donny's obvious tear-drop shape.

	<How long can fish survive out of water? Two minutes? Three?

	<How long has it been?>

	Grim re-checked the remains of the tank, fearing Donny had been mashed, and then he heard something.

	Flop. Flop-flop.

	Grim crawled over to the sofa, and saw Donny underneath. He gently scooped him up and placed him in the bowl.

	Donny floated to the top, belly up.

	<Swimming? Or dead?>

	"Don't check-out on me, buddy."

	Grim poked him, trying to keep him submerged, and then whipped out his phone and tried to Google fish CPR, spelling CPR wrong with the letters inversed, trying again, coming up with search replies that had nothing to do with resuscitating aquatic friends, and he weighed the pros and cons of picking up Donny and blowing into his mouth like a balloon when his little fins twitched.

	"C'mon, buddy. Don't give up."

	Donny flicked his tail. Once. Twice. 

	Then he began to swim around.

	Grim drew a bath, fussing between hot and cold until he got as close as he could to room temperature. He transferred the fish into the bathtub, and double-checked the tightness of the plug.

	"Sorry, guys. My bad. Watching that maniac…"

	That little Russian roulette scene had unnerved Grim in an unexpected way. Part of him had been waiting, hoping, for the gun to fire and end Fabler's miserable life.

	But another part of Grim, a bigger part, wanted to plead with Fabler to stop the craziness.

	<Why? Because I still consider him my best friend?

	<It can't be that. He's a monster.

	<It must be because of Lori. If Fabler dies, I'll never know what happened to her.

	<That has to be the reason.>

	"He's out of his goddamn mind."

	The Osmonds didn't answer. But the Zen vibe they'd been giving off since he bought them had disappeared, replaced with obvious agitation.

	"Minor setback. We'll get things right again. I promise. But first you need a new home."

	Grim dressed and headed into town to buy an aquarium.

	 

	FABLER ○ 11:04am

	Presley had driven away in Fabler's Jeep, not saying where she was going.

	Fabler didn't care where she went. Her whereabouts, and his vehicle, weren't what concerned him. He'd wasted ten days, and during that time had discovered training to be a lot more complicated than he'd anticipated. On him, and on her. 

	<Stubborn streak aside, Presley had performed extremely well.> 

	Fabler had even begun to think that she might actually survive. 

	But, when it came down to it, the woman couldn't follow orders. She hadn't even taken her .45 with her, leaving the ankle carry on the table when she left. 

	Fabler couldn't abide by that. She had to go.

	<Finding a replacement will be tough. Though women with Presley's skills certainly exist, locating someone who matched the physical requirements, could be trained in time, and followed orders without question might take weeks, or even months.

	<I don't have months. I have twenty-seven days.

	<Give or take.>

	Fabler went to his bedroom, sat on the bed, and stared at Lori's cell phone, plugged into the wall.

	It blinked a message; 93 Missed Calls.

	Fabler picked it up and pressed a few buttons.

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	He spoke without leaving a message. "It's me. I blew it. I miss you. I so want to see you again. I—"

	Then Fabler remembered the obvious.

	<If I want to see her, I should go see her.>

	He hung up the phone, then went to the hallway.

	To the secret room, hidden in the wall.

	To look at what remained of Lori.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 12:21pm

	After dialing, Presley had to fight the shaking in her hand to hold her cell phone steady.

	"He fired me."

	"He what?"

	"It doesn't matter. I can't do this anymore. The asshole was playing around with a gun."

	"Are you okay?"

	"I'm fine. He was trying to teach me some stupid lesson about trust. But it felt more like some sick, co-dependent grooming exercise. The guy is certifiable."

	"Do you need more money?"

	Presley snorted. "Money? I can't do anything with money if this psycho kills me. And it doesn't even matter. I'm fired."

	She checked her six in Fabler's rearview mirror, saw a dark sedan a few cars back.

	<Is that Kadir?>

	Presley slouched in her seat and slowed down, letting the car catch up so she could see the occupants.

	The sedan turned right and disappeared into traffic.

	<This whole situation is bad. I need to cut my losses and get out of town.>

	"So, what next?"

	<He was right more than he knew. 

	<What next?

	<Even if I get to Brooklyn, money will still be a problem.

	<Kadir will still be looking for me.

	<Where can I get a job that pays as much as this one?

	<Money. It always comes down to money.>

	Presley pulled into the grocery store parking lot, turning the car around so it faced the street and she could watch for Kadir.

	"Presley? You still there?"

	"I'm here. I'm thinking."

	"About what?"

	<About risks vs. rewards. About sacrifices, and promises. About the value of life, and if some lives are worth more than others.>

	She made her decision. 

	"I'll do it for double."

	"Double? Jesus, that's—"

	"I'm ten minutes away from the airport. Let me know now, or I'm on a plane and you'll never hear from me again."

	He didn't hesitate. "Deal."

	Presley had a thought. "Also, I want to meet you."

	"Me? Why?"

	"Fabler gave me a hard lesson about trust. The anonymous phone calls and the blind money drops are going to stop. I want to know what you want."

	"I explained that to you. I want you to keep an eye on Fabler."

	"Why?"

	No answer.

	"I'm not an idiot. I looked him up. He went to jail for killing his wife. What does that have to do with you?"

	"His wife…"

	"Yeah?"

	"She…"

	"Spit it out."

	"She may not be the only one he killed."

	Presley had suspected as much. But hearing her suspicions confirmed made her stomach dip. "How did you find me?"

	"VA."

	"You served? Wait, did we serve together? Tell me your name."

	There was a lengthy pause. "Okay, I'll meet you. And explain everything. But you told me he fired you."

	"He did."

	"So how are you going to get the job back?"

	Presley set her jaw. "I know a way."

	<It's an ugly way. And I'll hate myself for doing it.

	
<But I know men. I know what they want.

	<And if it gets me back to Brooklyn, it's a sacrifice I'll gladly make.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 12:25pm

	Grim was pulling into the pet store parking lot when his eyes were drawn to the woman coming out of the grocery.

	<You gotta be kidding. 

	<It's Presley.>

	She carried a canvas bag, a baguette poking out of the top.

	Grim's heartrate kicked up.

	<I should talk to her.

	<Is that crazy?

	<Of course that's crazy.

	<She has no idea who I am.

	<Leave her alone. Don't be crazy stalker guy.>

	He elected to not approach her.

	Still, seeing her in person, only a few meters away, felt surreal. 

	The surreality of the situation vanished as tires squealed and a car pulled up in front of Presley, two men getting out and rushing at her. Both wore suits. One had a taped-up nose and a finger splint.

	Presley did a quick spin-kick, hitting one in the head, then the other grabbed her from the side, bear-hugging and pinning her arms.

	On instinct, Grim reached for his gun and his badge, remembering he was no longer a cop a millisecond before he slapped for his badge case and found the pocket empty.

	But he still had a gun. And he still had his flashers.

	Grim hit the switch on his dashboard, the Bronco's red and blue lights coming on in the rear window, the siren whining once before he killed it.

	He stepped out of the cab, crouching behind the open door, raising up his 40 cal Smith & Wesson. "Police! Freeze!"

	The two men, and Presley, looked Grim's way.

	"Everyone, hands above your heads!"

	They all complied.

	He almost called Presley by name, but caught himself. "Ma'am, please move away from them."

	She took a few steps to the side.

	<Okay. That was all automatic pilot. Training overriding thought. 

	<Now what? I'm stuck.

	<I can't arrest anyone. I'm already breaking several laws impersonating an officer.

	<Maybe I could say I witnessed a crime in progress, acted as a concerned citizen?

	<Say I did it on automatic pilot?>

	But the county, and state, were already pissed at him because of Fabler's wrongful conviction. 

	<Which wasn't really wrongful, but no one believed me. 

	<Still, I was damn lucky that charges weren't brought. I don't want to rock that particular boat.

	<I need to de-escalate.>

	"Are you okay, ma'am?"

	Presley nodded.

	"Do you know these men?"

	"This is my… cousin."

	That was as big a lie as Grim had ever heard, and he'd heard some whoppers.

	"Do you always greet your cousin with a kick to the head?"

	"We were goofing around." The guy with the nose bandage had a smile like a moray eel. "No harm meant, officer. Can we lower our hands?"

	Normally, Grim would frisk them, checking for weapons and drugs, looking for additional charges. 

	<But I'm not that guy anymore.>

	He kept playing cop anyway. "Do you want to press charges, ma'am?"

	<If she says yes, I'll bring them all into the station. It might land me in jail, too, but I can't walk away from this.>

	Presley shook her head. She appeared shaken. "No."

	"We aren't pressing charges, neither." The moray eel guy had a puffy, pock-marked face, which looked like he missed out on winning Mr. Ugly World because they had standards.

	He elbowed his partner, a guy so big he could have been two big guys sewn together. The big man nodded. "Yeah. We ain't pressing no charges."

	"So nobody is pressing charges." The ugly guy stopped smiling. "Can we put our hands down, officer?"

	Grim nodded. "Yes. But keep them where I can see them."

	He noted the man wore a knuckle duster ring. Thick metal, black, a distinctive skull design.

	<And spikes.

	<Hitting someone with that thing could potentially kill them.

	<What has Presley gotten herself into?>

	Skull Ring turned out his palms. "Are we free to go, officer?"

	Grim had no choice. He holstered his weapon inside his jacket. "Yeah. You can go."

	Skull Ring lowered his arms, made a gun with his thumb and index finger, and pointed it at Presley. "Catch you later, cuz."

	Then the suited men got into the sedan and pulled away.

	Presley speed-walked into the parking lot, away from Grim. 

	<Let her go?

	<Or find out what just happened?>

	Grim made a quick decision, jogging after her.

	"Ma'am, can you hold up a second?" She ignored him, and Grim ran up alongside her. "Why don't I believe that was your cousin?"

	"Are you detaining me, officer…?"

	"Pilgrim."

	She stopped and narrowed her eyes at him. "Are you detaining me, Officer Pilgrim?"

	"Just Pilgrim. And everyone calls me Grim."

	<Everyone used to call me by my last name, Pilgrim. Thank you for that, John Wayne. But Lori couldn't say Pilgrim when we were kids, so she shortened it to Grim, and it stuck.

	<Should I mention that?

	<No. Don't bring up the dead sister at a first meeting. I just need to keep talking and stop being weird.>

	"So, are you detaining me, Officer Grim?"

	"No. But I can't walk away from a fatality like this."

	"Fatality?"

	Grim pointed. "French bread down."

	Presley's baguette had fallen out of her bag. It lay on the pavement, broken in half.

	"What should I do? Bring him in for vagrancy?"

	Presley raised an eyebrow, appearing confused.

	"Because he's loafing around."

	Presley cracked the tersest of smiles. "Wow. That was lame."

	"Well, my bread jokes are a little crusty."

	"You're making it worse."

	Her posture as still defensive, but her face softened.

	"Look, this probably sounds weird, but I'm off duty, and the bread here; frankly, it sucks. There's a bakery right up the street that's much better."

	For a moment, Presley considered it. But then her face darkened. "I… I have to go."

	She brushed past.

	"Okay. But be careful. Your cousin parked across the street."

	Presley stopped. After three seconds, she turned. "How far away is the bakery?"

	"Less than a mile. You can follow me in your car. Bear claws as big as your head, and the best Napoleons in Kansas. Plus, they serve a decent cup of coffee."

	Presley raised an eyebrow. "Are you hitting on me, Officer Grim?"

	"Just assisting a citizen trying to legally acquire some fresh baked goods." 

	"That's all this is?"

	<Is that all this is?

	<Yes. Have a good day and be safe.

	<No. I've been watching you for ten days, and you're inspiring me to make better decisions and I like the way the sunlight makes your hair look like it's glowing.

	<Don't say that. Corny. 

	<What the hell do I do?

	<Stall.>

	"When you kicked that guy, what was it? Karate?"

	"It's a slap kick. Krav Maga."

	"I… thought… <What should I say?> I thought that was awesome."

	<Weird. I went too weird, too quick.

	<This is a stupid as hell idea anyway. What was I thinking?>

	Grim's ears glowed hot, and he almost excused himself to slink back into the car and eat his own gun in shame. But Presley spared him.

	"Okay. Do you mind driving us to the bakery?"

	"Sure. No problem."

	<How the hell am I going to get through the next twenty minutes without blowing everything?>

	But, at that moment, Grim didn't care.

	He'd watched Presley drink over a dozen cups of coffee since she began living with Fabler.

	<It will be nice to actually join her for one.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 12.45pm

	<Grim.

	<Officer Grim.

	<Except he isn't a cop anymore.> 

	Presley knew, from her research, that Grim was the brother-in-law who framed Fabler and sent him to prison for three years.

	<Is it a coincidence that he happened to run into me in a city of six hundred thousand people? Or is something else going on here?>

	Presley had zoned out in the grocery store, thinking so intensely about what she'd have to do to get rehired by Fabler that she'd let her situational awareness lapse. Somehow both Kadir, and Grim, had snuck up on her, coming out of nowhere.

	<I could have handled Kadir. He wasn't going to try anything too extreme in public, in front of a supermarket.>

	 Somehow, he must have been able to track her Xanax prescription, and had been watching the store.

	That was troublesome. It showed how resourceful he was. And how determined he was.

	<Trying to hide from Kadir isn't working. He's going to have to be dealt with. But I have no idea what to do.>

	Grim's knight-in-shining-armor routine, coming to her rescue, had a goofy charm to it, but he presented a whole new problem.

	<Has he been spying on Fabler, and now he's spying on me?>

	Presley had to find out. So she played not-too-hard-to-get and climbed into his truck.

	They were quiet during the two minute drive. Presley assumed Grim didn't enjoy small talk, so she focused on the rearview mirror, checking for Kadir.

	Then they were parked, and walking to the bakery. Presley couldn't spot Kadir's car. 

	<I have to pay more attention when I go out.> 

	And Fabler had her going out a lot. Besides the grocery shopping there was yoga, manipedis, spa days, getting gas, and doing various errands around town. 

	<Strange work, but it beats running around with a welding mask on.

	<I hope I can fix things. I need this job.>

	Presley found a tiny table for two while Grim ordered. She appraised him, found him easy on the eyes. Fit, proportioned, muscular, but not chiseled like Fabler. His red hair had a natural curl to it, and the scruff on his chin gave him a lumberjack vibe.

	<The kind of guy I would have been attracted to, back when I was young and stupid.>

	There were eight customers in the place, none looked out of place. She noted the fire exit, and sat so she could face the storefront window.

	Grim set down two black coffees—cream and sugar on the table—and two Napoleons. Presley hadn't been hungry, but she picked up her fork and took a bite.

	Thick icing, creamy custard, and the filo dough melted on her tongue.

	<When was the last time I had sugar? It's so good.

	<This coffee is good, too.>

	She checked the window, then glanced at Grim. He seemed conflicted. 

	Presley leaned forward, elbows on the table, chin tilted up: her go-to table posture while flirting with married guys, usually because she wore something low cut and it invited them to peek down her cleavage.

	<It isn't as effective in a sports bra and flannel shirt.

	<I'm not wearing make-up, either.

	<I probably look like hell.

	<Change of plan.>

	Presley leaned back, adjusting herself on the chair so her foot brushed Grim's leg. Another go-to move. 

	<Touch the mark, show you're interested.> 

	Grim cleared his throat. "So, what can I call you?"

	"Presley."

	"Like Elvis?"

	<Never heard that one before.> Presley offered a tolerant smile. "No relation."

	"Sorry. I bet you get that a lot."

	"Probably as often as you get asked if your family was on the Mayflower."

	He looked confused, then his face brightened. "Right. Pilgrim. Thanksgiving. Kids used to tease me about that."

	"What's your first name?"

	"Colin. But no one calls me that. Even my parents, they called me by our last name. Which, thinking about it, is kind of weird. My sister… she nicknamed me Grim."

	"So, big family?"

	"They're all gone."

	"Sorry to hear that." 

	Silence. Not uncomfortable. Presley purposely looked away.

	<Let him think I'm bored.

	<For some weird reason, guys prefer aloof to overtly interested.> 

	"Where'd you learn to kick like that?"

	"I spent some time in the Army."

	"Yeah? Me, too. Where'd you do your BCT and AIT?"

	Grim was a former cop and former military, so he had multiple avenues to do a background check. Presley opted for the truth.

	"Basic Combat Training and Advanced Individual Training at Oklahoma. Fort Sill. You?"

	"Benning."

	"Never been to Georgia. Nice?"

	"Is there a nice place to do push-ups?"

	Presley shrugged. "Lawton was nice. Quiet. Good people."

	"What was your specialty?"

	<Lie and say Army Plumber?

	<For some reason, I don't want to do that.

	<I'd rather he know the truth, so I can gauge his reaction.>

	"25 Bravo."

	Grim sipped his coffee. "Computer geek?"

	"Mostly. I did some hacking in my misspent youth."

	"So you're smart."

	"Do smart women intimidate you, Grim?"

	"Of course they do. So do good looking women. So I'm sort of double intimidated right now."

	He cleared his throat and became very interested in his coffee.

	She accidentally gave his leg another bump. 

	"So… did some prosecutor offer you enlistment instead of jail time?"

	"Not quite. My father talked to the court. I was ready to take my chances with the judge, until I learned the Army had a pretty good tech program." 

	"Uncle Sam embraces hacking? I'm shocked."

	<So we're trading army stories?> "I wish. I thought it would be a desk job, and I wound up in the field, trying to get networks online while mortars blew my platoon to hell."

	"You saw action?"

	"Got the Purple Heart and the PTSD to prove it."

	"Where all were you?"

	"Afghanistan. You?"

	"Iraq."

	"Let me guess; 11 Bang Bang."

	 Grim nodded. "Do I give off an Infantry vibe?"

	"You might as well tattoo groundpounder on your head."

	"I was thinking about doing that. Can't decide on the color."

	"Is that where you got the scar on your hand? The army?"

	Grim looked at his palm, then ran his finger over the two inch white ridge. "Ah… no. I'd love to say I got it saving a busload of kids from some knife-wielding insurgents, but this was just a dumb accident. I've got some other, better scars. But you probably don't want to play the showing-off-scars game."

	<I definitely don't want to play that. But give him some hope.>

	Presley smiled. "Maybe when I get to know you better."

	Grim chuckled. "Well, the physical ones, they make good stories. The psychological ones, not so much."

	"How's the sleep?" <I'm actually genuinely curious about that.>

	"I've been self-medicating with booze."

	<I went that route. Failed at it.> "You should try Prazosin."

	"Heard of it. The nightmare pill. Works?"

	"I haven't woken up screaming in over a year."

	Grim sipped more coffee. 

	<He's attractive, in an awkward, dopey, kind of way. 

	<He held the door open for me when we walked into the bakery. Been a while since anyone had done that. 

	<And his eyes are kind. 

	<Unlike Fabler, who looks like he could skin a person without blinking. 

	<Grim is the sort of guy who would nurse a sick bird back to health.

	<Or maybe it's been too long since I've gotten laid.

	<Wow, how long has it actually been?>

	She buried the thought.

	<Stick to the script. Find out what he knows.

	<You're trying to get him to talk to you, not take you home.>

	"So, how long have you been a cop?"

	"A few years." He reddened. "I… uh… look, I wanna be honest. I used to be a cop, but I ceased to be one a few weeks ago."

	She played it coy. "So you're not Officer Grim?"

	"Just Grim. The lights, in my truck, I haven't gotten around to returning them yet."

	"What happened?"

	He looked at his pastry and rubbed his jaw. "I made a mistake. A big one."

	Presley decided to push it. "Wait… Pilgrim? Did I read about you? That guy with the missing wife?"

	His shoulders slumped. "My sister."

	<Keep pushing. You need to know what he knows. Smile so you don't piss him off too much.> "Didn't you frame him, or something?"

	"It's complicated."

	She went all-in. "How is that complicated? Did you frame him or didn't you?"

	Grim stared up at her. The boyishness was gone, and he had a pained look. 

	<Did I take it too far?

	<How would I react if someone badgered me into revealing some of the doozy mistakes I've made?>

	"I framed him."

	<Keep going. This is what you do.> "Why?"

	"Because he did it. He killed my sister. And he was going to get away with it."

	"So you took the law into your own hands?"

	"I had access to some lab reports…" Grim turned up his palms. "I tried to help the state's case."

	"That's pretty serious."

	"She was family. Do you have a family? What would you do for them?"

	"I'd do whatever it takes." <No questions asked.>

	"That's what I did. But the bastard somehow got a few steps ahead of me." He leaned closer, lowering his voice. "You need to be careful, Presley."

	<Huh?> "Why do I need to be careful?"

	"Because there are psychos in the world. They seem like they're good people, on the surface. But inside, they're broken. Broken and crazy and capable of things you can't even imagine."

	Presley thought about Fabler with the gun to his own chin, and her appetite vanished. She pushed the plate away.

	Grim's face relaxed, his eyes getting bigger. "Sorry. I get a little intense sometimes."

	"No, it was fine. I've reached my sugar limit."

	Silence ensued. Presley risked a glance through the window, looking for Kadir.

	"We never found her body."

	She turned back to Grim. "Your sister?"

	He nodded. "Lori."

	"So maybe she's not dead?"

	"She's dead. She has to be. But the not knowing… in a lot of ways, it's worse." He lifted his coffee cup again, but halted when he saw it was empty. "No funeral. No last goodbye. It's like a cut that doesn't heal. And it won't. Not ever. Not until I know what happened."

	Presley reached out, put her hand on his. Not flirting. Just one human being reaching out to another.

	He pulled away. 

	<That's disconcerting. I'm not used to men pulling away from me.

	<Wait a second. Who's manipulating whom here?>

	Grim leaned back, clearing his throat again. "So, uh, where you from?"

	"How do you know I'm not local?"

	"You don't have the Wichita twang. You sound a bit more East Coast."

	<He's astute.> "Brooklyn. Born and raised. Then I hopped around. Oklahoma. Michigan. California. Washington. Texas. Now here."

	"What brings you here?"

	"Work. I'm sort of a… <careful here> an assistant for this guy. He's got some mental health issues."

	"So you're his nurse?"

	"Not really. I help him with things."

	"Computer things?"

	Her mind flashed to almost getting caught, hacking Fabler's PC. "When needed."

	"Been in town long?"

	"About two weeks."

	"How do you find our fair city?"

	"Coreen's is nice." Presley held up her hand and wiggled her fingers, showing off her French manicure. Two of them had already chipped, courtesy of training with Fabler.

	"That hair place? My sister used to go there. Raved about a stylist named Dominic."

	"That's the guy I use." <At Fabler's behest.>

	"Anyplace else in town you like?"

	"I joined a spa."

	"BlueSpa?"

	"Yeah." Presley raised an eyebrow. "Why? Something I need to know?"

	"No, place is supposed to be nice. My sister went there, too."

	<Fabler set up my appointments for Coreen's and BlueSpa. He also insists I shop at a specific grocery store, and get gas at a certain station.

	<I blamed it on Fabler being obsessive-compulsive.

	<But he's making me follow Lori's old routine.

	<The implications here are… scary.>

	"That guy…" Grim interrupted her train of thought. "The one you kicked. Who is he?"

	Presley returned to the moment, considering her possible answers. 

	<Can't hurt to reveal a little.>

	"I needed money. The banks wouldn't lend me anymore. So I got it from someone who wanted it back fast, with a lot of interest."

	"A loan shark."

	She nodded, reaching for the pastry again, breaking off a piece of frosting with a chocolate swirl on it. "When it came time to pay, I didn't have it yet. I was working, had some cash, but it wasn't enough."

	"That guy had a ring. A black ring. I've seen them before."

	<Uh-oh.> "Really?"

	"It's Turkish Mafia. The skull face has fish hooks on it. Tears out a hunk of skin when you throw a punch."

	The icing in her mouth got sour. "Really?"

	Grim leaned in closer. "I'm not a cop anymore, but I still have a friend or two at the precinct. I can take you in right now. You can file a report."

	Presley shook her head. "No way."

	"They can protect you."

	"That would make things worse."

	"But if that guy is—"

	"I can handle myself, Grim."

	"I don't doubt you can. But that was two on one."

	"In the parking lot… I got distracted. It won't happen again."

	Presley finished her coffee and decided she wanted to leave. Then she remembered that leaving meant going back to Fabler's, and trying to convince him to take her back. As much as she didn't want to have this conversation with Grim, that was an even grimmer proposition.

	She appraised the man in front of her. 

	<Nice enough, decent company, not hard to look at. And there could be more things he knows about Fabler that could help me get rehired.>

	Presley smiled, hooding her eyes, like they were sharing a delicious secret. <Which, in a way, we are.> "So… you self-medicate with beer?"

	"On occasion."

	"Where can a girl get a decent beer in this town?" 

	 

	FABLER ○ 1:20pm

	When he was done staring at Lori, Fabler left the secret room, sealed the door tight, and went to shower away his tears.

	After the shower, he sat down at his desktop and searched for a copy of his Craigslist ad. After pulling up the file, Fabler tried to figure out what he could change to get more responses.

	He decided to deal with it later.

	Then he did sit-ups until his stomach felt like it was being torn in half.

	Then he rubbed himself all over with zinc oxide.

	Then he put on the welding mask, lit a flare, and ran twice around the house.

	Then practiced with his lockpicks.

	Then he opened a fresh condom.

	Then he practiced hiding his lockpicks.

	Then he did push-ups until his arms felt like they were being torn in half.

	Then he navigated the house, on his knees, using the wall railings.

	Then he practiced with the Pocket Fisherman.

	Then he used the angle grinder to cut a meter off the restraint chain, and attached it to the leather harness.

	Then he did squats until his legs felt like they were being torn in half.

	Then he went for a jog, going east this time, searching and searching and searching and not finding it and then going back home after crossing that route off his GPS.

	<Presley hasn't returned.

	<I actually miss her.

	<For that reason alone, I hope she never comes back.> 

	 

	GRIM ○ 4:45pm

	<This is going to end badly.

	<Tell her.

	<Just tell her. Come clean and tell her everything.>

	But Grim didn't come clean and tell her everything. He didn't tell her anything at all. Instead, he force-fed a dollar bill into the tavern's jukebox, played an Aerosmith ballad because all women over the age of thirty-five liked Aerosmith ballads, and asked Presley to dance.

	"I hate Aerosmith."

	<Dumb move. Should have asked her what she liked.>

	He was about to do just that but Presley finished her beer and pulled him, by the hand, onto the sawdust-covered dance floor.

	It was a slow number, but Presley kept a distance between them, swaying and wiggling and doing slow turns, sometimes closing her eyes. Grim kept his hands to himself, trying not to stare, trying to feel the music even though he didn't like Aerosmith, either.

	He hadn't picked a second song, and the jukebox went on shuffle and played Otis Redding, and this time Presley did come up to him and placed his palms on her waist and locked his eyes.

	"It's been a long time since I've hung out with a nice guy. Are you a nice guy, Grim?"

	He answered truthfully. "No."

	Another song came on. Slower than the last.

	By the time it ended, Presley was fully in his arms, pressed against him, her cheek on his chest.

	<This is nice.

	<Except for the minor fact that I'm a deceitful prick.>

	He slowly eased out of her hold, stepping back to get some space.

	"So how about we get some coffee. Sober up a little."

	Presley offered a boozy smile. "Where's the fun in that?"

	Several times during his life, Grim had been the lucky and grateful recipient of female attention. He knew he wasn't bad-looking. And some women liked the military-slash-cop background. Back in the day, he enjoyed flirting and could flirt back with the best of them.

	But after his disastrous relationship with Heather, and what happened to Lori, Grim lost interest. Not just in women, but in life.

	Being in the bar with Presley was resurrecting all kinds of feelings in him. It felt good.

	<Except for the fact that she has no idea who I actually am and what I've been doing.

	<And if I tell her, she's going to be rightfully pissed off.

	<I don't want her angry with me.

	<I should go with it. Take advantage. Apologize later.

	<Be the scumbag that deep down I know I already am.

	<So if I'm such a scumbag, what's stopping me?>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 4:55pm

	<This guy is not taking the hint.>

	Presley couldn't figure him out. Grim showed all the signs that he was into her; wide pupils, showing gums when he smiled at her, over-attentiveness, furtive glances, leaning in.

	<But now he's backing away.

	<What's up with him? I can normally wrap men around my finger twice and have them begging for a third time.

	<Do I look that bad without make-up?

	<Is it my breath?

	<He's acting scared. Like a junior high kid on his first date.

	<Am I coming on too strong?

	<Why am I coming on at all?>

	Presley slowed her approach. 

	<I'm not normally the pursuer.

	<Why am I pursuing him at all?

	<Is it the booze?

	<The slow dancing is nice.

	<He smells good.

	<He feels good.

	<And I have nowhere to stay tonight.>

	She reconsidered that thought.

	<Is that what I'm angling for? A place to stay? 

	<Where Kadir can't find me?

	<A place to stay, other than going back to Fabler's?

	<Or…

	<Do I actually like this guy?>

	A fast song came on, and Presley turned away from Grim and her feelings, letting her body bounce and sway and shake to the music, becoming one with the beats.

	She tried to remember the last time she danced for fun, and couldn't.

	Presley closed her eyes, losing herself to the sound.

	<This is fun.

	<I'm having fun.

	<Is Grim dancing too?

	<Should I look?

	<No. It doesn't matter. I'm here to get information. That's all. If he left, fine. I can get a room in town. Pay cash.

	<Or go back to Fabler's.

	<Go back to Fabler's, and do whatever I need to do to get the job back.

	<Fabler spent three years behind bars. If I came onto him, he wouldn't back away.

	<Like Grim is backing away.

	<Is Grim still backing away?

	<Did he leave?

	<Should I check?

	<No, I'm sure he didn't leave. I don't need to check. I know he's here. Watching me.>

	She smiled.

	<When was the last time I got drunk?

	<It's nice. Nice to let go.

	<To be the real me, not the super woman I pretend to be.>

	She mulled that over as she shuffled and bumped, rocked and bobbed. 

	<Dancing, drinking, dating… that's for people who don't have my responsibilities.

	<People who can afford to let their guard down.>

	Presley stopped dancing and opened her eyes, the realization coming like a slap.

	<I actually had my eyes closed. 

	<And I felt safe.

	<Why? Because of the alcohol?

	<Because of Grim?>

	She looked, almost panicked when she couldn't find him, and then saw him a few meters away, one hand in his pocket, eyes on her.

	<Watching over me.>

	Presley felt her whole body flush.

	<I like him.

	<Would hooking up be wrong? 

	<Yes. I'm not being honest with him.

	<But when are men ever honest?>

	Presley moved her eyes down and up Grim's body.

	<It's been a long time. And I could use some R&R.> 

	She smiled, then danced her way over and reached for him. 

	Grim took her hand, swaying his hips in time with Presley.

	"Can I be honest with you, Grim?" 

	<Well, honest about one small thing, and not the rest.>

	"Sure."

	"I'm lonely. I find you attractive. And I'm a little drunk."

	"Three beers. Three shots. That'll do it for most people." 

	<He deflected the pass. But his pupils are huge.

	<Okay, I'm going to put it all out there.> 

	"Do you like me?"

	"Sure."

	"I don't think I should drive. Do you?"

	"No. That's a bad idea."

	"And I don't currently have anywhere to stay."

	"Because you got fired." 

	<Thanks for the reminder.> "Right. Because I got fired."

	She moved closer to him. Almost touching.

	Close enough to kiss.

	"So maybe…" Her voice trailed off.

	<Why can't I say it? I say it to a lot of guys.

	<Why is this one difficult?>

	"Maybe what?"

	Presley stretched toward him, lips near his neck, behind his ear. "Maybe you should take me home."

	 

	GRIM ○ 6:03pm

	It had been a long time since Grim slept with a woman, but everything about that moment hinted that sex wasn't a good idea. Not when they were both closer to drunk than sober. Not when he was still hiding so much from her. 

	<And the deception goes both ways. I know she's been living with my brother-in-law, and she hasn't said anything about that.>

	Incongruously, he thought about another wise thing Fabler said, when they were on the outskirts of Puli Alam, pinned down by a tower sniper. Fabler told Grim to cover him with his M4 Carbine while he rushed the shooter, and Grim had questioned the stupidity of the plan. Fabler's reply had been golden.

	"I love this idea so much that it can't possibly be good."

	Fabler had been correct. A rifle round creased his shoulder, and Grim had to drag his stupid ass to safety.

	<I feel exactly the same way about taking Presley home. Love the idea. So it can't be good. And if it goes tits-up, who is going to save my ass?

	<I can't rush ahead without thinking this through.>

	Presley smiled up at him, her eyes incredibly wide. So wide he could see his face in her pupils.

	<I can't rush into this. But I also can't retreat. I don't want this date—if that's what it even is—to end. Being with Presley is a zillion times better than watching her on camera.>

	He chose to compromise. "I've got a better idea."

	She laughed. "A better idea? Really?"

	"I need your help with something. Something important. Are you game?"

	Presley didn't respond. Seconds passed, and Grim worried he'd lost her. Eventually, finally, Presley nodded.

	Grim ordered an Uber on his phone, bought two Red Bulls from the bartender, and led Presley outside. Grim gave her one can, then killed the other while they waited for the car to show up.

	"Sex in an Uber?" Presley giggled. "Kinky."

	<Man, I like her.>

	The Uber arrived; a Chevy, the driver a pudgy dude with a goatee. They stored Presley's groceries in the front and climbed into the back seat. As soon as the car took off, Presley straddled Grim, her mouth on his.

	<This is actually happening.

	<This is not the plan.>

	Grim tried to keep it lowkey, hands above clothing, loving the smell of her hair as much as her lips on his and at the same time trying to push her gently away.

	<She knows how to kiss.

	<She tastes great.

	<I'm losing the little self-control I have left.>

	"This is going really fast."

	Presley grinned, her eyes actually twinkling. "That's not something men normally complain about."

	"There are things about me. Things you don't know."

	She nibbled his ear, something that drove him wild. "Okay. Tell me those things I don't know."

	<I don't want to tell her. If Presley knows, she'll be pissed.>

	Grim put his palms on her shoulders and pushed her a few inches away. "I'm not a nice guy, Presley."

	"Prove it to me."

	Presley pushed back, surprisingly strong, which turned him on even more, and then her tongue found his and Grim closed his eyes and let sensation take over, like he'd spent three hours in line for a front row seat in a roller coaster and they'd just gone over the first drop, gravity and emotion overwhelming him.

	<That's one helluva kiss.>

	"We're here."

	Their Uber driver, slapping Grim in the face with reality just as Presley placed her hand on his fly.

	The roller coaster stopped like it hit a stone wall.

	Presley pulled away, looking around, then frowning.

	<Frowning isn't a good thing.>

	"The grocery store again? This is your great idea?"

	<My great idea is stupid as hell. 

	<Even stupider than sex in an Uber.

	<Even stupider than I am.>

	But the brief respite allowed clarity to reach Grim, and he eased Presley off his lap.

	"It's not the grocery store. Follow me."

	"Don't forget your bag."

	Grim grabbed her groceries and they got out and walked through the parking lot, heading to the place he'd intended to go earlier.

	"PetSmart?" Presley nudged him with her hip. "You're kinkier than I thought, Grim."

	"I have five catfish in my bathtub."

	"Sounds hot."

	"I broke their aquarium today. I need to get them a replacement."

	"I bet." Her flirty smile broadened, then faded. "You're serious."

	"They'll die."

	"I'm throwing myself at you, and you want to buy a fish tank?"

	"Would you want to have sex with a guy if you knew that his pets were dying while you were doing it?"

	"That's… dark."

	"Look, Presley, you're hot as hell. And I like you. A lot. But I want to slow this down a little, and my fish can't live in a bathtub. Can you help me pick out a tank?"

	<She's going to leave.

	<I'm sure she's going to leave.>

	Presley didn't leave. After a few seconds of hesitation, she grinned, bright as a hundred watt bulb. "Sure. Let's find a fish tank."

	They shopped, thankfully without any physical contact, giving Grim a chance to settle down. The options narrowed down, Grim leaning toward another thirty gallon rectangular tank, but Presley preferring one shaped like a cylinder.

	He didn't see the appeal. "Why a cylinder?"

	"No corners." 

	"What's wrong with corners?"

	"The fish hit the corners, they know they're stuck in a tank. In this one they can swim around and around in circles and never know they're trapped."

	<That's beautiful, in a drunken observational sort of way.> 

	The cylinder cost three times as much as the rectangle, and Grim's bank account dangerously low, but he bought it anyway and made arrangements to have it delivered tomorrow morning.

	After Grim finished the transaction, he turned to thank Presley for her suggestion. 

	She had disappeared.

	 

	FABLER ○ 6:48pm

	Presley still hadn't returned. 

	Fabler spent a few minutes trying to swat a fly that had gotten into the house. Every so often it zoomed past, barely out of reach, but chasing it proved difficult because the bug made no sound at all.

	<Maybe there isn't a fly. Maybe I'm hallucinating.>

	Fabler gave up the insect pursuit and watched a DVD. An old sci-fi action film where Arnold Schwarzenegger was being hunted for sport. 

	Fabler enjoyed it, even though the film lacked realism.

	He considered doing some training. Maybe some night target practice.

	Instead, he went on the Internet and searched for redheads.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 6:49pm

	<I'm not used to getting rejected.

	<My job is all about being pursued.>

	It stung, just a little, when Grim decided he'd rather go to a pet store rather than have sex. But he'd enjoyed the dancing. And the kissing. She could tell.

	<So what's his deal?

	<Not queer. Not a virgin. 

	<An STD, maybe?

	<Some sort of deformity?

	<A micropenis?>

	Presley giggled, thinking about reaching for him in the back seat of the Uber.

	<No. That isn't his problem.>

	She wandered the pet aisles, feeling tipsy and alive and silly and safe and almost carefree.

	<Almost.

	<My cortisol levels have been through the roof lately.

	<It's difficult always worrying about family and money. 

	<It's nerve-wracking worrying about Kadir.

	<And living with that whackjob, Fabler—>

	Every night, after she went to bed, Presley half-expected her knobless door to slowly open and for him to creep into her room wearing the welding helmet, a flare in one hand and a hatchet in the other.

	<So far, that hasn't happened.

	<Though Fabler is certifiable, he hasn't been overtly menacing, and there haven't been any direct threats.

	<He pretty much treats me like a dog he's attempting to train. 

	<Minus the treats and pats on the head and words of encouragement.> 

	Still, the household reeked of unease and crazy. And Fabler's lack of humanity troubled her.

	<I keep things bottled up. But that guy is an emotional zombie.

	<Hell, maybe he's an actual zombie.>

	Presley strolled past some adorable gerbils, and stopped when she saw a dude enter the pet store.

	<He's vaguely familiar. Where have I seen—>

	"Hey, lady." He waved at her, walking over at a fast pace.

	Presley tensed, balling up her fists, planting her feet, silently cursing herself for the second time that evening for leaving Fabler's .45 on the table at his house, ready to swing as the dude raised up—

	A cell phone.

	"You or your boyfriend left your phone in my car."

	<Our Uber driver.> 

	Presley laughed, releasing the pent-up tension, and then thanked the guy.

	"Can I tip you?"

	"Tips are great. You can tip in the app. And please leave me a rating and a review. That would be awesome."

	"Sure. Happy to."

	He continued to stand there.

	<Oh. He means right now.>

	She tapped the screen of Grim's cell, looking for Uber.

	Presley didn't have to look very long. Grim only had a few apps on his phone. Maps, Weather, Music, Google, and—

	An app labeled FABLER.

	Presley clicked on Uber. "Our driver was great." She spoke as she texted. "He returned my cell phone. Highly recommended. Five dollar tip."

	The driver thanked her and strolled off.

	Presley didn't hesitate. 

	<I understand secrets.

	<I exploit secrets for a living.

	<Having information is always more important than anyone's privacy. 

	<Ask the NSA.>

	She clicked on the FABLER icon.

	It opened, revealing a screen of large, digital numbers, labeled 1 through 6. Each had a thumbnail pic below it.

	She pressed 1.

	It enlarged a color picture. Fabler, sitting on his sofa, the angle from above.

	<Wait… this isn't a picture.

	<This is a live video stream.>

	She pressed 2.

	Fabler's kitchen.

	A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

	<That little snoop. He put cameras in Fabler's—>

	The grin vanished when Presley clicked on 3.

	A bedroom.

	<One I recognize.>

	Someone, coming up on her right. Startled, reverting to her training, Presley lashed out with a chop to the bridge of the nose.

	Grim ducked in time, and Presley missed her target, bouncing her hand off his forehead. Then he had his hands up, stepping away.

	"Hey, what the hell are—"

	Grim saw the cell phone and immediately reached for it. Presley held it behind her.

	"You asshole. You've got cameras in the house."

	The anger dropped from Grim's face. He deflated.

	"I did it weeks ago." His voice was soft. "Right before he got out."

	"You've been watching me, you asshole."

	Grim didn't answer.

	"Did you like what you saw? Did you record it? Me in the shower?" She winced. "Me taking a shit?"

	"I don't have cameras in the bathrooms."

	"But the bedroom isn't off limits, apparently."

	"It's… complicated."

	"How is illegal surveillance complicated?"

	"I was making sure."

	"Making sure what? That you could watch me undress before bed?"

	"Making sure Fabler didn't kill anyone else."

	Presley recalled her anonymous benefactor saying the same thing. 

	"Hold on… are you…" <Can this actually be happening?> "Are you the one who hired me?"

	Grim didn't answer, but his look said it all. 

	Presley felt like she'd been socked in the mouth.

	"You hired me, and you've been watching me this whole time."

	"I was making sure nothing happened to you."

	"What were you going to do? Leap out of the camera if the son of a bitch attacked me?"

	"He killed my sister, Presley. Remember what we said at the bar? What would you do for your family? You said whatever it takes."

	"Including making me part of your own sick reality TV show."

	He raised his palms. "There are no recordings. It's a live feed to keep tabs on him."

	"Why didn't you tell me?"

	"I was going to."

	"What stopped you?"

	"Honestly? Your tongue in my mouth."

	Presley's eyes narrowed. Any chance he had for forgiveness died with that comment.

	"Well, I hope you enjoyed it. Because that isn't going to ever happen again." She turned and walked off. 

	<Men. Unbelievable.>

	"Where are you going?"

	"Away from you."

	"Are you going back to… him?"

	Presley paused. As violated as she felt by the voyeurism, lies, and betrayal, she needed the money.

	"Triple what we agreed on." 

	"Fine. Can I have my phone back?"

	Presley considered throwing it at him.

	<But if I'm going to be living with that psychopath, Fabler, it isn't the worst idea in the world to have someone keeping an eye on me.

	<Even if it's a lying, peeping freak.>

	She stormed back to Grim, handing him the phone. 

	His eyes drooped. "I'm sorry."

	"Save it, asshole. You're my employer. That's it. I'll take your money. I'll report anything weird. But don't call me, don't think about me, and stop making that hurt face. I'm the victim here, not you."

	"I did enjoy it." 

	"Excuse me?"

	Grim stuck his hands in his pockets. "Kissing you, I mean. You said you hoped I enjoyed it. I did. And I stopped kissing you because I wanted to tell you everything before it went any further."

	"That's too little, too late. You should have told me sooner."

	A streak of defiance surfaced through the aw-shucks humility on Grim's face.

	"This is a two way street, Presley. You could have told me, too. Once you knew I was the cop that framed him, you could have told me Fabler was your little live-in nursing project. I know you went out for drinks with me to get more information. And that's why you…" His voice trailed off.

	"Why I what?" <Oh boy. He's in a hole and keeps digging deeper.> "You think that's why I kissed you? To get information?"

	Grim lowered his voice. "We all do what we need to do, Presley. You of all people know that."

	"What is that supposed to mean?"

	He folded his arms across his chest. "I found you through a friend at the Veteran's Administration. I was looking for someone with a certain set of qualifications. Your name came up."

	"What exactly were the qualifications?"

	"Someone who could help me get the truth out of Fabler. By any means possible."

	<Really? He's going there?> "So you thought I was going to seduce him?"

	"Isn't that your job? You're a honey trapper. Women hire you to trick their husbands."

	"Women hire me to test their husbands' fidelity. To see if the bastards are cheating."

	"And how do you do that? With a handshake?"

	"I'm not a whore, you asshole. I don't sleep with them. They kiss me, I get a picture of it, the wife gets a better settlement in the divorce."

	"If a wife hires you, she's already unsure about her marriage. You're dangling a treat in front of a starving dog, then punishing him for trying to eat it."

	"Maybe that starving dog should be eating at home rather than eating out."

	"That's how you justify it?"

	"Cheaters and liars are scumbags. Like you."

	"Let me make sure we're both clear on this. Some guy kisses you, after you flirt with him and make him feel special and lead him on, and his life is ruined, and you're fine with that. But I set up cameras in the house of the guy who killed my sister and that's a lousy thing to do."

	<Just like a man. Trying to shift the blame.> "I know about you, Grim. After the Army, you did contract work. I'm a whore for setting up some cheating asshole for money, but you took money to kill people. You really want to play the morality game?"

	"I don't hide who I am, Presley. I'm not ashamed of it. Are you?"

	<That hurt more than I would have thought.> "You lied to me, Grim."

	"Like you lie to the men you seduce? Like you lied to me about your nursing job?"

	Presley shook her head. "How did I become the one on trial here? You've been spying on me—"

	"On him. Not on you. The cameras were there before you showed up."

	"—then you follow me into town—"

	"That was a coincidence. I was going to the pet store. You happened to be there."

	"Right. To save your stupid goldfish that are in your bathtub. Was that bullshit too?"

	"They're catfish. And they aren't stupid. My sister bought them for me."

	"Stop bringing up your sister."

	Grim beat his fists against his hips. "I can't. Remember? I can't get over it. Not until I find out what happened."

	Presley softened a tad. "I was starting to like you, Grim. But you're a jerk. Just like every other guy I meet."

	"I'm a lot different than the other guys you meet, Presley. I'm not married."

	<Ouch.> 

	Presley had never been proud of her job. But she'd never been embarrassed by it, either. It paid the bills, and she helped other women, and the men she exposed deserved what they got. 

	<But he thinks I played him.

	<That hurts.

	<Why does it hurt?

	<At this point, why do I care what he thinks of me?

	<Done. 

	<I'm so done with this jerk.>

	She walked away, checking Google on her cell phone to find a cab.

	Grim yelled after her. "Lori had red hair and blue eyes. Be careful, Presley. He's a killer. And he's planning something. Something horrible."

	Presley didn't turn to look at him. "Eighteen hundred a week. Cash. We'll use the money drop so I don't have to see you again. Bye, Grim. Have fun watching me on your phone."

	Presley raised her middle finger and left, confident that Grim had told her the truth about at least one thing.

	<He's not a nice guy after all.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:03pm

	<Well, that could have gone better.>

	Grim couldn't blame Presley for being angry. He blamed himself, for fouling up what could have been a good thing.

	<Or not. 

	<Presley doesn't think much of men. 

	<And she never mentioned why she borrowed money from a Turkish mobster. 

	<What could it be? Gambling problem? Drugs? Paying off a blackmailer?

	<You don't use a loan shark to remodel your kitchen. It has to be something skeevy.

	<Best to keep our relationship strictly professional. All I am is her employer, like she said.

	<My life is messy enough. I don't need to willingly add more problems to my ever-growing list.>

	And yet… that's what he'd done. He promised to pay Presley three times the amount they originally agreed upon. 

	Grim didn't have the money. And he had no idea where to get the money. 

	<Unless I want to cozy up to the Turkish Mafia.

	<I'm only guilty of making sure Fabler didn't murder anyone else. 

	<Presley should be charging Fabler triple, not him. After all, Fabler had a ton of money. Not only money from the court settlement, but years of cash squirrelled away from all the contract jobs we did in the Middle East.>

	Grim had pissed away his share. Partying. Womanizing. A brand new Mustang he wrapped around a viaduct. A brand new Ducati he sank in the river. 

	<Jewelry for Heather…>

	Grim had laid his life on the line, time and again, and all he had left to show for it was a Ford Bronco creeping up on 90,000 miles and a head full of nightmares.

	But Fabler got a free house, which Lori inherited from Mom and Dad. 

	Plus Lori was a successful real estate agent, making six figures a year.

	Plus he had the fat payday the state handed him for spending a couple of years in prison. 

	<Why should a murderer profit and prosper, running around free, while a hardworking public servant like me gets fired for trying to protect the community, winding up broke and ruined? Is that justice?

	<Does justice even exist?>

	Grim Ubered it back to his Bronco. The Jeep was gone. Presley had either gone back to Fabler, or been abducted by the Turks.

	<I kind of hope it's the Turks.

	<Well, not really.>

	But as he drove home, he couldn't stop fantasizing about Presley getting kidnapped, and him busting into the room to save her. In her teary-eyed gratitude, she'd forgive him, and they'd fall in love and get married and have two kids and on their fiftieth wedding anniversary she would confess that even though they were both elderly she still loved giving him blowjobs. 

	Also, Fabler would get struck by lightning so badly his face would melt off, and he'd only be able to eat through a tube, causing agonizing pain whenever he swallowed.

	"A guy can dream."

	There were no fish in the Bronco, so Grim said it to himself.

	When he got back to his house, the Osmonds still lived, swimming around in the tub, three of them upside-down. He added some fresh water, fed them brine shrimp, double-checked the stopper, and then stared at his phone, afraid to look, afraid to not look, finally breaking down and opening the app, peeping inside Fabler's house and seeing—

	Presley. 

	Kissing Fabler.

	Anger overtook Grim.

	Anger at himself.

	Anger at Fabler.

	And some anger at Presley, for doing it. 

	<But she's doing it because of me. Because I'm paying her to.

	<I should storm over there, barge in, punch Fabler in the face.

	<Say I've been watching and know what he's up to. 

	<It might forever screw up my chance to find out what happened to Lori, but at least Presley will be safe.>

	But Grim didn't storm over there.

	He shut off his phone and began to search the house for whiskey.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:48pm

	The same poor judgement that convinced Presley it was okay to drive home after drinking also convinced her that she could handle Fabler. 

	<He's a guy. Guys can be manipulated.>

	After parking his Jeep, Presley marched up to Fabler's front door, almost knocked, realized there was no need because the lunatic had removed the knob, and stepped inside—

	—staring into the barrel of a forty-five caliber KRISS Vector rifle.

	Her beer goggles instantly focused to 20/20, and Presley realized she'd made a horrible mistake.

	"Don't shoot me." She raised her hands over her head.

	Fabler stood as still as if he'd been carved out of wood. His eyes far away. A horrible moment passed where Presley could practically feel the bullets stitching through her torso, tearing through skin and sinew and muscle and bone. 

	But, thankfully, he lowered the weapon.

	"I fired you."

	"You need help." Presley meant it in every conceivable way. "You know you won't find anyone as good as I am."

	"You've been drinking."

	"Drinking. And thinking." Presley was proud of how clever that sounded, especially so soon after staring death in the face. "You were right. I don't trust you. But I think I can."

	"How?"

	Presley hadn't thought that far ahead. "Put down the rifle and come over here."

	<There's no way he's going to listen to me.>

	But after staring for a few more seconds, Fabler set the KRISS on the sofa and walked up to her.

	He looked sad. So very sad.

	Presley had an argument in her head, simmering in tequila shots.

	<What the hell am I doing?>

	Presley answered her own thought.

	<It's okay. I do this all the time.>

	Back. <He's a psycho.>

	Forth. <I can manage him.>

	Back. <I'm drunk.>

	Forth. <I do half my work in bars. I've seduced assholes before. It's my job.>

	Back. <Grim is right. I've got a shitty job.>

	Forth. <Remember… Grim is watching. Right now.>

	That hemisphere of her brain won, and she placed a hand around Fabler's neck and craned up, kissing him on the lips, hoping it hurt Grim and at the same time feeling like a mean teenager.

	<This is about as sexy as kissing a wax dummy. 

	<Of my father.>

	As soon as she made the move, Presley regretted it.

	<I don't want to sleep with Fabler.

	<With Grim, it felt right. Safe. Fun.

	<This isn't the kind of comfort I want.

	<I don't want this. And I don't want to be this person.

	<But what else can I do?

	<I need this job.

	Fabler placed his hands on her shoulders, his grip like leather straps. Then he slowly pushed Presley away, holding her at arm's length.

	"Don't."

	Fabler's face still had the emotional range of a milk jug, but his eyes had gotten glassy.

	Presley's maternal instincts kicked in.

	<He's been in prison. He probably hasn't been intimate with anyone in years.>

	Then her military training replied.

	<Look at him. He's a predator. He probably raped his cellmate every night after lights out.>

	Empathetic. <I've been staying with him for two weeks. He's been weird, but not dangerous.>

	Aggressive. <He took out all the doorknobs and pays you to put on sunscreen while he times it.>

	Consensus. <I'm in control here. He's not going to hurt me. I can do this.>

	"Do you like me?" Her practiced, husky voice came out a little slurred.

	"I like you."

	"Do you find me attractive?"

	<You're poking a hornet's nest here.>

	"That doesn't matter."

	"You do. I can tell. So you like me, and find me attractive. What's the problem?"

	"I'm married."

	Then Fabler released her shoulders and turned his back to her.

	<Wow. I didn't expect him to go there.

	<What happens now?>

	Presley began to formulate an impassioned argument about continuing to work for Fabler, even though she still had no idea what the work actually was, but he interrupted her train of thought.

	"You can stay. We'll start training again at 0600. Don't try to kiss me again. Understood?"

	"Okay."

	<It's what I want.

	<So why do I feel like this is a giant mistake?>

	Presley wondered if it was a self-esteem thing. Her success rate with men averaged above ninety-eight percent, yet two guys on the same night had rejected her.

	<Technically, I rejected Grim. But I still feel low.>

	After weathering a few seconds of ear-burning humiliation, Presley walked around Fabler, into the kitchen, and busied herself with preparing a sandwich. She thought about making one for him as well, considered that he might not accept it, which made her both sad and angry, and stuck with the one. Quietly, sheepishly, she brought her food to the living room.

	Fabler watched a Vin Diesel film, one she hadn't seen before.

	Presley sat in a chair, away from him, staring at the TV, eating her food, sad and lonely and pathetic and missing Brooklyn and wondering how she'd gotten to this point.

	After a while, she lost herself in the narrative of the movie.

	"So Vin is the villain in this one?" 

	"Keep watching."

	"He's a convict and a killer and everyone is afraid of him."

	"You want me to spoil it for you?"

	Presley shook her head and kept watching. The plot involved aliens that came out at night. As the story evolved, Vin became less and less like the bad guy. You thought he was evil for the first half of the film, but then he turned out to be the hero.

	<Interesting twist.>

	The movie ended, and Fabler popped in a Milla Jovovich DVD, which turned out to be really scary, to the point that Presley got up to leave. 

	<I'm sobering up, and I've dealt with enough horror in my life. I don't need to subject myself to more of it disguised as entertainment.>

	Fabler paused the film. "Where are you going?"

	"I don't like this one. It's disturbing."

	"It's only a movie."

	"I know."

	"Don't you like movies?"

	"I like movies." 

	<But the last few I watched before coming to this madhouse were Disney films featuring princesses.> 

	"I'd like you to stay for the end. Part of the job."

	Presley stayed.

	When the movie ended, she went to her room and spent a minute looking for Grim's camera. She found it hidden above the dresser, on top of the vanity mirror.

	Presley gave it the finger, then pulled it off the wall and took out the batteries and shoved it under the bed.

	Then she took her meds, removed her contacts, and wondered how this whole mess was going to turn out.

	<I have a bad feeling this won't end well.>

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 5, 2017 ○ 9:39+pm

	Within the unlimited boundaries of infinity, timing is everything.

	The Watcher has one chance to get it right.

	He cannot miss the chance.

	The cost is too high.

	Time is too precious.

	So many depend on him.

	So much is at stake.

	The Watcher glances at the cage on the wall. Then he turns to the bank of monitors and reviews the video footage.

	Stares at Redhead Number 63.

	"You are what we need.

	"Your blood is the answer.

	"Soon, you will be mine."

	The Watcher smiles.

	Redhead Number 63 doesn't have a clue what's about to happen.

	<Just like the others.>

	 

	FABLER ○ August 6 ○ 5:24am

	"Lori!"

	Fabler tried to get to his wife, but she'd been taken by an explosion. Hurricane winds. Blinding light. Intense heat. He dug his toes into the ground, keeping his head down, muscling forward and holding onto a rope, step-by-step, hand-over-hand, grabbing her arm and pulling her to him—

	—and discovering…

	<That's not Lori.

	<It's Presley.> 

	Fabler's eyes flipped open and he jackknifed into a sitting position.

	His sheets clung to him, drenched with sweat.

	<I wish I had a pill to stop dreaming.>

	Not a pill that knocked him out. He had to stay alert.

	He needed one that stopped the nightmares.

	<Then again, that doesn't matter.

	<Not when the nightmares are real.>

	Fabler swung his feet over to the floor and stretched. Standing, he walked naked over to his bedside clock and checked the time.

	<0525. Too early for my morning jog.

	<Too dark to see what I'm looking for.>

	Fabler considered showering, decided to do it later, then put on some sweat pants. After making his bed, he padded into the kitchen, the floor cool under his feet, and took the mason jar from the fridge. Among the many changes Presley had instituted in the household, Fabler appreciated the cold brew coffee the most. A gallon container, a pound of coffee, and water. Let it sit overnight, then pour through cheesecloth into a cup.

	Strong as espresso, smooth as chocolate milk. Presley mixed hers with half water.

	Fabler drank his straight. He brought a mug to his computer desk, removed a piece of typing paper and a pencil, and closed his eyes, remembering the last time he saw his wife. 

	Then he began to sketch.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 8 ○ 5:13am

	"Wake up! Hooah, soldier, on your feet!"

	Still half-asleep, the dim twilight peeking through the curtains barely allowing her to see, Presley sprang out of bed, her heart accelerating like an Indy car, and she reached for the football girdle on the floor, sliding it on over her yoga pants, then strapping on the ankle holster with the DoubleTap.

	Fabler stood next to her, staring at his stopwatch. "Six seconds."

	Presley slipped on the canvas shoulder rig, which contained holsters for the semi-auto Glock under one armpit and the Pitbull revolver under the other, and then pulled the football shoulder pads over her head, adjusting the epaulettes, snugging the ties tight.

	"Twenty-two seconds."

	<I'm too slow. Need to hurry.>

	She grabbed the sunscreen on her nightstand and slapped and spread and rubbed the zinc oxide cream on her face and arms, then picked up the leather hernia belt and buckled it around her waist, making sure the steel ring stayed on the right side.

	"Thirty-one."

	Presley quickly shrugged on the backpack, pulled the welding goggles onto her forehead, tugged the football helmet on over that, moving smooth and fast and picking up time, grabbing the KRISS Vector rifle next to the bed and lowering it to an indoor ready position, and finally fitting the goggles over her eyes, the room immediately going dark.

	"Time?"

	"Forty seconds."

	Presley squealed, delighted. "I did it!"

	Fabler had been pushing for forty seconds. He'd been drilling her on hitting that time since she came back to work.

	"Clock is still ticking."

	<Still ticking? Why? Did I forget some—

	<The contact lenses.>

	"I'm wearing goggles. You can't even see my eyes."

	"Forty-five seconds."

	<Shit. Fabler being Fabler.>

	Presley pushed her goggles back onto her forehead and pawed for the contact lens case on her nightstand.

	"Fifty seconds."

	She managed to get one in, but her right eye, still crusty and dry from sleep, refused to accept the second lens, which kept sticking to her finger.

	Each second felt like five.

	"Sixty seconds."

	Presley snapped. "Dammit, Fabler, quit telling me the time."

	"These are timed exercises, Presley."

	<His monotone is driving me nuts.

	<These drills are driving me nuts.

	<Everything about this ridiculous job is driving me nuts.

	<I almost miss seducing adulterers.

	<Almost.>

	"Let me have a time-out."

	"Life doesn't give you time-outs."

	"What's the point to all of this, Fabler? I mean, c'mon." Presley slapped her padded leggings. "The uniform. The zinc oxide. The welding goggles that I can't see anything out of. You got a football game scheduled on the surface of the sun?"

	"Seventy seconds."

	She blew out a breath. "How about a do-over."

	"Life doesn't give you do-overs, Presley. Seventy-five seconds."

	"Why do I need contact lenses under my goggles? Why do I even need the goggles?"

	"Eighty seconds."

	Presley threw up her hands. "Dammit, Fabler. I'm done."

	"You're quitting?"

	"I need a minute."

	"Sometimes life doesn't give you a minute. Sometimes you don't even get a second, when a second would have made all the difference."

	<Fabler's getting weird, and I've had enough.>

	Her stress levels were almost as bad as they'd been in Afghanistan. Presley could feel her blood pressure rising, her pulse pounding in her eardrums, her heart a caged animal trying to get free.

	<Cool. Stay cool.

	<Don't lose it.>

	"Please leave my room, Fabler."

	"You said I could come into your bedroom to do these drills."

	"And now I'm telling you to leave."

	Fabler didn't leave.

	Presley lowered her rifle, with the intent on stowing it back next to her headboard, and grabbed it by the top Picatinny rail, her hand on the mounted flashlight/laser sight combo. The pressure turned the 300 lumen tac light on, piercing the dim room.

	A millisecond later, the breath was knocked out of Presley by a blow to the chest, and she sprawled across her bed, Fabler above her, his knee digging into her sternum.

	"What the hell, Fabler?"

	<He looks angry.

	<No. He looks terrified.>

	"I was putting the gun away, you freaking psychopath."

	Fabler's hard face cracked, his eyes widening slightly. 

	"Get off me."

	Fabler didn't move.

	Pinned down like that, Presley couldn't reach any of her three holsters.

	<Jesus. There's nothing I can do.

	<I'm helpless.

	<I'm helpless, pinned down by a maniac.>

	She thought about Grim, hoping he was watching this, hoping maybe he could get here in time to do something. Then she remembered ripping the bedroom camera off the wall.

	Her anxiety doubled. Then tripled.

	<Oh god. Oh no.

	<It's happening.>

	There'd been many frightening moments since moving in with Fabler, but all passed quickly, too fleeting to provoke symptoms. Presley always maintained full control.

	But the combination of Fabler holding her down and not listening to her made Presley's whole body feel like a spring wound too tight.

	<Panic attack. I'm having a panic attack.>

	She began to hyperventilate, her breaths sounding like whistles.

	Fabler immediately got off of her, raising up his hands.

	<Jesus, he has his gun. When did he draw his gun?>

	Fabler appeared out of it, confused, detached. "I thought… I thought you were…"

	"Me?" It came out high-pitched, almost a scream. "You're the one with the gun."

	Fabler stared at his hands like he'd never noticed them before. His eyes got big when he saw his .45.

	<Holy shit. He didn't even know he was holding it.>

	Presley's chest tightened and her airway shrank.

	<Oh my god, I can't breathe.

	<Xanax. I need a Xanax.>

	"Presley… you okay?"

	"Get out."

	She'd attempted a scream. It came out as a wheeze.

	Fabler hesitated, then left the room, pulling the knobless door closed behind him, and Presley scrambled for her running shoes, the baggie of pills hidden in the toe. She took two tablets out, chewing to ingest them quicker, and swallowed, the pieces bitter and dry and sticking to her throat like hooks.

	<Breathe through it.

	<It's a panic attack.

	<I'm not going to die.

	<I'm going to be fine.

	<Just breathe.

	<In. Hold. Out. Hold. In. Hold. Out. Hold.>

	But the breathing exercise didn't work. The football pads and belt and rig smothered her, squeezing tighter and tighter, and Presley fought against them, the girdle a bear trap, the holster a boa constrictor, and then, nearly naked and soaked with sweat, the Xanax finally, finally, began to kick in.

	<I'm okay.

	<I'm going to live.

	<I'm okay.>

	Then the tears came, so hard she shook.

	 

	FABLER ○ August 9 ○ 7:19am

	Breathing labored, sweat streaming down his face, Fabler came to a stop in the yard and held his knees, trying to cool down.

	He didn't even remember his morning jog. Staring at his shoes, he saw the mud on them.

	<Must have gone into the woods.

	<Not sure how long I've been out here.

	<Ten minutes? Twenty?>

	Fabler checked his watch.

	<Three hours?

	<Can that be right?>

	He noticed the ground around his feet. Ripped up, chunks of grass and mud clods, like a plow had furrowed through.

	<But it wasn't a plow.

	<It probably has something to do with the muddy pick axe I'm holding.> 

	Fabler turned a circle, getting his bearings.

	<My house. My yard.

	<Where the big burned circle of grass is.

	<Well… where it used to be.>

	Fabler had dug it up. Roughly ten square meters of earth.

	And he couldn't remember doing it.

	 

	GRIM ○ August 10 ○ 10.35am

	Grim's mouth tasted like someone stuffed it full of dead mice while he slept. He peeked his eyes open, staring at the familiar sight of his fish tank.

	Well, his fish tank box. Arrived over a week ago, and Grim hadn't unpacked it yet. He planned to return the tank, in the hope PetSmart would give him a cash refund even though he used his credit card.

	<Fingers crossed.

	<I need the cash like fish need water.>

	He went into the bathroom, staring at the Osmonds in the bathtub, doing a quick visual count to make sure they were all still alive while he urinated in the toilet. Then he smelled himself—his hygiene had waned since Donny and the band changed venues—and decided he needed deodorant. Grim sprayed it everywhere he stank, which was pretty much everywhere, and then he went into the kitchen to grab his phone, charging on the breakfast bar.

	A message blinked at him. His friendly neighborhood financial institution, kindly informing Grim his checking account was overdrawn.

	<Hell.>

	"Hell."

	He logged into the bank website to view his savings account balance, knowing he had less than two hundred bucks left, but hoping there might have been some electronic banking website foul-up and the money fairy had accidentally deposited ten thousand dollars, hopefully from some unaware rich guy who beat his children and deserved it.

	No such luck. He was in the red one hundred and eighty-six bucks. The money fairy hadn't complied. 

	<Once again, child abusing rich men won.

	<Seems like the bad guys always won.>

	He stared at his phone, not wanting to see what Fabler was up to, wishing he could erase the guy from his brain and get on with his life.

	Grim held out for eight seconds. Then his sad, pathetic, unstoppable addiction took control, and he clicked on the app.

	Fabler cranking out pull-ups in his bedroom.

	Presley wasn't with him.

	Grim set the phone down. 

	<I'm keeping track of Fabler, not Presley. 

	<There's no need to see where Presley is.

	<Plus she's a jerk. Who cares where that jerk is?>

	This time his self-control enabled him to hold out for nine seconds. Then he searched for Presley.

	In the kitchen. 

	Drinking coffee.

	Scowling directly at the camera he'd hidden atop the refrigerator, like she knew he was staring at her.

	<See? She's a jerk.>

	Grim shut off the app.

	<Somewhere on my path to revenge I've gone from self-righteous purveyor of justice to a pathetic, lonely waste of carbon with a growing mental illness.

	<Probably need to see a shrink. Not that I could afford one.>

	Grim had lost his health insurance with the job.

	He walked back to his sofa, staring at the fish tank box.

	"Today is the day. I'm returning it. I'm gonna do it."

	Grim felt his resolve slip the moment the words left his mouth, but he recalled the time that Lori had bought him the original tank. To help get him out of a funk caused by his last girlfriend, who'd left him for—wait for it—the mailman. 

	<How cliché is that?> 

	While he'd been at work, Heather had been screwing the guy who delivered all the bills that Grim paid. 

	<Jesus. I'm a loser.>

	But instead of falling into that self-pity hole yet again, Grim remembered some motivation advice from his sister.

	They'd been doing a 5k run for one of her charities, and Grim had partied the night before and had the kind of hangover that caused so much pain it made Ebola envious. After stopping for the third time to vomit, Grim told Lori he couldn't go on, and she pulled some inspirational tripe out of her butt.

	"You can give up, tomorrow. Today, keep fighting."

	Nonsense that she probably read off a bumper sticker. But he finished the 5k.

	<I have no idea if it applies here. But I've got nothing else.>

	He checked the time. A little after noon. 

	"Okay, Lori. I won't give up. Not today."

	He put on various articles of clothing scattered around the living room floor, then muscled the large box outside, over to the stairs.

	In the lobby waited Mitch. The mailman.

	"Howdy, Grim."

	"Go choke on a bag of dicks, Mitch."

	Mitch waved an envelope. "Got a certified letter. It's from the bank." He shrugged, but still looked amiable. "Sorry, buddy."

	"I'm not signing for it."

	"Doesn't need a signature. You need help with that box?"

	"No." 

	"You can't get that down by yourself, buddy."

	Grim sighed. "Fine. Grab the bottom."

	Mitch helped him carry the aquarium down the stairs and to the Bronco. After they hefted the box up to the tailgate, Mitch blew out a deep breath and wiped the sweat off his forehead. "So, did you hear?"

	"About what?"

	"Me and Heather."

	"Did she give you super herpes and your balls fell off?" 

	<A guy can hope.>

	"Ha. Super herpes. No. We're getting married in the fall."

	<Of course they are.> 

	Grim slammed his tailgate door closed. "Congrats, Mitch."

	"Thanks. You're invited to the wedding. We know about your financial problems, so don't worry about getting us anything."

	Grim pinched the bridge of his nose, a headache coming on. "Mitch, can you please stop treating me like we're still friends?"

	"We grew up together, man."

	"You nailed my girlfriend while I was at work."

	"I know. But bros before hoes."

	"Mitch, bros before hoes means you don't nail your bro's girlfriend."

	"But it's different now. We're getting married. We're in love, Grim."

	"Step away from my truck, Mitch. Or I'm going to punch you in the head."

	"Heather's pregnant."

	<Of course she is.> 

	"Congrats. Now step away from the truck."

	Mitch stepped away from the truck. Grim had a quick daydream about running Mitch over, then had a better daydream about Mitch running him over. 

	<Someone needs to put me out of my misery. Because booze isn't doing it fast enough.>

	Then Grim headed for town, anxious to see what other treats life had in store for him.

	 

	FABLER ○ 11:15am

	After picking up a Daisy Powerline pellet gun and some fly paper, Fabler took his time selecting the correct color paint chips at a local hardware store.

	<Who can manufacture them for me?

	<A cobber? A tailor? Someone who made sporting goods?

	<Someone in the military?

	<Might as well start there.> 

	The guy behind the counter at the Army Surplus store had white hair and a black Special Forces tattoo on his forearm. Fabler knew him as Hardigan. He'd had the shop since Fabler's mercenary days, and while they weren't quite friends, Fabler had dropped a lot of money there over the years, and Hardigan remained cordial even when the murder trial circus was in full swing.

	"I need something like this." Fabler handed him the sketch.

	"I'm guessing you want the real deal, not some cosplay?"

	"What?"

	"You know. One of those costumes they wear to those comic book conventions. This from some videogame or TV show?"

	"This isn't a costume. I need it to be functional."

	Hardigan frowned at the sketch. "I know someone. Clever fellow. I can call him."

	"I can wait."

	Fabler browsed the aisles for thirty minutes. He wound up buying some pre-packaged water pouches and a box of energy bars after confirming with Hardigan that the silver packaging was UV proof. He also spent some time inspecting an old mannequin, dressed in Vietnam era fatigues, a dusty M9 strapped to its back.

	<Never used one. Probably doesn't work. But I bet it raised some hell back in the day.>

	The clever fellow eventually arrived. Forties, glasses, his nose hair needed a trim. He went by the name of Jamal.

	After scrutinizing Fabler's sketches, he nodded. "These are good. Your design?"

	Fabler shook his head.

	"Good coverage. Good mobility. What do you want? Aramid?"

	"Can you do Dyeenma?"

	Jamal clucked his tongue. "Be expensive."

	"Money isn't a concern."

	"Good on you, brother. For me it's always a concern. Gore-Tex for the joints?"

	"Whatever gets it to Level IIIa."

	"It'll be hot."

	"I drew venting." Fabler pointed to the pencil marks. "Line it with Coolmax."

	"You know your materials. You want Level IV for the vitals?"

	"Yes."

	"Steel? Or ceramics?"

	"Whatever's lighter. As long as they're rated the same."

	Jamal peered at Fabler down the end of his nose. "Should I be worried?"

	The question took Fabler off guard. He waited.

	"Man needs something like this, I'm wondering if he knows something I don't. Like ISIS is planning to invade."

	<Way off.> "It's not for ISIS." 

	"So I don't need to make one of these for myself?"

	"Anyone in your family have red hair and blue eyes?"

	Jamal made a face. "You joking? Brown eyes, black hair, going all the way back to mother Africa."

	"Then you're probably safe." He reached into his pocket. "Also, I need it to be this color." Fabler handed him the paint chip. 

	Jamal blinked. "Is this some white power, KKK crapola?"

	"Of course not."

	"You expecting snow?"

	"It's an off-white. It's called eggshell."

	"You expecting… eggs?"

	"Can you match that shade?"

	Jamal shrugged. "I can get pretty close. Do you want me to add any sort of pattern? Maybe camo?"

	"I'm looking for that exact color. Monochrome."

	"Okay. Whole thing?"

	"No. This piece needs to be this color." He pointed at his drawing and gave Jamal the second chip.

	"That's not eggshell. Looks silver."

	"Grey." Fabler knew the color well. "Flat grey."

	"I'll need a deposit to buy materials."

	Fabler nodded. "I need it in as few pieces as possible."

	"You're making it harder and harder for me."

	"And I need two of them." Fabler handed him another piece of paper. "Here are the sizes."

	"When do you need them by? Lemme guess; by next week."

	"By August 25th."

	"Might as well be by next week. But, if you pay me enough, anything is possible."

	Fabler paid the man enough.

	 

	GRIM ○ 11:49am

	As Grim drove, he kept checking his gas gauge needle, which wiggled a few millimeters below the big E. He coasted into Wichita on fumes, rolled up to a pump, and tried to figure out what to do.

	The day before he'd spent his last five dollars on a six pack of Busch Ice. He had maybe eighty cents left.

	<All of my cash in the world.>

	So he got out of his truck and searched under the seats for loose change. He found six quarters, four dimes, a nickel, and a dozen pennies, as well as a handful of petrified fast food French fries, a ketchup packet, assorted Tic Tacs and Skittles, lots of pebbles and fuzz, his high school class ring <go Kougars>, and a frightening amount of beer caps.

	Grim counted up his change. Two dollars and eighty one cents. He briefly considered filling up and taking off without paying, then remembered, painfully, that gas pumps had video cameras.

	So he tried to put exactly two dollars and eighty-one cents' worth of fuel into the tank, but the pump handle's sensitivity wouldn't comply and Grim pumped four cents more than he had in his pocket.

	<They probably won't care about four cents.>

	The pudgy cashier wore so much rouge she looked like a circus clown. Grim plinked his coins on the counter, sheepish.

	"Pump six."

	He turned to leave.

	"Hold on, gotta count it."

	Grim stood there, in misery, as she took ten seconds to add up all the change.

	"You're four cents short."

	"Your pump is touchy. I got as close as I could."

	"The law is the law. I don't make the rules."

	Grim glared at her. "I don't have any more change. What are you gonna do? Call the police?"

	She smiled at him, but it was an icy smile. "Well, if I did, I sure couldn't call you. Could I, Officer Pilgrim? Since you got fired and all."

	<Ah, hell.>

	"Do I know you?"

	"You busted me and my friends two years ago in the back parking lot of the Gas 'N Sip. Underage drinking."

	<Great. And some people think karma doesn't exist.>

	"Miss, underage drinking is a serious—"

	"Gimme a break." Her sneer could break world sneering records. "You didn't arrest us. You didn't give a shit. You just took our beer. Which I know you drank yourself."

	Grim didn't remember the girl, but that sounded about right. After Lori vanished, he'd been in a pretty bad place.

	<Not like now, when everything is peachy.>

	"Want to know what you said to us when you took the beer?"

	Grim didn't want to know. But he stood there and took it.

	"You said, the law is the law, I don't make the rules."

	<Damn. She has to be loving this.>

	"Look, I was doing my job."

	"And now I'm doing my job. You owe me four cents."

	Grim scanned the counter for one of those take a penny/leave a penny dishes. He found it, and all it contained was a wad of chewed gum.

	<People suck.

	<Everything sucks.>

	As he searched the floor for dropped coins, a guy came in behind Grim.

	"Dude, I'm four cents short. Got a nickel?"

	"Don't carry cash." The man waved his credit card.

	<Unbelievable.>

	Grim checked his pockets again, including his wallet, and there, wedged behind his useless health insurance card…

	<A dime.

	<Halleluiah.> 

	"Keep the change." He flipped it to the girl and walked out.

	At the pet store, it took Grim five minutes to muscle the tank onto the top of a shopping cart, and another five to carefully push it inside without knocking it over.

	"I'd like to return this." 

	The guy at the counter had a nametag. Chuck. "Do you have a receipt?"

	"Of course." Grim handed it over. "And I'd like cash back."

	Chuck peered at the receipt. "You paid with a credit card."

	"I know. But I want a cash refund."

	"I can only put the refund back on the card."

	< Hell.> 

	Grim's card was over the limit by almost five hundred bucks, so even with the return, Grim couldn't use the card until he made a payment. Which he didn't have.

	<This day keeps getting better and better.>

	"Look, can't we work something out? You give me cash, I give you twenty bucks? These big multi-billion dollar banks don't care about little guys like us. They charge twenty-two percent interest, and then fine you if you're a minute late making your payment. Screw them, am I right?"

	"This conversation is making me uncomfortable." Chuck picked up the phone. "I'm calling my supervisor."

	"You don't have to—"

	Chuck called his supervisor. Seconds crawled by like drunk, three-legged spiders. 

	Grim didn't follow any religion or worship any higher power. But just in case some higher power existed, he offered that power his silent plea.

	<One break. 

	<Let me catch one little break.

	<Come on, universe. Show me that it ain't all bad.>

	The supervisor, when he finally came by, was younger than Chuck. He didn't wear a nametag. 

	"You paid with a credit card. I can only put the refund on the card. Is that what you want?"

	<Bite me, universe.>

	Grim thought of the Osmonds, still in the bathtub. If he couldn't get cash back, he might as well keep the aquarium.

	"I'll keep it. Can I get some help bringing it out to the truck?"

	They helped him, allowing Grim to retain a tiny shred of faith in humanity, and then he considered his next move.

	<I'm broke.

	<Behind on bills.

	<Almost out of gas.

	<Almost out of food.

	<Completely out of booze.

	<No job, no girlfriend, no life other than watching some maniac do sit-ups and bark orders at a woman I'm probably obsessed with, and she hates me.>

	"You can give up, tomorrow. Today, keep fighting."

	Grim sighed. "Fine." <For Lori.> "I'll keep fighting."

	<What now?>

	Grim needed cash, fast. He tried to think of jobs that paid in cash.

	<Waiting tables?>

	No. He waited tables in high school, and they had a training period, which meant no tips.

	<Carwash?>

	Grim washed cars back in his teen days. He and Fabler, before they joined the army. But since then a self-serve carwash chain moved into Wichita, killing the hand washing biz.

	<I need some coffee, to help focus. 

	<Where in town can I get free coffee?

	<Maybe walk into some office building, pretend I work there?

	<That would be desperate. And the coffee is never as good as it is at the coffee houses.

	<Wait… coffee? Those baristas always have a big tip jar, full of money.

	<Not the worst idea ever. How hard can making coffee be?>

	A fancy coffee shop had opened nearby, and Grim drove there, trying to stay optimistic, thinking that maybe he'd hit rock bottom, and this was the bounce back to the top.

	<Lots of cars. Good sign.>

	He parked and waited in a lengthy line, eavesdropping on customers' orders.

	<Mocha latte? No problem. A monkey can make that.

	<Half-caff no-fat espresso? Easy peasy.

	<Iced skinny cinnamon doubleshot dolce latte with cold foam? Dude who ordered it should be repeatedly slapped, but if that's as complicated as the job gets, I got this in the bag.>

	"Can I help you, sir?"

	Grim buried the shame and stood up straight and tall. "I'd like an application, please."

	The twenty-something behind the counter gave him an odd look, but reached down and grabbed an application and a pen.

	"Can I get a small cup of black while I fill this out?"

	"Sure."

	"Can you bring it to me?"

	"Of course."

	<Nice kid.>

	Grim found a table and got to it, whizzing through all the contact info. Then he arrived at the more complicated questions.

	Reason for leaving last job.

	<I probably shouldn't write, 'got fired for framing best friend for murder.'> 

	Instead he put, 'Left to seek other opportunities.'

	Previous job.

	He wrote, 'Military contractor, killing insurgents in Afghanistan, $15k per month.'

	<Man, I should have managed my money better.>

	What qualifications do you possess to bring to this job?

	'Good with people.' Then he added, 'Unless they are insurgents.'

	Grim ended the sentence with a smiley face, to make sure they didn't think he was going to kill anyone.

	"Been a while, Grim."

	Grim glanced up—

	<Ah, hell no.>

	—and saw Fabler standing over him.

	Emotions threatened to overwhelm Grim. Surprise. Rage. Jealousy. Remorse.

	Fear.

	He tried to keep his face neutral, his tone even. "Hello, Fabler. Murder any redheads lately?"

	"Been kinda slow. Maybe you heard. I was away for a while."

	"A shame it wasn't for longer."

	"And a shame about your job. But now you finally have time to catch up on your TV bingeing."

	Grim tried to read Fabler, to see if his former brother-in-law meant anything deeper, like he knew he was being watched via cameras. But, as usual, Fabler was impossible to read.

	"You here to get some coffee, Fabler?"

	"No. Saw your truck outside while I was driving past. Thought I'd stop in and say hello."

	"Good catching up. I'm kinda busy at the moment."

	Fabler's eyes darted to the application. "Job hunting?"

	<Don't turn red. Do not turn red.>

	"I listed Lori as a reference. Why don't you tell me where she is so the management here can get in touch?"

	Fabler's eyes went steely. "Remember to put down that you'll do whatever it takes to get things done. No matter the cost."

	"I'll do that."

	"Your black coffee, sir." 

	The manager guy set it down next to Grim, who didn't take his eyes off of Fabler. 

	"That'll be six forty-three."

	That pulled Grim's attention away. "I'm applying for a job. I thought the coffee was free."

	"No. The coffee is six forty-three."

	"What about an employee discount?"

	"Employee discount is fifty percent. But you're not an employee, sir. You're filling out an application."

	<This is ridiculous.>

	"It's just black coffee. None of that fancy pantsy mocha latte frappe garbage. A small black coffee is six bucks?"

	"Six forty-three."

	"My friend has had some financial difficulties lately," Fabler reached into his pocket, "since being fired from his last job, for dishonesty. I got this." 

	Fabler pulled out a fat wad of hundred dollar bills, and peeled one off, handing it to the manager. 

	"I'll be right back with your change, sir."

	"Keep it." Fabler's eyes never left Grim.

	At that moment, Grim had never hated another man more. Not even that loser, Mitch, who stole Heather.

	"Watch your back, Fabler. Karma has a way of catching up to people."

	Fabler smiled, and it was a cold thing. "Here's hoping it does. You're welcome for the coffee."

	Fabler left.

	Grim waited a few minutes for the rage to simmer down, then crumpled up the application and walked out. He took the coffee with him.

	<Worst day ever.

	<But this coffee is freaking delicious.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 12, 2017 ○ 2:26pm

	"Okay, stop here."

	<Why is here special? It looks like every other bit of forest we've been marching through for the last five minutes.>

	But Fabler obviously had a specific location in mind, because he kept referring to his GPS gadget and adjusting their course. 

	He also carried a pump action BB gun.

	<Things keep getting weirder and weirder.>

	In contrast, Presley had on her shoulder holster with the .45 Glock, and ten full magazines in pouches on her utility belt.

	<If we're having a showdown, odds are against him.>

	"I need you to put your goggles on."

	A few days ago, Presley had convinced Fabler to exchange the unwieldy welding mask—which remained a training regimen staple—for less bulky welding goggles. 

	<So he wants to do another run-around-with-road-flare exercise for no conceivable reason.>

	"I didn't bring any flares."

	"Neither did I."

	"If I put on the goggles, I'll be completely blind."

	"That's the point."

	Presley hesitated. Being sightless in an unknown environment was a recipe for an accident.

	<And do I trust this guy enough?

	<He's got a pellet gun. What does he want me to do? Dodge BBs by sound?>

	But after her recent freak-out, Presley eagerly wanted to show Fabler her strength and reliability. So on went the steampunk goggles.

	<Black as a starless night.>

	"Can you see the sun through the tree tops?"

	Presley titled her head up. "Barely."

	"Okay, hold my arm. I'm going to take you another thirty meters east. Put a hand out ahead of you, and place your feet carefully."

	She placed her hand on the crook of his arm, and they slowly walked through the woods. The terrain, smooth as glass before, became incredibly rugged.

	<The terrain is the same. I'm so worried about my balance that I feel every rock, branch, and divot.

	<Take it slow.

	<Trust my legs.

	<Don't tense up. Relax.>

	"So… what's the BB rifle for? Am I going to hunt squirrels blindfolded?"

	"No."

	She waited for more. No further comment came.

	<Of course there isn't more. This is Fabler.>

	 Rather than worry about what this was all about, Presley focused on her footing, and the space around her. She stumbled once, when the tip of her hiking boot caught some vegetation, and steadied herself on Fabler's arm.

	<It's like holding a wooden ballet bar. 

	<I bet if he stuck it straight out, I could do a chin up without him moving.

	<How strange that someone could be so damn fit and so entirely unsexy.>

	They stopped.

	<Are we here?

	<Or is he reading my thoughts and he's pissed?>

	Fabler took his arm away from her, and she heard a rhythmic, mechanical sound, accompanied by a rattling.

	<What's he doing?

	<Oh. The BB gun. He's pumping it up.>

	There were more sounds, snicks and clicks.

	<He loaded a BB, cocked it, and flipped off the safety.>

	"Listen."

	A moment later came a click and whoosh, and then, in the woods, a high-pitched clang.

	<He shot something. A metal target.>

	"Hit what I hit."

	<Seriously? Fire blindly into the woods?>

	"I… uh…"

	"Do you need me to do it again?"

	"I'd like to know, um, what the target is?"

	"Doesn't matter. Shoot where the sound came from."

	"There's nothing behind it?"

	<Like a house? Or a public park?>

	"It's my property. Nothing for miles."

	Presley hesitated.

	"Pretend its dark out. Really dark. You should be able to find a target in the dark."

	"Isn't that what the night vision goggles are for?"

	"They can get lost. So can flashlights. You have to rely on your senses. Even if your senses are hampered. Or backwards."

	<That made about as much sense as all the other cryptic things Fabler said.>

	Presley drew the Glock and aimed in the general direction where the clang came from, left hand supporting her right, feet spread in a Chapman stance.

	"Am I close?"

	"Only way to know is to fire."

	<Shooting with blinders on is the height of irresponsibility.

	<But then again, I haven't acted responsibly in weeks.

	<Correction. Years.>

	Presley adjusted her grip on the weapon, pushing with her left, pulling with her right, as if a more rigid pose would make the bullet find the unseen target.

	"Are you okay? Are you going to freak out again?"

	<Asshole.>

	Presley squeezed the trigger.

	The .45 boomed and kicked, the sound painful without ear protection.

	<No clang.>

	"Got ear pro?"

	"Yeah. Sorry."

	A moment later, Fabler handed her rubber plugs. She pushed one deep into each ear. When Fabler pumped his BB gun again, Presley barely heard it.

	"Once more. Listen hard."

	The clang was much harder to detect, but she could sense her aim was too high, and too much to the left. She adjusted and fired.

	<Miss.>

	Since Fabler didn't say she could only take one shot at a time, Presley made a minor adjustment and fired again.

	<Miss.

	<Adjust.

	<Fire.

	<Miss.

	<Adjust.

	<Fire.

	<Miss.

	<Adjust—>

	"You're getting further away."

	"You think this is easy? How far away is the target?"

	"How far away does it sound?"

	"Ten meters."

	"Correct."

	"How big is it?"

	"Two feet by two and a half."

	Presley blew out a breath. "Okay. Hit it again."

	Fabler pumped, shot, and clanged.

	Immediately after hearing him hit the target, Presley imagined the sound as a bullseye, trying to point at it with the gun barrel. She fired.

	CLANG.

	"Good."

	<I'm ashamed by how eager I am for Fabler's praise.

	<It's like being back in Basic, trying to get my drill instructor to say something, anything, encouraging.>

	"Different target." Fabler pumped his gun. "Three o'clock."

	He fired and hit.

	So did she.

	Presley grinned.

	"Don't get cocky. That was closer and bigger. Here's a tough one."

	Fabler pumped and fired. The clang came a little later, and was higher-pitched, than the others.

	Presley fired, missed, and kept adjusting and shooting until her magazine emptied.

	"Drop the mag and reload. Fast as you can."

	She obeyed, brought the gun up again.

	"Way off. Use your muscle memory."

	"I thought I was."

	"You're not." He pumped and fired.

	Presley adjusted and fired.

	CLANG.

	"Now hold it there. Feel how it feels. Use your proprioception."

	An unfamiliar word, but Presley knew what Fabler meant. Humans had more than five senses. Besides sight, smell, taste, touch, and sound, people could sense time, acceleration and direction, temperature, and the location of their body parts in relation to other body parts. 

	<He's probably talking about that last thing.>

	She focused on how far her hands were away from her chest, the tightness of her muscles, how her ligaments and tendons stretched in her arms, back, legs, neck.

	"Now drop the gun and find the same spot."

	She tried.

	Failed.

	<This is damn hard.>

	It continued to be hard for the next twenty minutes, drilling again and again at the three targets until she'd emptied five mags and her ears rang hard even with protection.

	"Okay. Let's switch. Take off the goggles."

	The shadows under the forest canopy felt like interrogation lights after all the time in the dark. She exchanged the Glock for the BB gun, and Fabler put on the goggles and ear plugs and spun around twice.

	Presley pumped and aimed at the nearest target, which she now recognized as an aluminum realty sign nailed to a tree.

	LORI FABLER REALTY.

	She aimed at the O in LORI. Fired. Hit it.

	Fabler aimed and missed. 

	<That's refreshing. I half-expected Mr. Super Soldier to shoot all three targets one after another, and then aim into the sky and start dropping ducks.>

	"Need to hear it again?"

	"Yes."

	She pumped and shot.

	He emptied the mag, going way off to the left, missing entirely.

	Presley didn't try to hide her grin. "Like I said. Not easy."

	"It's hard." He dropped the magazine, reached blindly for Presley's belt, and grabbed another. "That's why we're practicing."

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 12, 2017 ○ 8:38+pm

	Timing.

	The timing is the thing.

	Smaller than Epoch milliseconds. Down to the zeptosecond. Planck time. 

	The equations are more complex than the Watcher can comprehend.

	But one does not need to know how a rocket works in order to ride in one.

	So he watches Redhead Number 63. 

	Watches and watches and rewatches and rewatches.

	While waiting for the right time.

	From the adjacent room, the Experiment groans.

	"Patience, my beauty.

	"Just a little longer.

	"You will get your chance.

	"Your chance to run free."

	The Watcher checks the computer.

	The calculations use symbols he does not recognize.

	A language he does not know.

	The Watcher giggles. Thinks about the cage. Thinks about the past.

	Some writer from long ago once wrote that any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

	Or from God.

	"God is an equation that knows itself."

	Redhead Number 63 is going to learn that. As will 64, 65, and 66.

	Just like Redhead Number 6 did. And 26. And 48. And the few others that have not died.

	Taylor. Sasha. Sam. Holly. Bailey. Lori.

	Learn, or die.

	Or worse.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 13 ○ 2:25am

	Something woke her up. A noise. 

	Presley peeked an eye open.

	<What is that?

	<It's someone talking.

	<Fabler?

	<No. It's a woman's voice.

	<Faint. Not a whisper. But coming from another room.

	<Does Fabler have the TV on?>

	Presley sat up in bed, staring at the closed door.

	<Doesn't sound like a TV. No music or background sounds.>

	Presley couldn't really make out any words.

	<Something about a husband?>

	She swung her feet over the side of the bed and crept to the door, pressing her ear to it.

	<Silence.>

	Presley considered calling for Fabler. There might be someone in the house. He needed to be alerted.

	She drew a breath to say something, and then paused.

	<Maybe it is Fabler. Talking in his dead wife's voice. Like Norman Bates imitating his mother in Psycho.

	<A ridiculous thought.

	<But is it any more ridiculous than all of the other crazy things going on in this house?>

	Presley heard a soft click, and then footsteps in the hall—

	—stopping right outside her door.

	She could sense the person's mass, standing there.

	She could hear breathing.

	She could practically feel their heat, radiating through the wood.

	<Fabler, doing something harmless?>

	Or…

	<Fabler, doing something psychotic?>

	Or…

	<Someone other than Fabler?>

	The Xanax and Prazosin she'd taken at bedtime didn't prevent Presley's heartrate from climbing, until it beat so loud she feared the person on the other side of the door could hear it.

	Presley glanced back at her bed. Hard to make out in the dark, but she knew where her weapons were. The KRISS. The Pitbull and Glock. The DoubleTap.

	<So far away.

	<I should have grabbed something before going to the door.

	<I still can. Shouldn't take more than two seconds to get there.>

	Then the door moved.

	Barely. Just a millimeter or two.

	<Not the wind.

	<Someone is touching it.>

	Presley covered her mouth with both hands to avoid making a sound, and glanced down, at the opening where the doorknob should have been. For privacy, she'd stuffed a t-shirt into the hole—

	—a shirt that wiggled, then began to slowly pull out.

	Biting her lower lip, a scream building up in her belly, Presley reached down, afraid to touch the shirt, but more afraid to have it taken, to be exposed if someone peered through the hole.

	Very slowly, Presley closed her sweaty palm around it. Clenching her fist tight.

	She felt a tug—

	—then the tugging stopped.

	<What's happening?

	<Fabler never breaks his own rules.

	<He promised to never come into my room without permission.

	<But can I really trust the promises of a man I suspect killed his wife?>

	The panic built, and built, until Presley began to hyperventilate and could no longer stay quiet.

	<Footsteps.

	<Walking away.

	<Move. Move now.>

	On shaky legs, Presley took three steps to the bed, dropping to her knees, scooping up the Pitbull.

	She sucked in a breath and listened.

	No sounds.

	<If that was Fabler, he'd crossed a line.

	<I have to check.

	<I have to confront him.>

	She cocked the hammer back but kept her finger on the outside of the trigger guard, walking back to the door, leading with the weapon.

	<On three, I'm going to open the door.

	<One…

	<Two…

	<Three!>

	She placed her free hand on the t-shirt and gave it a quick tug, the door swinging inward, revealing—

	<An empty hallway.>

	Presley listened.

	No voices. No sounds of movement.

	She walked through the hallway, boards creaking underfoot, and passed Fabler's door.

	Closed. 

	<Should I peek through the door knob hole?>

	Unlike Presley, Fabler didn't stuff a shirt in it. 

	<I need to look.>

	She began to crouch, then stopped herself.

	<If I see him staring back at me, I'll scream and probably shoot him.>

	"Presley?"

	She spun around, bringing up the gun, pointing it at the figure.

	<Fabler. Holding a sandwich.>

	"Didn't mean to wake you up. I got hungry."

	<Hungry and talking in a woman's voice?

	<Or feeding a woman hidden somewhere in the house?>

	"You want half?" He offered up a ham on rye. "Or are you going to shoot me?"

	She lowered the gun, gently squeezing the trigger and uncocking the hammer.

	<Say something? Or stay quiet?>

	Fabler's face lacked expression. As usual.

	<I'll keep this to myself.>

	Presley turned and padded back to her bedroom. After closing the door, she stuck a fork in the jamb.

	Then she put on her DoubleTap ankle holster before climbing back into bed.

	 

	GRIM ○ 9:06am

	<All out of booze.>

	Grim considered going through some of the garbage piling up around the apartment. Maybe he could find a few sips left in some of the empties.

	<Pathetic.

	<Too pathetic, even for me.

	<But what's the alternative? Sobriety?>

	"Sobriety sucks."

	He said it to no one. But maybe, in the bathroom, the Osmonds heard and were sympathetic.

	<So, now what?

	<Go without a buzz?>

	Heather liked grass, but Grim never got into it. The Department would have frowned on that kind of thing, and drug testing always loomed over him. 

	<Do I have any codeine left?>

	Grim had been prescribed opiates for various injuries over the years. But they weren't in the medicine cabinet.

	<Heather took those too.>

	But the cabinet did contain a full bottle of mouthwash. And half a bottle of nighttime cough syrup.

	"I'm not that desperate."

	An hour later, Grim got that desperate.

	Two hours after that, he vomited everything he drank.

	But, on the bright side, he did manage to cop a buzz.

	And his puke was minty fresh.

	 

	FABLER ○ 10:23am

	After a four kilometer hump through the woods, Fabler found a good spot with plenty of trees.

	"Take off the backpack."

	"At ease?"

	"Negative. Close your eyes, take out the Espada and the Winkler."

	Presley didn't respond.

	<I should ask her why she got up last night. Ask her what she heard.

	<But she hasn't mentioned anything.

	<If she really heard it, she would have said something.

	<Or run away.

	<I need to be more careful. No more night visits to the secret room.

	<Wait until Presley's gone to town before I visit Lori again.>

	"You copy that, Presley?"

	"Lima Charlie." 

	<Loud and clear.> 

	"So what's the hold up?"

	"The Espada is the folding machete. I forgot what the Winkler is."

	<Jeez. When will she learn this?> "The combat axe."

	"Roger that."

	Presley closed her eyes and Fabler watched as she found both weapons in short order.

	"Now watch me."

	Fabler then closed his eyes and did the same, showing Presley that it could be done double-time.

	He opened up the Espada, extending it to the full seventeen inches. Then Fabler gripped it in his right hand, and the hatchet in his left, and approached a medium spruce.

	Fabler pulled out a stopwatch, clicked it to begin, let out a grunt, and then hacked away, limbs falling and wood splitting as fast as he could swing the steel. The axe worked better on the thicker boughs, and the knife cut through the thinner twigs like they weren't even there.

	<It would do a real number on fingers.>

	After forty or so seconds, the once proud spruce had been reduced to a barren stick. Fabler took a few more whacks at the trunk, and felled it on the eighth chop.

	Blowing out a breath, he turned to Presley, who appeared somewhat disturbed.

	"Did that tree piss you off or something?"

	"Don't think of it as a tree. Think of it as a monster with twenty arms."

	"You want me to hack it down?"

	"My time was sixty-eight seconds. If you can beat it, you get the rest of the day off."

	"Hooah."

	Fabler started the stopwatch.

	Presley did great on the limbs, swinging the weapons with authoritative grace, and actually was ahead on time when she began to attack the trunk. But she made the mistake of alternating blows with the Espada and the Winkler. When she finally dropped the tree, Fabler stopped the clock at eighty seconds.

	"Can I try again?"

	That pleased Fabler.

	Presley butchered three more trees, but couldn't best his time.

	Exhausted, sweating and heaving, her knuckles bloody from scrapes against the branches, Presley admitted defeat.

	"I'm cashed. I can't beat you. I tried my best."

	"Trying is for grade school kids who get a trophy for just showing up. You failed."

	"Sometimes people fail. Fabler. That's life."

	<She's right. But sometimes failure isn't an option.>

	"Have you ever fought for your life, Presley?"

	"I've seen combat. I've been in life or death situations."

	"But have you ever been in a situation, where if you failed, you'd lose everything? Where your life depended on it?"

	"What do you suggest, Fabler? Holding a gun to my head and shooting me if I don't do this faster?"

	"I'm not the one you have to worry about." 

	"Well, what do I have to worry about, Fabler? Being attacked by trees?"

	"If I told you what you were training for, you wouldn't believe me."

	"How about you let me decide that for myself?"

	Fabler shouldered his pack. "I'll meet you back at the cabin. Try to keep up. I don't want to have to go hunting through the woods for you."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 14 ○ 1:51pm

	Presley laid in bed, exhausted. The cabin didn't have a scale, but she could tell by the way her clothing fit that she'd lost at least ten pounds since coming to Kansas. Presley hadn't had arm definition like this since her military days, and when she flexed her stomach she saw the faint outline of a six pack.

	It made sense. Every single day Presley had been here, Fabler had exercised her for hours. Sometimes circuit training; flipping tractor tires, pushing a sled, beating on a tree stump with a sledgehammer, and similar pointless activities. But other times, there seemed to be some obscure purpose to her work out. Like listening to an iPod with white noise playing at full volume while Presley did shooting drills. Or, while wearing sweatpants, pulling herself through the house while sliding on her knees, using the handrails Fabler had attached to every single wall.

	Stuff like that didn't qualify as normal exercise. It was specific training for some purpose.

	<Maybe some insane, warped plan, as Fabler kept insinuating.

	<Like going to Columbia and overthrowing a drug cartel. Or heading to Vietnam and liberating geriatric POWs.

	<Or maybe gear up and go off into the woods, where we'll hunt one another.> 

	Other times, Presley believed Fabler had no plan in mind, and this was all some delusional, schizophrenic projection of how much he missed his wife.

	<Lori. 

	<What happened to Lori?>

	Fabler kept silent on the topic. The few times Presley tried to coax anything out of him, he stopped talking completely, once for the rest of the day.

	<Could he have killed her? 

	<Or worse?>

	For all the time she'd spent with Fabler, Presley had no idea. 

	<But I'm 100% sure of one thing; that guy has some serious issues.>

	Presley rolled onto her side, staring at her toes. The delicately painted pink nails looked out-of-place on her calloused and blistered feet. A pale reminder of femininity while training for some strange, secret war.

	She held her breath and listened.

	Silence answered.

	Fabler had taken to disappearing for extended periods of time. Usually at dawn. Sometimes twice a day. His excursions ranged from fifteen minutes, to over an hour.

	He always left the Jeep.

	<Disconcerting, him running off, not saying where he was going, or when he'd be back.

	<But it gives me time to snoop.>

	Presley hadn't gone back to Fabler's computer; she'd cut it too close last time. But she did toss every room in the house more carefully, looking for safes and hidey-holes and hidden panels.

	<Everybody has secrets.

	<Everybody hides things.>

	While curiosity played a part—Presley still had no idea what Fabler actually hired her to do—she also snooped for Grim. He paid her three times as much as Fabler, and for some weird reason she wanted to do a good job for him.

	<Which is messed up. Some sort of codependent crap, trying to impress the creep who lied to me.>

	And yet, every time she stepped in front of one of Grim's cameras, she got a small, exhibitionistic thrill.

	<He wants me. He can't have me. All he can do is watch, and pay handsomely for the privilege.

	<He's the co-dependent one. Not me.>

	Presley still hadn't forgiven Grim, and remained annoyed with him. Not full-blown angry, like she'd been before. But irritated. Like lovers who'd had a spat.

	<Except we aren't lovers.

	<He's a huge jerk.

	<A huge jerk who is probably watching me, right now.>

	Without wanting to, Presley recalled that night with Grim. There were two ways to predict if a man was good in bed; how he kisses, and how he dances.

	Grim was a pretty good dancer, and a very good kisser.

	For half a second, she considered indulging in some harmless exhibitionism.

	<What if I walked into the kitchen, completely naked? 

	<That would blow Grim's mind.>

	There was no way she'd ever do that, of course. Especially in this house, where the doors had no locks. When Presley showered, she shoved a shirt in the doorknob hole and shoved a fork in the doorjamb, wedged tight so nutzoid Fabler couldn't come sneaking in while she shampooed. 

	<It's been a real trip living with that guy.>

	So instead of provoking Grim with nudity, entertaining as that might be, Presley got up to search the one place in the house she hadn't given enough attention.

	<Fabler's bedroom.>

	First, she peeked through various windows to make sure Fabler wasn't on the grounds, digging up his lawn again. After verifying his absence, she padded to his bedroom, the floor creaking under her bare feet.

	Presley started her search under the bed, which had been made up to military specs.

	<I haven't made my bed once since moving in here. I'm starting to feel like a slob.>

	Under the bedframe she found a plastic shoe bag covered in dust, containing nine pairs of women's heels.

	The nightstand revealed a Boker folding knife, some old tabloid magazines of the I Married Bigfoot variety, a dog-eared Whitley Strieber paperback, a flashlight, SPF 100 sunscreen, a jumbo box of lubed condoms, a large tube of KY jelly, and a pair of handcuffs.

	<Intriguing, but a huge yuck factor.>

	The trunk contained army fatigues, a dress uniform in a plastic dry cleaner bag, and a box containing medals and decorations. Presley's eyes immediately locked onto the Infantry Blue Cord and Combat Infantry Badge. There was also an EIB, a MUC, a bronze star, and one she didn't recognize; a star and laurel above a dagger with wings.

	Beneath the decorations, at the bottom of the box, a well-worn photograph. A younger Fabler, looking not quite so psychotic, with a younger and surprisingly handsome Grim, arms around each other's shoulders. They wore jump outfits, had parachutes on their backs, and were in the bay of a C-130, the open ramp behind them exposing the skies of the wild blue yonder.

	<Obviously, the dagger medal is a freefall badge.>

	Presley put everything back and checked the dresser. Male clothes in three drawers, female in the other three, socks and underwear and sweats and sleepwear and old t-shirts. She picked up one of Lori's bras. Fabler's wife had a C cup, thirty-six inches. Presley also found a bikini she wouldn't be caught dead in.

	<Not because of body shame, but because butt floss isn't my thing.>

	Beneath the swimsuit, a cardboard box. Pregnancy tests, a bulk pack of five.

	Two missing. 

	Presley didn't find any photos.

	<Odd.>

	The younger generation didn't keep paper photos; they carried them around on their phones. But anyone over the age of thirty usually had stacks of them. During her stay, Presley had clandestinely snooped through every cabinet, drawer, shelf, and closet in the house. No photos tucked away. No photo boxes, no photo albums, no rubber-banded stacks or envelopes full of negatives.

	<Come to think of it, there aren't any pictures on the walls, either.> 

	Married couples usually had a wedding pic hanging somewhere. Even dating couples had pics. Presley had a framed one of her and Jason in fatigues hanging next to her bed at home, and several more of him alone taped to bookcases and dressers and the fridge.

	<Fabler has none. I have no idea what his wife, Lori, looks like.> 

	Nothing of further interest in the drawers, so Presley moved on to the first closet.

	Male clothing, some on hangers, some on shelves. Shirts and slacks and shorts and jeans and shoes and coats, a two piece suit that looked like it came off the rack at Sears. She wasted a few minutes, going through various pockets and coming up empty, and then noticed the brown spots on the floor.

	<Three large, brown stains.

	<Two from shoes.

	<One looked more like a dried puddle.>

	Presley knelt down, reached for it, and stopped herself.

	<Blood. These are blood stains.>

	She remembered reading up on Fabler's trial, conviction, and release before taking this job. The police had found a bloody pair of running shoes, and a blood-soaked hammer, in Fabler's house. The conviction had been overturned when evidence revealed Grim had planted the shoes and hammer and switched the DNA reports.

	<But why hasn't Fabler cleaned up the blood?

	<Some sick reminder? 

	<To relive that night?>

	Not wanting to be in there any longer, she closed the knobless door and tried the second closet. Twice as big, also full of clothing. Women's clothing. Presley pawed through the dresses, jeans, sweaters, blouses. Lori had good taste. Lots of designer stuff. Suits, power outfits, some serious heels. On the upper shelves, shoe boxes. She took a stack down, found they contained…

	<Shoes.>

	Presley sighed, took a deep breath. The closet didn't smell like dust or mothballs or disuse. 

	Oddly, it smelled a lot like Fabler.

	"Looking for something?"

	She yelped, dropping to a squat as she turned around, freeing the .45 DoubleTap from her ankle holster and pointing it at—

	<Fabler.

	<How did he sneak up on me without the floor squeaking?>

	He didn't appear angry. Fabler wore his standard Fabler expression; like he was watching a very boring documentary shortly after getting electroconvulsive therapy.

	"You scared the crap out of me." She holstered the gun. "Sorry to be snooping. I ripped my khakis, wanted to see if there were a spare pair someplace."

	"So you're stealing my wife's clothes?"

	"I was going to ask you. You know women and clothing—we're always trading and borrowing stuff."

	Presley hoped that would fly. Shooting Fabler would cause a whole mess of problems, including losing the job and not getting paid.

	<A joke. But not really.>

	Fabler stared.

	Presley stared back.

	Then he nodded. "Okay." 

	"Seriously?"

	"Borrow whatever you'd like."

	<I didn't expect that response.> "Anything?"

	"Anything, except…" Fabler reached for something on the top shelf. A large, white, box. "This."

	"So anything but that weird, secret box."

	"It's not a secret."

	"What is it?"

	"Lori's wedding gown."

	Presley wondered if there could be more wedding items in there. Like pictures. She decided to press her luck.

	"Can I see it?"

	"You want to see Lori's wedding dress?"

	"Girls always want to see wedding dresses. You never heard of Premier Bride magazine? Each issue is hundreds of pages long, all wedding dresses."

	Fabler appeared skeptical. Then he nodded.

	Presley stood up, walking past Fabler and taking the box to the bed. She opened it, careful not to tear the cardboard, and pulled the gown out by the shoulders.

	<Wow. Gorgeous.>

	Strapless, low cut, patternless white satin, ruffles below the knees. Presley eyed the label.

	<Versace. Whoa.>

	 "Did her parents buy this?"

	"I did. Her parents died before we married."

	"You picked it out?"

	"She saw it in one of those bridal magazines. Laughed about how expensive it was. I had some money, from contract work after the Army."

	"Did you have a big wedding?"

	"Did it at the courthouse. Just us. And her brother."

	"What did you wear?"

	Fabler reached over and pulled a garment bag hidden behind his cheap Sears suit. "She picked it out."

	Presley unzipped the side of the bag and looked at the label on the tuxedo.

	<Armani.

	<Versace and Armani, for a courthouse wedding with no guests.

	<That's either the dumbest thing I've ever heard of…

	<Or the most romantic.>

	"What did Lori do for a living?"

	"She's a real estate agent."

	"She obviously made good money. This must have cost a fortune."

	"She does okay."

	"The tux is nice. But this gown is one of the most beautiful things I've ever seen."

	Presley hugged the dress to her body, modeling it for Fabler.

	His eyes bugged out, and his mouth twitched. 

	<Seeing any sort of expression on Fabler is surprising, but I can't tell if that's pain or joy.

	<Maybe he's nauseous.

	<Maybe he's aroused.>

	Presley immediately put the dress back into the box.

	"When were you guys married?" She purposely avoided looking at him as she fussed with smoothing out wrinkles in the gown.

	"Eight years ago."

	"How'd you meet?"

	"Her brother was my best friend."

	"I didn't know you had any friends."

	When he didn't answer, Presley glanced at him. Fabler resumed his everyday deadpan expression.

	"Army buddy. I ran into him today. In town."

	<My turn to keep my face blank.> "So… your brother-in-law? The one who blames you for Lori's death?"

	Fabler nodded, his eyes not focused on anything.

	"How'd that go?"

	"He's… not doing well."

	"I don't mean to pry." <Yeah I do.> "But didn't he get fired from his police officer job for framing you?"

	"He went down a path he shouldn't have gone down. But Grim's a good guy. You like him."

	Presley wasn't sure she'd heard that right. 

	<You like him? 

	<Does Fabler know?> 

	"Excuse me? I didn't hear you."

	"You'd like him."

	<I must be hearing things.> "Aren't you mad at him?"

	Fabler turned away. "His sister is missing. I'm the obvious suspect. I was him, I would have done the same thing."

	<Change the subject. Ask about the pregnancy tests.>

	"Why didn't you and Lori have children?"

	Fabler's eyes widened, and Presley wondered if she'd been too blunt.

	"We tried to. We wanted kids. There were… complications."

	<Cryptic. Keep pushing.>

	"Some medical issue?"

	"Lori… had some problems getting pregnant."

	<He used past tense.> "Had?"

	"Has. She has some genetic thing."

	<Maybe it has something to do with the condoms in your drawer.

	<But don't mention that. Keep things conversational.> 

	"What was Lori like?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"What kind of person was she?"

	Fabler considered it. "She once saw a homeless man at an intersection, holding a cardboard sign, begging for food. Guy told her he'd been unemployed for a year, he lived on the street, all he owned was the clothes on his back. Lori took him to a restaurant, bought him a meal. Then she took him to the barber and got him a shave and haircut. Then she took him to a department store and bought him clothes and toiletries. Then she set him up in a motel and got him a job with the crew that cleaned her office. Far as I know, he still has that job." Fabler's eyes glazed over. "That's who Lori is. That's why I love her. Because every day I'm with her, she shows me how good the world can be." 

	<That's as good an opening as any.>

	"Fabler… what do you think happened to Lori?"

	Fabler didn't answer.

	"I mean, if she left you, her brother would have heard from her. Right?"

	He stayed silent.

	"If she's not dead, Fabler, where is she?"

	"How open is your mind, Presley?"

	"What do you mean?"

	He stared at the wedding gown box. "I mean a lot of people are closed. There are certain things they believe. And certain things they can never believe. Do you believe in God?"

	<What's he really asking here? What's his angle?>

	She chose to tell him the truth. "No."

	"Is there anything that could make you change your mind?"

	"Sure. If I had proof."

	"But what if there is no proof? Billions of people believe in some sort of god, without any evidence. All they have is faith."

	"I need more than faith."

	"In the army… did you ever kill anyone?"

	<There's an abrupt about-face. It's also something a dumbass civilian would ask. Not a vet. Never a vet.>

	"What the hell, Fabler? Really?"

	"I know it's a shitty question. But I need the answer." 

	<Jesus. Fine.> "No, I never killed anyone."

	"Were you ever in a firefight?"

	"Yes."

	"If you had to, could you do it? Kill another human being?"

	<Tell him what he obviously wants to hear.> "Yes."

	"Do you think it would change you?"

	"I don't know."

	Fabler returned his stare to her. "When I was a teenager, I thought I knew what sex would be like. I saw pornos and magazines. I jerked off. I thought I was ready for it. Then I actually had sex, and it was completely different than I thought." His eyes narrowed slightly. "Same thing with killing. All through BCT, the Army trained me to kill. I thought I knew what it would be like. That I'd be ready for it. Then… I actually did it. And it wasn't what I expected. It… changed me."

	"What are you saying, Fabler?"

	He leaned over her, getting in Presley's personal space. "I'm saying that we all think we know things. We have faith. But sometimes, when we finally get the proof, it changes us in ways we can't even imagine."

	His expression, growing menacing, had an unnerving effect. Presley considered the gun in her ankle holster. A round from a .45 packed a serious punch, and at this distance, aiming at center mass, she couldn't miss. But the DoubleTap only held two bullets, and Presley didn't know if that would be enough to stop Fabler if he tried something. 

	<And he's ready to pounce.>

	She lowered her voice to a whisper. "What happened to Lori?"

	"What if I told you that God came, and he took her?"

	Presley chose her words very, very carefully. "Is that what happened?"

	"You said you don't believe in God."

	"Where are you going with this, Fabler?" <Is he admitting he killed her?> "Is Lori… in heaven?"

	"Some people believe without proof. You need proof, Presley."

	"I don't understand."

	"Me telling you what happened won't be enough." His voice became low. "I'd need to show you."

	Presley got ready to crouch and grab the gun. The fear would make her fire fast, but she decided her best chance of survival was keeping calm and aiming for the head.

	"Are you going to show me now, Fabler?"

	"You look scared."

	"You're scaring me."

	"You're thinking about drawing your gun again."

	"You're correct."

	"Go ahead." Fabler raised his hands. "I won't move."

	Presley took the opportunity. She quickly squatted down and drew the weapon, drawing a bead on Fabler's face.

	"Are you still afraid?"

	"Yes."

	"Even though you have a gun on me?"

	"Yes."

	"Presley, what if I told you that you truly have no idea what fear is?"

	She tried to keep the weapon steady as the panic gripped her. "Trust me, Fabler. I understand fear."

	He grinned, making him even scarier. "I thought I understood sex. And killing. Until I experienced them. Trust me, Presley. You don't know fear at all."

	<I may have to shoot him.

	<Maybe I should shoot him.>

	But she wasn't a killer. And she didn't want to learn what killing felt like by gunning down a man in cold blood, with his hands over his head.

	"You're not ready yet. You need more training."

	Presley kept the gun on him, unsure of what just happened.

	"If you're not going to shoot me, I'm making some food. Borrow whatever clothing you need."

	Presley didn't shoot him.

	Fabler left.

	After her shaking stopped, Presley looked above the dresser mirror, directly into the camera, wondering what the hell had taken place.

	<And if Grim is watching.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 2:11pm

	Grim frowned as he watched the drama playing out in Fabler's bedroom.

	<If I had any reservations about Fabler having any sanity left, those reservations are gone.

	<Fabler shouldn't have gone to jail. He should have gone to a mental institution. The guy is batshit crazy.>

	Grim stared at his phone, with Presley looking into the camera, seemingly staring back at him.

	<She's scared.

	<I'm sick.

	<Not because of a cough syrup/mouthwash hangover.

	<Well, yes, partly because of that.

	<But mostly I'm sick because of what I've done to her.>

	Grim wondered, yet again, what the hell the end game was. 

	<I've thrown away my job, my life, and my future, for what? Fabler will never be punished. And he'll never reveal what happened to Lori. And now I've put someone else in very real danger. 

	<Someone I like.

	<Installing the cameras was one thing. But now my obsession with truth and justice is affecting an innocent third party.

	<I'm paying Presley to live with a psychopath.

	<And, actually, I can't even pay her. I'm broke.

	Grim could guess that Presley wouldn't take the news well.

	<So what do I do? Call the whole thing off?

	<That's probably best.

	<But even if I fired Presley—and I'd sure miss seeing her everyday—how am I supposed to give up my fixation with Fabler?

	<I could leave Wichita. Move as far away from him as possible. Out of sight, out of mind.

	<But then Fabler gets away with it. And I'll never find out what happened to my sister. 

	<Plus, I'm sure that more women will die.

	<This whole thing is going to continue. I'm sure of it.

	<What's the answer here?>

	"I could kill him."

	Since the Osmonds were still in the bathtub, Grim had begun talking to the fish tank box.

	<Could I kill him?>

	Unlike Presley, Grim had killed, in the line of duty. But combat differed from cold-blooded murder. 

	<When the moment came to pull the trigger, I wouldn't be able to do it.

	<I couldn't kill anyone like that.

	<Not even Fabler.

	<Especially Fabler.

	<We were close as brothers once…

	<So what's the alternative?>

	"I could kidnap him, stuff him in a box, mail him to China, then take all of his money so he could never come back."

	<That's a ridiculous thought.

	<Except for the money part.

	<Fabler is rich. That allows him to devote all of his time to acting out his crazy fantasies.

	<But what if the man was broke?>

	Grim could picture Fabler as homeless, a neck beard hanging to his chest, pushing a rusty shopping cart full of bottles and cans through some poverty row alley.

	<That idea has some appeal.

	<And I could put his money to good use.>

	"Okay, say I want to rob him. How could I do that? If I can't force him to tell me what he did to my sister, how do I force him to give up his bank password and ATM pin?"

	<It's not like I can seduce the guy.

	<But… Presley can.>

	"Bad idea."

	<Why? She kisses men for money.>

	"I did see her kiss Fabler to get her job back."

	<Maybe she can somehow trick him out of a few hundred thousand dollars.

	<Can't hurt to ask, right? My head and stomach hurt so bad right now, I'd cut my own hand off for a drink.>

	Grim began to dial Presley's number, and stopped before completing the area code.

	<She warned me to never call. I have to respect that.

	<But she didn't say I couldn't text.>

	Grim composed a message in his head.

	A message about robbing Fabler. 

	Robbing him and taking him someplace far away.

	It will save Presley's life. And likely save other redheads. 

	<Okay. Tell her.

	<She's smart. She can help with the plan.

	
<Even though this needs to be over.

	<Even though Presley needs to get out of there.

	<Even though I have to get on with my life.

	<Text her and make it happen.>

	Grim texted, surprising himself with what he wrote.

	YOU'RE FIRED.

	<There it is.

	<The right thing to do.

	<No robbing. No kidnapping.

	<I need to send this.

	<End it now.

	<Let her go.

	<Let Fabler go.

	<Let Lori go.

	<I need to end this gigantic mess once and for all.

	<Do it.

	<DO IT.>

	Grim's finger hovered over the send button.

	And kept hovering.

	And kept hovering.

	 

	THE EXPERIMENT ○ August 16, 2017 ○ 4:56+am ○ 7442497503118564

	how long have I been here

	who am I

	who are we

	are these my thoughts

	or are these my thoughts

	or these

	or all

	or none

	what… what is wrong with this body

	WHAT IS WRONG WITH THIS BODY

	arms

	legs

	ears

	what am I looking at

	too many too many too many

	what is this

	pain

	SO MUCH PAIN

	make it stop make it stop MAKEITSTOP

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 17, 2017 ○ 1:21pm

	Fabler finished the teriyaki chicken Presley had prepared for lunch, and naturally didn't have any comments, positive or negative.

	<I should add a pound of salt to the next thing I cook, to see if I can get a reaction from him.>

	"What's next? Shooting sprints?"

	"Something new today."

	<Something new? That's never good.>

	Fabler left the kitchen and returned with… something.

	<Looks like he mounted a hand mirror on some sort of bendable metal arm.>

	He spent a few minutes attaching it to the bracket on the top of her helmet so she could see her own face.

	"What's this for? Checking my make-up?"

	"I want you to jog around the cabin. Backward. Use it like a rearview mirror." 

	Presley put on her helmet and followed him outside. Then she tried walking backward.

	<Whoa. This isn't easy.>

	"Be careful; when I did this, I kept hitting the corners of the house when I made a turn."

	"You did this?"

	"Six times. When you were in town yesterday."

	He took out his stopwatch, which she'd come to loathe.

	"Go."

	Presley took the first lap slow, not quite jogging, getting used to navigating in a mirrored image.

	"I need you faster than that."

	She didn't bother to ask him why; he wouldn't say.

	On the second time around, her brain got the hang of it, and she cut her time in half.

	"Faster."

	After her third lap, Fabler stood in her path, and when she tried to go around him, he blocked her.

	Presley halted. "Am I stopping?"

	"Try to hit me."

	"You're behind me."

	"Remember when I made you shadow box?"

	"Sure." <She'd done it twice, the last time for so long it hurt to lift her arms the next day.>

	"Try mirror boxing. Look at me, in the mirror, and try to hit me like I'm standing in front of you."

	<Weird. But not any weirder than all the other weird things he made me do.>

	It took Presley a little while to figure out how direction worked, left and right, forward and back, but within a few minutes she could anticipate Fabler's reflection and hit where he moved.

	Then he pulled out a flare, and Presley inwardly groaned and pulled down her welding goggles, knowing what he wanted next.

	<Mirror boxing, following a flare, jogging backward around the house, wearing football pads.

	<What's the final payoff here?

	<There won't be one, of course. Fabler's nuts. All of this ridiculous training is for some imaginary, insane delusion that he's fixated on.

	<The only payoff will be a paycheck.

	<Think about Brooklyn.

	<Get through this insanity.

	<Just think about Brooklyn.>

	After two more hours of backward mirror nonsense, Fabler allowed her to remove her gear.

	She almost fell over.

	After a few minutes, her brain readjusted to normal movement, and he announced they were done for the day.

	<Halleluiah.>

	She stowed her equipment for tomorrow, then showered the sweat and zinc oxide off her body.

	Fabler made dinner. Fried pork chops, mashed potatoes.

	<This is actually good.>

	Presley kept the compliment to herself.

	After dinner, more science fiction DVDs awaited. Since the only movies Fabler had in the house were ones they'd already seen, Presley assumed be bought new discs every time he went into town. 

	<Though new isn't the right term. They're all used movies, some of them decades old, bought for a few bucks at thrift stores.>

	"Can't you pick up a comedy? Or romance? I'm getting a little tired of watching Will Smith save the world."

	"This is Independence Day: Resurgence. Will Smith isn't in this one."

	"Have you ever heard of Nicholas Sparks?"

	"No."

	"How about Pixar? Toy Story? Something fun?"

	"I'll tell you what; if you start paying me a salary, we can watch Toy Story."

	<I'm tempted. But I'd rather keep the money.>

	So she endured the Independence Day sequel, which actually suffered from the lack of Will Smith. 

	Next, Fabler put on Battle: Los Angeles, and seemed uncharacteristically enthused about it.

	"I've seen this. Whoever the military advisor is, they did a great job."

	"I'm sure it'll be amazing."

	Twenty minutes into it, Presley fell asleep.

	She woke up an undetermined time later.

	The television was off, but Fabler remained sitting there. In the dark. Staring at her.

	<Creepy.> "What time is it?"

	"A little after one am. Good nap?"

	<Odd for him to ask.> "Yeah. You've just been… sitting here?"

	"Got a lot to think about."

	"Want to share any of it?"

	"I was thinking about atomic clocks."

	"Atomic clocks?" <I couldn't have seen that one coming.>

	"I've been reading a lot of science books lately. Physics. Astronomy. Quantum mechanics."

	Presley hadn't seen any books lying around the house. <Must have been during his prison stretch.>

	"Atomic clocks are supposed to be ridiculously accurate, right?"

	"Accurate. And dependable. All clocks work on the same principle. They keep track of ticks of a resonator. A resonator on a grandfather clock is the pendulum. On a watch, it's usually a spring. A digital clock uses oscillations of the power line, or a quartz crystal. An atomic clock uses the frequency of cesium atoms. It keeps perfect time, within one second, for up to fifteen billion years."

	"Interesting." <I'm sorry I asked. I just want to go to bed.>

	 "You were in the military. You know the importance of accuracy. And dependability. Soldiers are trained to act and react in certain ways. That's why there is so much routine. Wake up at a certain time. Make up your bed. Shit, shave, shower, and shine. March. Drill. Repeat. You know why?"

	"So when things get FUBAR, you can fall back on your skills. And on your team."

	"Exactly. I've found there are two types of people in the world, Presley. Those who wake up and make their beds. And those who don't. Which one would you want on your side when the shit goes down?"

	"Is this a subtle way of telling me you want me to start making my bed?" 

	"I don't check to see if you're making your bed or not. But whether you do or not, it isn't about me. It's about you."

	<While it's rare for Fabler to talk about something other than training, I'm not in the mood for psychobabble.

	<Best to change the subject.>

	"How was your movie?"

	"I paused it when you nodded off."

	"Oh. Thanks."

	Fabler pressed a button on the remote and the TV came on. "I rewound a little bit, to catch you up." 

	Presley yawned, making it louder than required. "I think I'm going to bed."

	"Stay and finish. The military advisor on this movie did a great job."

	Presley stayed and finished.

	When Presley finally went to bed, she hoped to dream about Tom Hanks as a cowboy doll. 

	Instead she dreamt of national monuments blowing up. 

	 

	GRIM ○ August 18 ○ 3:02am

	"Do you like what I'm wearing, Grim?"

	"Yes."

	Presley's clingy red dress had less fabric than a handkerchief, hugging her perfect body so tight he could count her heartbeats through the material, and she wore red pumps with impossibly high heels.

	"Do you want to have sex with me, Grim?"

	"Yes."

	Presley smiled. "Not even in your dreams. You know this is a dream, don't you?"

	"Yes. That's why you're two hundred feet tall."

	Giant Presley smiled, an impossibly wide goblin smile, baring teeth like crooked, thrift-store knives. "You're a worthless, insignificant jerk, Grim. You'll never have me. You'll never have anything."

	As Giant Presley lifted her giant spikey heel to impale him, Grim woke up.

	He looked around for the liquor bottle, and the realization slapped him.

	<I'm out of booze. I've been out for days.>

	That realization hit even harder than that nightmare.

	<I've tried to go cold turkey before, and always failed.

	<I guess I always did it wrong.

	<The real way to quit booze was to run out of money.>

	A thought so amusing that Grim actually LOLed. 

	<Maybe I should rob a liquor store.

	<I could get money. And booze. One-stop shopping.

	<But that would require getting out of bed.>

	He closed his eyes, trying to get back to sleep, hoping that if Giant Presley stepped on him, it would be a quick death.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 19 ○ 2:18+am

	Armless and legless, the Watcher rolls through the mud, naked, surrounded by rutting, stinking, wild hogs.

	He screams, and during mid-scream his head is severed from his torso and grafted to the underbelly of a pig.

	As his face drags upside-down through the mud, the Watcher realizes he is in the slaughterhouse line. The pig he is attached to is trotting up the ramp—

	—to the grinder.

	He hears laughter.

	Familiar laughter.

	Fake laughter.

	Mu.

	The Watcher wakes himself up.

	<A dream. Only a dream.>

	Then he goes to check the cage.

	 

	FABLER ○ August 20 ○ 5:31am

	For once, the nightmare wasn't about Lori.

	It was about Iraq.

	Fabler spat sand—sand got in everything—then motioned for Grim to breech. They were thirty clicks west of Kirkuk, weaving through makeshift housing comprised of metal shipping containers stacked three high and five long, welded together for protection against shamal; the strong winds.

	The door was nothing more than a corrugated panel on rusty hinges. Grim knelt next to the doorknob, then unclipped the borescope hanging on his belt; a gun-shaped device with a small monitor on the top and a meter of flexible tubing where the muzzle would be. He uncurled the tube, stuck it in the crack between door and frame, and powered up the screen, peeking inside the domicile.

	"No trips, no wires, no IEDs." Grim grimaced. "Man down."

	"Hoopland?" They'd been searching for the abducted journalist for over a week.

	"Can't tell."

	"He breathing?"

	"Negative."

	Grim tilted the endoscope, letting Fabler see the screen.

	The outside temperature topped a hundred and four degrees, but Fabler shivered.

	<Christ. Another one.>

	Grim retracted the camera, squared it away, and put his hand on the door handle, waiting for Fabler's signal.

	Fabler didn't bring his weapon to the ready, still trying to get that image out of his head.

	<Bad enough on a tiny screen. I don't want to see it in person.>

	"Fabler?"

	Fabler shifted his gaze to Grim, then nodded an affirmative.

	"You freeze?"

	"I'm good."

	"We going in, or waiting around to be humped by sand cats?"

	Fabler nodded again.

	But he didn't bring up his rifle.

	Grim rolled his eyes and abandoned procedure, opening the door without being covered, switching on the tactical light attached to the picatinny rail of his M4 carbine and entering the container, low and slow.

	His friend's breach of protocol snapped Fabler out of his stupor, and he switched on his tac light and brought up his weapon, covering left as Grim covered right, doing a ninety-degree sweep as the stench of dead, rotting, partially cooked journalist assaulted his nose and throat and a thick, flying blanket of sandflies buzzed over them.

	Once they established the room was clear, Fabler's eyes fell on the corpse.

	Then they fell on the corpse's head, several meters away.

	Eyes open, milky and bloated, mouth gaping.

	A camel spider the size of a rat crawling through the bloody, matted hair.

	"That's Hoopland." Grim waved away some flies. "And they left a record of it."

	Grim's flashlight beam moved to the left of the body, illuminating a videotape.

	In real life, they brought the tape back to base, and didn't see it until it appeared on the news a few days later.

	In the dream, Fabler and Grim watched it immediately.

	Hoopland, bound to a chair, crying while being forced to read anti-US propaganda.

	Hoopland, begging for his life as the cutting began. 

	They used a knife. 

	It took eleven slices, back and forth, before getting all the way through his neck.

	Hoopland's severed head blinked several times, and his lips moved as if trying to speak, even though he made no sound.

	In the dream, he actually did speak.

	"You killed her, Fabler. And more are going to die because of you."

	Fabler woke up unable to breathe, the terror of sleep paralysis amplified by his brain losing oxygen.

	<I can't breathe I CAN'T BREATHE ICANT—>

	And then his diaphragm lurched and Fabler sat up in bed and took great gulps of air while his hands unconsciously rubbed his own neck.

	<I don't know how much more of this I can take.>

	Fabler quickly vanished the thought.

	<Now isn't the time to be weak.

	<Now isn't the time to give up.

	<I have to stay strong. To follow this through to the end.>

	After a minute of getting his breathing back under control, Fabler flipped on the nightstand light and noticed a fly perched atop his lampshade. One of those metallic-green houseflies, the kind that caught light like an emerald.

	Fabler swatted it away, and if flew off, soundlessly.

	<Didn't I buy fly paper?>

	He got out of bed, trying to watch his step so the creaky floor didn't wake Presley, and padded 

	into the kitchen, finding the bag from the hardware store, unwrapping the roll of flypaper, pulling off a ten inch section and hanging it above the refrigerator.

	The fly had followed him into the kitchen and executed a lazy eight near the microwave.

	"There's the paper." Fabler pointed. "Go kill yourself."

	The fly left the room.

	Fabler gave the paper a long glance, then he left the room, too.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 22 ○ 3:31am

	She couldn't sleep. So her mind wandered.

	She thought about Brooklyn.

	She thought about Grim. His smell. His lips on her neck.

	<Think about something else.

	<This isn't a safe place to get horny.>

	So she thought about Fabler. About the job.

	<Whatever this job actually is.

	<I know what Grim hired me to do.

	<But what the hell does Fabler want?>

	The training had become almost routine. Lots of repetition. Lots of sticking to a regimented schedule, the only exception when Fabler woke her up at odd hours. Then it became a mad rush to leap out of bed and play dress up like an idiot, putting on the football pads and sunscreen and contact lenses and holsters and guns and goggles and backpack.

	Then Presley would light a flare and jog through every room in the dark house, knowing the layout so well she hardly needed the flare to navigate. 

	Then she'd do a lap around the cabin.

	Then another lap in the opposite direction.

	Then breakfast, in full gear, though Fabler allowed her to remove the welding goggles.

	She would cook. Wearing the fifty pound backpack.

	To make things even weirder, Fabler wore the same ensemble. He'd perch on a stool while she made eggs, because the bulk of his backpack made a chair impossible.

	After eating, shooting sprints. 

	Then grappling, in full football gear.

	Then lunch.

	Fabler usually cooked. Some boring variety of meat-based sandwich, though Presley had some success in getting him to expand his mayonnaise game by mixing it with various herbs, spices, and vegetables. 

	After lunch, Fabler would disappear for a while. Sometimes for ten minutes. Sometimes for over an hour.

	When he returned, weight training.

	After weight training, cardio.

	After cardio, walking through the house, wearing a blindfold and ear plugs, counting the steps from the kitchen to the bedroom to the living room to the front door.

	<It's insane. But at least it's consistent.

	<And, admittedly, much easier to do with all of the doorknobs removed from the doors.>

	Then maybe shadow boxing. Or sightless target practice. Or running backward in the mirror helmet.

	<The same strange, ridiculous stuff, over and over. With no explanation why.

	Then Presley would go into town. Mondays was BlueSpa for a hot stone massage, or maybe deep tissue if she was especially sore. Tuesdays was filling the car up with gas—which was a waste of time and energy, because she could have gotten gas the previous day, after going to the spa. Wednesdays, grocery shopping. Thursdays, hair and nails and Coreen's. Friday, yoga at the park district. Saturday, volunteering at the shelter, helping to prepare dinner for Wichita's homeless. Sunday, various errands.

	When she returned from Wichita, Presley endured a quiet hour of blindly feeling through her backpack for the locations of various items, memorizing their shapes and their placements by feel.

	If Fabler made dinner, Presley would practice sewing wounds on the suture pad, or hooking a saline IV up to Fabler's hand as he cooked, or attaching various splints to herself or to him. If she made dinner, Fabler would disappear again. Sometimes missing dinner entirely.

	That was when Presley would walk outside, into the woods, away from Grim's cameras, and call Brooklyn.

	<I miss home so much.

	<It hurts so much.>

	At night, always a DVD. Some action/sci-fi/horror film that involved aliens. But not friendly extraterrestrials, who could make your bicycle fly by lifting a glowing finger. In the movies Fabler watched, the visitors from outer space were always malevolent, trying to take over the planet or destroy humanity or impregnate earth women.

	Always a high body count.

	Always a lot of blood.

	Happily, the movies were far enough removed from reality that they didn't trigger any panic attacks. Presley kept her PTSD under control and hidden from Fabler, and since that bad episode in his bedroom, she'd stayed even-keeled.

	<Just get through this.

	<Make as much money as you can.

	<Fabler said this job would last thirty-six days.

	<That's nine days away.

	<Then it will be over.>

	Presley knew she should be reassured by that thought. But instead, it left her uneasy.

	She had a bad feeling that this wouldn't end well.

	 

	GRIM ○ August 23 ○ 12:39pm

	"I should fire her." 

	Grim said it to the fish tank box, trying to summon the motivation to send the text and fire Presley. 

	Unfortunately, firing her meant he was giving up. Fully giving up. Grim may have eaten half a stick of butter with soup crackers last night because he had run out of Ramen and had no other food. And he may have been bathing in the sink because the Osmonds were still in the bathtub. And he may have spent the last few days a sick, weary mess because he hadn't been without liquor for this many days since Lori was still alive.

	<Well, I may not have any booze, or job, or money, or friends left. But I still have a vague memory of what winning feels like.>

	And winners didn't quit. 

	Winners fight until the very end. Even if they lose.

	<Presley is my only chance at finding out what happened to Lori. If she's gone, there's no Plan B.>

	Grim put his cell phone away, went to the kitchen, and washed his face and armpits using the sink sprayer. Then he opened the sliding door and stepped onto a balcony barely large enough for one chair and a small charcoal grill, staring at a vast meadow beyond the urban sprawl, letting nature embrace him and soothe his bruised and tarnished soul.

	A bird shit on his head.

	Grim gave nature the finger. Then he went back inside to the sink sprayer. He used the last drops of dish soap to clean his hair, picking out bits of undigested seeds. Then he dressed in a shirt that didn't smell too bad, and gathered up his most cherished possessions that he'd been saving his whole life.

	It didn't amount to much. After losing his job, Grim sold almost all of his gun collection, only retaining a 9mm Glock 17 with a MechTech Carbine conversion kit. 

	<In case things get worse.>

	Then he headed into town, hoping he had enough gas to make it.

	The army, and more recently, the battle royale mode in the Xbox One game Fortnite, taught him to constantly check his six, so Grim kept one eye on the rearview mirror—

	—and kept seeing the same sedan, even after three turns.

	Not entirely unusual. If the driver was going to Wichita, it made sense that they'd follow the same route. But Grim got that I'm being followed tickle on the back of his neck, and purposely made a turn that took him away from town.

	The sedan didn't make the turn.

	<The difference between caution and paranoia is how well you sleep at night.>

	Grim slept poorly, but he still liked the quote.

	But for some weird reason, even with the sedan gone, Grim still felt like he was being followed.

	He opened up his windows, to release a fly that was doing a figure eight in the passenger seat, and chalked the incident up to nothing.

	Upon getting to the Pawn 'N Shop, Grim brought in his box of lifetime valuables and approached Murray, the owner, standing behind the counter. During Grim's cop days, he'd often worked with Murray to help track stolen merchandise. They'd known each other for years, and Murray possessed a calm, likeable demeanor.

	"Go to hell Grim, you stinking butt nugget, get the hell out of my store."

	"What's with the hostility, Murray?"

	"Last time you were in here you stole a flat screen TV."

	"I didn't steal it. The TV was hot. You bought stolen goods, and right now it's in the evidence room waiting to be picked up by the original owner."

	The TV currently hung on Grim's bedroom wall. 

	"You're not a cop no more. I don't have to deal with you."

	"But I brought some cool stuff."

	"Go someplace else. And take a shower, man. You smell like a bum."

	Grim made his face sad. "It's my cancer, Murray."

	"Cancer?"

	"Stage six. Eating me from the inside. I need to sell some things to afford chemo. Can you help me out?" He forced a cough. "C'mon, brother. I need this."

	Murray's chubby face seemed conflicted. Then he nodded, three chins jiggling. "Fine. Pawning or selling?"

	"I probably won't make it much longer." Grim added a bit of quaver to his voice. "I guess I'll sell."

	"Let's see what you got."

	Murray spent about two minutes going through the box, carefully inspecting every item. Then he got an adding machine. As he punched in dollar amounts, Grim tried to decide what he would do with the thousands of dollars. 

	<Buy food and gas, first of all. 

	<Pay off my credit card and utility bills and bank balance.

	<And booze, of course. As much as my Bronco can hold.

	<Then put the rest in savings.>

	"Two hundred and eleven dollars."

	"For which item?"

	"For everything."

	Outrage overwhelmed Grim. He pointed into his box. "That's a Rolex!"

	"Fake."

	<Absurd. The Afghani trader I bought it from in Jalalabad for ninety American dollars swore it was real.>

	"Will you give me fifty for it?"

	"For a counterfeit Rolex? Hell no. We don't sell knock-offs. Read the sign."

	Murray jerked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing to the aforementioned sign.

	WE DON'T SELL KNOCK-OFFS

	"How about the Xbox? It's practically new."

	"It's three years old. A newer model has been released since then, with a faster processor and more memory. Plus, you have a second party controller. And it's missing the rubber on the right analog stick. Fifty bucks, assuming it works. I have to test it first."

	"How about the taser? It's an X26P. Never been used. Fully charged, with the extended battery pack and extra dart cartridge. Best of the best. Worth a few thou."

	"That's police issued, Grim."

	"So?"

	"So, did they give it to you as a going away present when they kicked you off the force? Or did you take it?"

	Grim didn't answer.

	"You seriously want me to buy merchandise stolen from the cops?"

	"I'd really appreciate it."

	"How hard will it be to trace the serial number, do you think?"

	"What if the serial number accidentally got scratched off?"

	"You know when it fires it shoots confetti with the serial number on it, specifically so it can be traced?"

	<I did know that. A shame that Murry did, too.>

	"Fine. Your loss. How about the class ring?"

	"Ninety bucks."

	"It's gold, man!"

	"Ten karat. Only about eight grams."

	"I paid like three hundred for it, twenty-five years ago."

	"That's because those ring companies rip you off."

	"Hasn't gold gone up?"

	"Of course. But what you got there is rinky-dink. Compare it to this." Murray ducked behind the counter and came up with a large coin in a plastic case. "One full ounce of twenty-two karat tried-and-true American Gold Eagle. Twelve hundred sixty bucks all day. Guy came in a few weeks ago, bought five hundred of them off me. Paid cash. Cleaned me out. That's worth about seven thousand of your dinky little class rings."

	"How about the gemstone?"

	Murray made a face. "The market for turquoise is soft right now."

	"I don't care. What's it worth? The stone?"

	"You didn't catch my sarcasm there? I laid it on pretty thick."

	"How much is the stone worth, Murray?"

	"About two bucks. If you had a buyer. Which isn't me. I'll buy the gold for scrap, you can have your cheap ass stone back."

	"What about all my other stuff? The comics?"

	"Let's see. Incredible Hulk numbers 352 through 361 in fair condition."

	"Why fair condition?"

	He held up a book. "This one has the Johnson Smith order form cut out of it."

	Grim remembered being a kid and sending away for fake vomit and a whoopie cushion, to prank Lori.

	"No one cares about the ads, Murray."

	He held another. "On this one, you drew bandito mustaches on the Hulk in ballpoint pen."

	"That wasn't me." <It totally was me.> "Does fair condition hurt the value?"

	"A near mint comic is graded 9.6. Yours are about 1.5."

	Grim sighed. "Just tell me what they're worth."

	"For the lot? Let's see, the market for 1980s common comic books in fair condition is skyrocketing."

	"So how much?"

	"Three dollars."

	<Wow. The Hulk can go eat a bag of dicks.>

	"And the rest of the stuff? This antique Hess toy truck?"

	"The 1970s don't qualify as antique. Twenty bucks, because of the misprint."

	"That's not a misprint." Grim pointed to the decal. "That part there has faded."

	Murray scratched his chin. "Huh. I must have missed that."

	"How much?"

	"Five bucks. The misprints are worth more."

	<This keeps getting better and better.> "How about my POG collection?"

	Murray raised an eyebrow. "Seriously? When was the last time you saw POGs for sale?"

	"Been a long time. So they must be worth something."

	"Actually, some of the rare ones sell for thousands of dollars."

	"Really?"

	"No. Your POGs are worthless."

	<Damn.> "How about my Disneyland pressed pennies?"

	"Now you're embarrassing yourself."

	"I heard some of them are valuable."

	"Elongated coins?"

	"Yeah."

	"Where you put a penny in the machine, and it flattens it out and stamps a new design on it?"

	"I've got twenty of them, all Disneyland."

	"Twenty?"

	Grim spread them out on the counter. "Yeah. All the good ones. Goofy. Peter Pan's little bug friend, whatshername, with the wings. Splash Mountain. Goofy with a balloon. Another Goofy with a balloon. I got that one twice because the first one came out with a crease in his face."

	"No kidding? You know what you've got there, Grim?"

	"Tell me."

	"A waste of twenty cents."

	Grim frowned. "They cost fifty cents each to make. You put a penny and two quarters into the machine and then turn the crank to smash it."

	"Well, then, that's an entirely different story."

	"It is?"

	"Yeah. What you've got is a waste of ten dollars and twenty cents."

	"You know there are other pawn shops in town."

	"Good call. I'm sure my compeDonnyrs will go crazy for your creased Goofy pennies, crappy comics, and stolen stun gun."

	Grim sighed, picking up the Splash Mountain penny and remembering being a kid, going to Disneyland with his parents and sister. 

	<Best times ever.> 

	On impulse, he stuck the penny in his pocket. "Okay, cut the sarcasm. Tell me how much for everything."

	"For everything, and I don't want your damn POGs or elongated cents or police taser or knock-off watch, for everything, assuming the Xbox works and your games aren't scratched to hell, I'll give you two hundred and eleven—wait, forgot the truck—two hundred and six dollars."

	"Can you round it up to two hundred and ten?"

	"For you? No. Take it or leave it."

	Grim took it, holding his breath as Murry plugged in the Xbox.

	"Looks good."

	<Thank god.>

	"But your Sonic Mania disc is missing." Murray showed Grim the empty case.

	"Is it in the Xbox?"

	"Nope. Gotta knock thirty off for that."

	"I just bought it. The game just came out."

	"I know. That's why I'm paying thirty. If you find it, bring it back."

	"I know exactly where it is." <I don't have a clue where it is.> 

	"Well, it's Sonic." Murray's mouth twitched. "He probably ran away. That little hedgehog is fast."

	"Are you enjoying this, Murray?"

	"I'll be honest, Grim. This is the most fun I've had all year."

	"Can you pay me for Sonic now and I'll grab the disc and bring it in?"

	"No way. I'm not paying thirty bucks for an empty case."

	"What would you pay for an empty case?"

	"Let me see." Murry punched something onto his calculator. Then he showed the number to Grim.

	<It's a zero.>

	"That's what I pay for empty cases. Nothing." He handed Grim one hundred and eighty-six dollars. "Thanks for shopping at the Pawn 'N Shop. Have a nice day."

	Grim put his stolen taser and fake Rolex in his box of POGs and pennies, and left the store.

	Murray called after him. "Good luck with your chemo."

	 

	FABLER ○ August 24 ○ 1:51pm

	Presley took the Jeep into town.

	Fabler waited until she'd been gone for ten minutes, then he went into the bathroom and began the uncomfortable job of unpacking his purse.

	<Still awful after all these years. But can't be caught unaware.>

	After doing his business and repacking, he crept into the hallway.

	To the secret room, hidden behind the false wall.

	"It's me."

	He squatted and stared in the box, at all that was left of his wife, until the tears made it blurry.

	"Not much longer, baby. Not much longer. This will be over soon. I promise. I promise on my love for you, it will all be over soon. Any day now."

	<Maybe.

	<Hopefully.

	<But what a terrible thing to hope for.>

	After a good cry he sealed up the room, went to his computer, punched in his password, and searched for more red-haired, blue-eyed women.

	He found another one. The stats all matched. The date made sense.

	"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 24, 2017 ○ 7:17+pm 

	<Will history revere me as a great man?

	<Or a maniac?

	Does history even matter anymore?>

	The Watcher believes that life, specifically self-aware life, has importance. 

	Maybe that is a self-fulfilling thought. The very act of consciousness requires ascribing meaning to consciousness, while objective reality sees no difference between a brain and any other equivalent collection of atoms. 

	But this infers a trait of reality; namely, that reality has perspective and understands value.

	Which means reality has consciousness.

	So consciousness, as an evolution of reality, must be important.

	Or else nothing is important.

	If nothing is important, then the highest functioning organic brain on earth is equal, atom for atom, to a similar volume of horse dung.

	That cannot be true. What is the point of anything if matter does not know itself?

	The logical construct appeals to him, but the Watcher cannot be sure. While intelligence is a simple matter of applying mathematics, importance is not as tidy.

	Certainly he is more important than a slug.

	Certainly the level of knowledge needed to keep the Experiment alive serves some higher scientific purpose beyond the humanitarian aspects.

	God exists. And God does not care.

	Therefore, why should the Watcher care about the pain he causes?

	"Why are you doing this?"

	The Watcher looks upon Redhead Number 15. "Who are you to question me?"

	"I'm hurt."

	"You hurt so that we may live."

	"But I don't have to hurt."

	"You did not follow the rules. This is the lesson."

	"Have any of us learned the lessons you're trying to teach?"

	"Perhaps I should be stricter."

	The Watcher sees fear. Likes it.

	"If you're trying to teach, you have to make good on your promise."

	"Your words mean nothing to me."

	"You're just standing there, staring. Either give me my hand back, or go."

	"Which hand? This hand?"

	The Watcher waves.

	"You're a monster."

	"I am God." The Watcher smiles. "I do not care how I am judged."

	But, secretly, The Watcher believes otherwise.

	No organic, living being can be God.

	God is immortal, omnipresent, all powerful…

	…and currently locked in a cage.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 25 ○ 10:13am 

	Finally. A break in routine.

	Presley had no idea where Fabler wanted to take her, but it gave her the opportunity to wear some of Lori's clothes. Nicer clothes than any she'd ever owned. She picked a white Jill Jill Stuart jumpsuit and cream Christian Louboutin ankle boots that were roomy enough to accommodate the DoubleTap. After weeks of wearing sweats and t-shirts, the outfit felt delightfully girlish. Presley required jewelry, and full make-up, to complete the look, but settled for a bit of orange lip gloss, and a rhinestone scrunchie to keep her hair back. 

	When she met Fabler in the living room, he stood near the front door, using his Pocket Fisherman to cast a lure into a coffee mug from eight meters away. After hitting his target he glanced over at her, and his eyes went buggy.

	"You okay?" She realized her error the moment the words left her mouth.

	"You… uh… you look… like my wife."

	<Wise move, Presley. Dress up as the woman he probably murdered.>

	"Do you want me to change?" 

	<I'll go put on a burlap sack if it stops Fabler from looking at me like that.>

	"What? Uh, no. It's… it's fine. Let's go."

	"I should probably change."

	"It's okay." His expression relaxed. "You look… nice."

	<Yet another creepy moment in the Creepy House of Fabler.>

	Fabler meticulously put his Pocket Fisherman into his backpack <everything in its OCD place> and led her to the Jeep. They drove in silence, Fabler keeping both hands on the steering wheel, his eyes never leaving the road. While Fabler couldn't be called a skilled conversationalist, this marked the first time he actively ignored Presley while driving, and she wondered about the inner demons he grappled with, and what they were saying to him.

	<Nothing good, probably.>

	For the nth time since taking this job, Presley wondered why she continued to stay. 

	<I'm playing chicken with a stick of dynamite. An explosion is inevitable. 

	<How long do I think my luck will hold out?>

	Hopefully, for a little longer.

	<Brooklyn.

	<Brooklyn is worth all the risk.

	<I need a giant payoff for Brooklyn.

	<I have to get back to Brooklyn.

	<I miss her so much.>

	They pulled into the parking lot of an army surplus store. When Presley got out of the Jeep, she caught Fabler staring, then quickly looking away. 

	<Definitely should have gone with the burlap bag.>

	He held the door open for her, and Presley walked in.

	Odors stayed with you, and this shop smelled like Basic Training; boot rubber and oiled brass and musty canvas. 

	<Good old TA-50.>

	The sense of familiarity mixed with an overwhelming feeling of dread, and as Presley processed that while keeping an eye on Fabler to her left, someone came at her from the right.

	On reflex, Presley moved to bring up both arms as they were pinned to her sides in a bear hug. She lifted her knee, to drive a boot heel through her attacker's foot, when he bellowed. 

	"Lori, it's so great to see you back."

	As Presley realized it was mistaken identity, not a threat, Fabler pulled the beaming guy off of her. "Hardigan—"

	"I knew it, Fabler. I knew you were innocent."

	"—this isn't Lori."

	Hardigan's smile dimmed a few hundred watts. "It's not?"

	"It's a friend of mine."

	Presley noted that Fabler made no attempt to introduce her, so she stuck her hand out. "Marna. Marna Presley. Nice to meet you, Mr. Hardigan."

	Hardigan had ten years on Fabler and enough grey stubble on his chin to sand the splinters off a two-by-four. He gave Presley's hand a quick, firm shake, his face showing surprise. 

	"Apologies, Ms. Presley. I would have sworn… my mistake. Jamal should be here shortly."

	Presley didn't ask who Jamal was. 

	<I'll find out soon enough.>

	Fabler folded his arms over his chest. "Has he shown you?"

	Hardigan nodded. "He sent pics."

	"And?"

	Hardigan shrugged. "They look like what you drew. Did you and Ms. Presley get some WW in Siberia? Is that the reason for the color?"

	Fabler shook his head. "If they were for snow, they'd be insulated."

	 Presley knew WW stood for Wet Work. Old merc slang. Taking soldier of fortune jobs where people bled and died.

	Grim told her, off-handedly, that after the army, he and Fabler did some military contract work. 

	<Maybe that's what sent Fabler over the edge. 

	<And it's not like Grim had all his ducks lined up, either.

	<I take Prazosin to keep the PTSD nightmares at bay, and Xanax for panic attacks. 

	<Combat destroys everybody. Those who died and those who lived.>

	A black guy entered the store, older, looking worn out, lugging two leather suitcases. He nodded at Hardigan and Fabler, then did a double-take when he saw Presley.

	She anticipated his comment. "I'm not Lori."

	"Who's Lori?"

	<Oops.> "When you were staring…"

	"Didn't mean to stare. Pretty ladies don't come in here often, and I spent two weeks shut up in my house, stitching and gluing fabric that fights hard not to be stitched or glued. You ever try to punch a sewing needle through aramid fiber?"

	Presley shook her head. But she knew aramids; synthetic compounds used to make body armor, like Kevlar. 

	"Name's Jamal. Fabler mention me?"

	Presley glanced at Fabler. "He doesn't mention much."

	"Talk is cheap, and talk is priceless. It can get you laid, and it can get you killed." He looked at Fabler and wiggled a suitcase. "Did I make this one for her?"

	Fabler nodded.

	"Well, then… let's see if it fits."

	The suitcases contained…

	Presley gawked. "Is that full body armor?"

	"From neck to the boots." Jamal appeared pleased, like a proud parent.

	"It's very… white."

	Jamal cast a look at Fabler. "Apparently the color is called eggshell. You folks want to try them on?"

	Fabler stripped off his shirt, showing off an eight pack and more definition than a dictionary. Presley looked around for a place to change.

	"We have a ladies' room in back." Hardigan jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

	Presley took the suitcase to a tiny, dirty bathroom containing little more than a stained toilet, a stained sink, and a doorknob she didn't want to touch. It took a bit of balancing to take off her jumpsuit while standing up, and then she took out the first piece of armor and held it up for inspection. The body was split on the side, and featured Velcro closures. It went on like a clamshell, snugging her from neck to waist. Stiff material, with ceramic chest plates. The pants were one piece, similar to football pads, and Velcro extending over the waist. The sleeves had a similar feature, pulling on over the arms and attaching to the shoulders, the Kevlar overlapping so there was no gap in coverage.

	Overall, easy to put on. Presley stared at herself in the stained mirror.

	Goofy as hell. But she knew Fabler didn't design this for the esthetics.

	<This is why all the practice with the football gear.

	<Fabler isn't training me for sports.

	<This suit is made for war.>

	She sat on the toilet seat and slipped on the combat boots, the leather uppers wide enough for her to still wear the ankle holster with the DoubleTap.

	Fabler had worked out every detail. 

	<But WTF is this crazy white outfit for? Are we fighting polar bears in the Arctic?>

	Presley walked back out into the shop. The suit, adding about twenty pounds and a lot of bulk, surprised her by allowing total freedom of movement. Fabler had similarly dressed, his omnipresent blank expression replaced by something that almost, but not quite, looked like excitement.

	<Like a child about to go Trick or Treating.>

	Hardigan appraised her. "Looking good."

	"I look like a Stormtrooper."

	"It's armor. It's meant to be functional, not pretty."

	Presley shrugged. "Now what?"

	"Now we see if it works." Fabler had his DoubleTap in hand. 

	Presley immediately spread her hands and took a step away. "Fabler…"

	She was about to say don't shoot me when Fabler surprised her by turning the .45 on himself and aiming at his belly, his thumb on the trigger.

	The ceramic plate didn't extend to the belly.

	<Why the hell is this guy always trying to shoot himself?>

	Fabler turned to Jamal. "This is IIIa?"

	"Sure is. That a nine?"

	"Forty-five."

	"It'll stop penetration, but it's gonna really—"

	Fabler fired, the DoubleTap kicking in his hands, him immediately doubling over.

	"—hurt."

	Or at least, that's what Presley thought Jamal said; her ears were ringing and she couldn't hear him. 

	Fabler straightened up, wincing deep. There didn't seem to be any blood. 

	Then he inspected the armor. The weave caught the .45 round. Fabler had a neck knife hanging from paracord around his neck, and he pried the slug out, letting it drop to the floor. It had deformed into a mushroom shape.

	He smiled, which looked like a grimace. "Nice."

	<What's his problem? Suicidal? Homicidal? Both? 

	<Or is he simply the most methodical person I've ever met?>

	Jamal showed his teeth, part smile, part grimace. "I admire your faith in my work."

	Fabler clapped Jamal on the shoulder. "It would have been bad if it didn't stop the shot."

	"For you, or for me?"

	Fabler didn't answer. His pained face had reverted back to its perpetual blank, mannequin expression.

	"How about the helmets?"

	"Zippered section, in front."

	Fabler flipped the suitcase over, unzipped, and took out—

	<A grey hockey mask?>

	It was longer than what goalies wore, extending six inches above the forehead, and coming to a point another six inches below the chin. Like a Zulu war mask. There were large holes for the eyes, and a circle of smaller holes over the mouth.

	<That's not practical. That's scary as hell. Like it came out of a horror movie.>

	Presley glanced at Fabler, hoping for the punchline to this bizarre joke. But he ignored her, gazing at the helmet with a strange, almost reverent look.

	<Is he enraptured? Or terrified?>

	"This is… perfect."

	"I don't understand why you wanted it to be so large." Jamal's face scrunched up. "It restricts movement."

	"Remember you asked me about camouflage?"

	Jamal nodded.

	Fabler put the helmet on, adjusting the chin strap. When he spoke again, his words had a crisp echo. "One type of camouflage makes things hard to see, because they blend in. The other disguises things, so they look like other things."

	Presley couldn't see his mouth through the mask. But she sensed that Fabler was smiling.

	After removing the headpiece, Fabler tore at the Velcro on the side of his vest, dug into the side of the pants, and pulled out a stack of bills. He peeled off hundreds, one after the other, and the brick didn't get any smaller.

	Presley knew he had money from the false arrest settlement. But she assumed Fabler kept it in the bank. Where could he have been hiding that much cash in the house? Presley thought she'd searched everywhere.

	<And if I found it, what would I do? 

	<Steal it? 

	<Am I a thief now?>

	Presley shrugged off the thought, knowing that she could justify the means with the ends.

	<I'd do anything for Brooklyn. 

	<Anything.>

	After dropping what had to be over ten thousand bucks, Fabler put the rest of the money away. Then he shook the hands of both men and picked up the suitcases, heading for the door.

	Presley spread out her hands, palms up. "We're not changing?"

	"We'll drive in these. Be a good test to see how comfortable they are for extended use."

	<Extended use?

	<What the hell is this guy up to?>

	[image: Image]

	GRIM ○ 11:29am 

	Grim drove around Wichita. He was searching.

	Searching for a job.

	Searching for motivation to fire Presley.

	Searching for inspiration to get on with his life.

	Searching for…

	"A liquor store."

	He pulled into the Wine Depot and parked. 

	<I know booze doesn't fix anything. But it sure helps you forget about everything that needs fixing.>

	He beelined for the whiskey, saw a bottle of Jack Daniel's winking at him, and picked that fella up. Also, since he hadn't eaten a decent meal in a while, Grim grabbed a large bag of fried pork rinds. For the protein.

	 He brought his items up to the scowling Indian cashier, and pulled out the cash he had left after getting gas.

	"Your money is no good here, Officer Pilgrim."

	<Great. Not again.>

	He squinted at the woman's nametag. Avni. Oddly familiar. Grim wondered if he should wait around, to listen to her gloat about refusing him service because he arrested her for something, or leave and find some whiskey elsewhere.

	"You don't remember me."

	He sighed. Grim wanted to believe in karma, wanted it so badly, and that meant taking his lumps when he deserved them. "What did I do? Give you a speeding ticket? Arrest you for drunk and disorderly? Catch you smoking weed?"

	"You saved my life."

	<Huh? Not what I expected.>

	"Six years ago. My husband was hitting me. I called the police. You came."

	A light came on in Grim's brain, and he recalled the arrest. His rookie year on the job, and they'd gotten a domestic dispute call. Hearing screams from inside the residence, Grim and his partner kicked in the front door and discovered Avni, bloody and hysterical, being beaten by the man who'd sworn to love and protect her.

	Grim had bounced his nightstick off the husband's head to subdue him. Maybe more than once.

	"Just doing my job."

	"It was more than that. I was new to this country. I knew nothing. You helped me get an order of protection. You took me to a shelter for abused women. You testified against my husband at the trial. And you warned him, while you were on the stand, that if you ever saw him near me again, there would be no place in Kansas he would be able to hide from you."

	"I said that?"

	"The defense attorney tried to object, but he was overruled. I'll never forget that moment. My husband went to prison for two years. I divorced him. With the settlement money, I bought this store. I have a new husband now, a kind man, and two beautiful children. All because you helped me."

	"So when you're saying my money is no good here…"

	She smiled. "I'm saying the drinks are on me, Officer Pilgrim. The drinks, and the snacks."

	He decided to fess up. "I'm not a cop anymore."

	"That doesn't matter. You protect people. You're a good man. That isn't about a badge. It's about what's in here."

	She placed a hand on her chest, patting her heart.

	<Really? 

	<Am I a good man?

	<Am I someone who protects people?>

	Grim seriously considered the thought.

	<Maybe. Maybe I am.>

	"Thank you, Avni."

	He turned to leave.

	"Officer Pilgrim. You forgot your whiskey."

	But Grim had tuned her out. He focused on his phone, on the words he'd typed.

	YOU'RE FIRED.

	Without any hesitation at all, Grim sent the text to Presley.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 11:35am

	The suit felt pretty good. Some pinching near the neck, which Presley fixed by adjusting the Velcro straps. The bottoms also detached in back while she sat, and the heavy stomach panel dug into the top of her thighs. She managed to push, tuck, pull, and shift, both the uniform and her body, until things stayed put and the armor became bearable, if not comfortable.

	"Will you be able to run in it?"

	"I think so."

	"Jump? Climb?" He glanced at her. "Shoot?"

	She didn't appreciate the way Fabler said shoot. Downplaying it, while at the same time telegraphing its importance.

	"I think so."

	"How about with the backpack?"

	"I guess I'll know when I try it."

	They drove in silence for a few minutes while Presley considered how to phrase her question.

	<The question he never answers.> 

	"You know, Fabler, it would help if I knew what I was training for."

	"You'll know. In time."

	<Always with that cryptic boloney.>

	"Obviously, it's combat. Are we leaving the country?"

	Fabler didn't reply.

	"I don't have my passport with me."

	"You aren't going to need a passport."

	"So… what is it? Are we invading Missouri? Robbing a bank?"

	He snorted. "I don't need money."

	"What is it you need?"

	"I need you to follow orders. Because that's what I pay you to do."

	"Just another mushroom, huh?"

	"We're all mushrooms, Presley."

	Army lingo. A mushroom is kept in the dark and fed shit. No matter your rank, you were always a mushroom.

	They got back to Fabler's house without any further conversation, and immediately did five laps around the house in the full armor, Fabler stopping often to adjust his fit, as Presley had done in the Jeep.

	For the sixth lap, they wore the masks.

	Visibility wasn't too bad, though the size and shape made it unwieldy and impractical.

	<Poor choice for head gear. Feels less like body armor, and more like a Halloween costume.> 

	For the seventh lap, they wore their welding goggles under their masks, the tinted bubble lenses sticking out through the oversized eye holes. 

	They each held a road flare, and Presley tripped twice. Fabler made her do it once more, following behind her.

	The ninth time around, they added their fifty pound backpacks. Though Presley didn't want to admit it, she was grateful for all the training. Doing all of this at once would have been overwhelming. But doing it a little at a time, over the past few weeks, made a difficult task much easier.

	Then they did it backwards, with the hand mirrors attached to their helmets. Fabler went first, Presley leading with the flare. 

	<He's much better at this mirror stuff than I am.>

	Though, when Presley tried it, she surprised herself with how well she did.

	"Want to try shooting next? Or a jog through the woods?" 

	Presley did not want to go shooting while in the body armor, because she had a strong hunch that Fabler would want her to shoot him to test it out.

	<Or he'll shoot me.>

	"Jog. I want to see how flexible this suit is."

	Fabler made a weird face. "Can you pick locks?"

	After a few weeks of living with this man, Presley thought she was pretty well prepared for disturbing situations. But that question, and the possibilities it hinted at, made her stomach do cartwheels.

	"No. Why?"

	"It's a good skill to have. I have a few books on it."

	"Is this part of the training?"

	"I don't know."

	An odd response. Presley rephrased the question. "Are you teaching me to pick locks today?"

	"No. We're hiking. Follow me."

	Fabler led her to the porch. On the picnic table was…

	Some sort of harness, made of beige leather and steel chains.

	Next to it were four heavy duty padlocks.

	Fabler took one of the leather strips—a gym belt for lifting weights—and buckled it onto his waist. 

	"Put the other one on."

	Presley hesitated. "What is it for?"

	"Do I have to give you the speech about following orders again?"

	<For Brooklyn. All for Brooklyn.>

	Presley cinched on the belt, the leather wide and stiff. On the back of it was a large metal ring. Presley had seen something like it before; football players used them for strength training, attaching weighted sleds to pull behind them.

	Fabler had other ideas.

	The chain ends sported spring-loaded carabiners, the kind used for rock climbing. Fabler snapped one of them to the ring on his belt, and then told Presley to put the other on hers.

	<Living with Fabler is challenging enough. I'm not keen on being physically attached to the guy.>

	"I don't understand the purpose to this."

	Fabler's lips curled up in a small, private smile; a rare thing for him. "Sometimes I don't understand the purpose, either. Sometimes I actually think my mind has cracked. Like an egg. Split in half, leaking everywhere." His smile drooped, but not entirely, making it look like a scowl. "That sounds crazy, doesn't it."

	<It is crazy. You're three beers short of a six pack.>

	Presley tried to play it off as no big deal. "You pay me, I do it. That's our agreement."

	Fabler nodded, robotically. "Right. That's our agreement. I say it, you do it. That's the only way this can work."

	<I'm not liking this. Not one bit.>

	"Are we wearing the helmets?"

	"That's what they're here for."

	"And those padlocks?" Presley glanced at the four locks on the picnic table, refusing to show how freaked out she was by them. 

	"We should work up to backpacks and shooting before we get to those."

	Chained together; tolerable. Locked together; not going to happen. Ever. But Presley rolled with it like she always did.

	<One insane order at a time.> 

	"So we're going to jog through the woods, connected to each other." 

	"I'm going to pull on the chain every so often, try to knock you off balance. I want you to do the same to me."

	"It's your money."

	Fabler appeared contemplative after her remark. "Tell you what… if you can knock me off my feet, I'll double your salary this week."

	"Seriously?"

	"Seriously."

	"Deal."

	Fabler put on his helmet and headed to the tree line on his property. Attached, Presley had no choice but to follow.

	"Do you want to stretch first?"

	<Is he teasing me?> Presley had no clue. She'd never known anyone as humorless as Fabler, and if this was an attempt at levity, it came off wrong.

	<So, do I stretch?>

	Fabler himself made no effort to stretch. 

	"I'm good. Lead the way."

	She tightened the strap on her helmet, adjusting the face so she had the best view through the eye holes. 

	Then Fabler took off.

	<This isn't a jog.

	<It's a sprint.>

	Presley rushed to keep pace, finding the body armor surprisingly flexible. Not too heavy, not too cumbersome, she guessed it would only add two seconds to her hundred meter dash. 

	In contrast, the heavy, unwieldy chain measured about four meters and posed several problems. It quickly became apparent that balancing while tethered to someone wasn't easy, and Presley focused on her footing, trying to keep pace while not toppling over. After the first few dozen steps, Presley adjusted her belt so the ring was above her right hip rather than over her butt, and that resulted in the chain slapping her thigh, and once almost tripping her.

	<Stay close, but not too close. Keep pace. Don't get a tree between us.>

	As soon as she was getting accustomed to it, Fabler zigzagged, pulling her one way, then quickly cutting to the other side, almost causing Presley to faceplant.

	<Fine. Want to play? We'll play.>

	When he tried to switch directions again, Presley cut around a large tree, immediately stopping and putting her back against it. The chain went taut, and she took her half of the force, slamming into the bark. Fabler jerked to a stop barely keeping his footing, his palms hitting the ground.

	He quickly righted himself. "Not off my feet."

	"Do you want to stretch?"

	Fabler grimaced—or maybe it was a smile—then took off running in the direction they'd come from. Presley got yanked, and it took a few steps before she caught up to him. They began a tug of war as they ran, darting in different directions, trying to make the other fall, and came to a creek. Fabler ran alongside the bank, Presley two steps behind, the ground becoming soft, then muddy, then mucky as Fabler drew her closer to the water. 

	As the sopping earth sucked at her boots, Presley knew she wouldn't be able to keep up. Fabler had more mass, strength, and speed. He always beat her at races. 

	<And at sparring. And at shooting. He's better at everything.> 

	But being smaller did have an advantage; she could stop quicker and change directions faster. <Fabler can tug me around while we're in motion, but can he handle my full weight?>

	Presley stayed behind until they'd reached a wider, and hopefully deeper, part of the creek. Then she put on a burst of speed, catching up to Fabler, lengthening her stride until they were in step.

	She waited for his move, knowing it would be a body check to push her into the stream. When he went for it, Presley immediately dropped down to a squat, digging her heels into six inches of muck and leaning back as she tugged, both hands, on the chain. Fabler took two sideways steps into the water to avoid hitting her, and then Presley's mass, coupled with the suction of the mud, meant his momentum had nowhere to take him but an arc, like a pendulum. 

	He fell, face first, into the stream, splashing and flopping around, as Presley watched, triumphant, from the bank.

	When he came up for air, making strangled, choking sounds, Presley thought he was drowning.

	Then, with a shock, she recognized the noise.

	Laughter.

	As he spat out water, Fabler was laughing as hard as anyone she had ever seen. Loud, deep, uncontrollable laughter interspersed with high-pitched giggles and moments where he had to gasp to catch his breath.

	Presley smiled, then grinned wider. When Fabler tried to stand up in the thigh-deep water, and fell backwards, she joined the laughter, and for almost a minute they both guffawed until her side ached.

	After an awkward, sloppy half-crawl/half-doggy paddle, Fabler made it out of the creek, sitting next to her on the bank, reeking like algae and muck, still chuckling.

	"Nice work. Double salary."

	Then his eyes went wide with alarm and he frantically slapped at his chest until a tiny fish wiggled out the neck of his body armor, flopped onto his leg, and squirmed back into the water.

	Presley laughed even harder, and Fabler laughed too, and then his giggling turned into full blown sobs, his head in his hands, cradling his scary face mask.

	"My fault. My fault my fault my fault."

	<Well that went sour fast.>

	Presley considered clapping him on the shoulder, try to comfort him. Fabler hadn't shown this level of vulnerability before.

	<He's losing it.

	<What do I do?

	<Reassure him?

	<Or shake him and see what falls out?>

	"Are you talking about your wife, Fabler? Are you talking about Lori?"

	His mask nodded. "Lori Lori Lori… I'm so sorry babe. I wasn't strong enough. You never should have married me. It was a death sentence."

	"What happened to Lori, Fabler?"

	He moaned.

	"Did you do it?"

	"I don't… I don't even know what's real." 

	"Fabler, did you kill Lori?"

	He removed his mask, and Fabler's face pinched, snot running down his nose as he nodded, over and over.

	<Jesus. That's a confession.

	<He did it. 

	<Fabler killed his wife.

	<And I'm in the middle of nowhere, chained to a murderer.>

	Trying not to draw attention to herself, Presley reached for the carabiner on her belt, unclipping it.

	Fabler noticed.

	"You think you can get away?" He sniffled. "Before you're next?"

	<I'm done. I am so out of here.>

	She crab-walked up the shore, trying to distance herself from the psychopath.

	Then Fabler's eyes bugged out and he lunged, grabbing her leg.

	 

	FABLER ○ 12:25pm

	<Where does she think she's going?

	<Doesn't she understand what's happening here?

	<Doesn't she understand her part in this?

	<She can't leave. 

	<Not now.

	<Not until—>

	The boot smacked against Fabler's head, snapping hard and fast, like he taught her.

	Fabler released Presley's leg as stars, then blood, blurred his vision. He splashed water on his face, squinting as Presley scrambled up the river bank and took off running, into the woods.

	<No…

	<She's running away.

	<I can't let her get away.>

	"PRESLEY!"

	He struggled to his feet and took off after her.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 12:26pm

	She had a ten step head start—

	—and then her toe caught a river rock and she tipped forward. Rather than belly slide, Presley ducked a shoulder and rolled, letting momentum take her back to her feet, risking half a second to glimpse behind her and see Fabler coming up fast.

	<Pull the DoubleTap?

	<Or run?>

	Instinct told her to run, and when Presley was on her feet she realized her gut had made the right call; Fabler wore full body armor, and her .45 wouldn't put him down.

	<But can I outrun him?>

	Fabler was bigger, stronger, faster, in better shape, and he knew the area. But Presley had one advantage.

	She was running for her life. 

	 

	FABLER ○ 12:26PM

	<That lady can move.>

	Ten steps behind her, unable to close the gap, Fabler cursed himself for not considering the water resistance of the aramid fiber he chose for their combat suits. After his dunk in the creek, he weighed at least twenty kilos more, and whenever Presley banked quickly it took Fabler considerable effort to counter the momentum and change directions.

	<I'm such an idiot.

	<Couldn't keep my shit under control.

	<A good soldier keeps everything tight. Squared away.

	<My mind got away from me.

	<My emotions got away.

	<I'm supposed to keep a lid on that.

	<Now I've scared her off.

	<Gotta get her.

	<Gotta get her before—>

	Presley stopped abruptly, and Fabler almost plowed into her, managing to throw his arms up to protect his head as she let go of the tree limb she'd pulled back. It thwapped Fabler on the wrists, his hands smacking into his face, the kinetic energy of the bough knocking him onto his ass.

	<Stupid. I ran right into that.>

	As he rolled onto his stomach to get up, the pain hit, but everything worked okay. There would be bruises, but the armor did its job, protecting the bones in his forearms and face from fractures. He searched for Presley, heard movement to the east, and scrambled to his feet, sprinting in that direction—

	—and then coming to a dead stop when he saw what was right in front of him.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 12:26pm

	Presley cut through the woods like a deer, springing around trees, leaping underbrush, zig-zagging to throw off her pursuer, all the while hoping she remembered the route to the cabin. 

	<It's probably a mistake going back. But I need my phone, and all the cash I've earned so far. 

	<This wasn't all for nothing.>

	After a few minutes of running, she chanced a look behind her.

	<No Fabler.

	<Maybe that tree branch knocked his head off.>

	A small part of Presley—the maternal, nurturing part—wondered if she'd hurt him badly, and maybe she should call 911.

	A larger, more reasonable part of her, also considered 911 a good idea.

	<Get the lunatic arrested for assault and attempting to murder me.>

	She checked the sun through the tree canopy, trying to get her bearings, but a straight overhead noonday shadow didn't help Presley with her location.

	<Where's the damn house?>

	The woods thinned out a bit to her right, and she ran that way and tried to go in a straight line until she hit something recognizable. Luck reared its head, and she came to the dirt road that led up to Fabler's house. She jogged back to the property, casting wide glances for Fabler. When Presley reached the porch she paused, holding her breath, listening for him.

	<No human noises.

	<Except one, that came from deep in the woods.

	<Is that… howling?>

	Hurrying inside, Presley went to her room to gather her things, grabbing her charging cell phone, powering it on to call an Uber and seeing Grim's text.

	YOU'RE FIRED.

	<Too late, Grim. I quit.>

	She still needed to get paid, but Presley figured she could settle up with Grim after safely and anonymously checking into a hotel. She quickly packed her things, deciding to wait down the road for her ride to arrive. She also took the DoubleTap, Glock, and Charter Arms Pitbull Fabler had loaned her, Kadir's 9mm that she'd been hiding under the bed, and the backpack that she'd been forced to memorize the contents of. 

	<I'll sell it all before I leave town.

	<Fabler owes me that. If not more.>

	Presley crept out the back, the Glock in her hand, expecting her psychotic former boss to suddenly pop out, like the killer in a bad horror movie. 

	<He's not around. 

	<But that howling sound is getting louder.>

	Presley crept along the dirt trail, one eye on the tree line, one eye on her phone as she texted Grim.

	I quit. Leaving Fabler now. When can I get my $$$?

	After thirty seconds she got a text back.

	Glad u left. Was worried. :(

	$$$?

	Where u staying?

	Presley had no idea where. She had a few thousand dollars on her. 

	<The smart thing; go directly to the airport, fly back to Brooklyn.

	<But last-minute flights cost four times as much as advance bookings.

	<That could be a wash. If I leave now, the ticket price will be jacked up, but I don't have to pay for a hotel for a few days.

	<But I do need to sell all of this gear.

	<Staying in town has risks. Fabler, for one. Plus Kadir and Doruk could still be in Wichita. Could they be monitoring hotels somehow?>

	She pressed her fingers into her closed eyes, rubbing hard, willing a decision to come.

	<Everything costs money. And I need to keep my money.

	<So where do I go?>

	Presley opened her eyes and glanced at her phone again. 

	Where u staying?

	While still irritated with Grim, the guy owed her. Owed her cash. And owed her for the skeevy voyeurism.

	<I could stay with him for a few days.>

	Presley knew she could exert more control over Grim than she could over Fabler. If she laid down some ground rules, she'd be able to handle the ex-cop, no problem.

	My cousin still looking 4 me. Stay w/ u?

	Giving him the chance to man-up and play the protector. Presley expected an instant, affirmative response.

	But no response came.

	<What the hell? Am I losing my touch?

	<Grim said he was worried. Doesn't seem like he's mad.

	<So what's the problem?>

	I can sleep on sofa. Just few days. Fabler went syco. I M scared.

	<That's laying it on thick.

	<C'mon, Grim. Help the damsel in distress.> 

	Grim finally texted back. 

	Dial 911.

	<This guy isn't taking any hint at all.>

	Safe 4 now. F made me put on weird outfit. Need place 2 change.

	<If that doesn't pique his interest, I'm going straight to the pawnshop, then the airport, no matter how much the last-minute upcharge is.>

	Not @ home. 90 mins? 

	<Ninety minutes? What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Hide in the woods? Go into town dressed like a character from Halo? Wait around for Fabler to return, hoping he doesn't try to murder me?>

	She narrowed it down to two real choices. Wait. Or I leave Wichita without getting paid.

	<No contest.

	<I'll wait. For Brooklyn.>

	K. Where?

	It took a few seconds for him to reply.

	418 Spoonward Way Apt 203. C U in 90.

	Presley considered changing into her street clothes, then dismissed the idea. If Fabler appeared, and became hostile, Presley would rather be wearing body armor than jeans and a t-shirt. 

	So she continued to walk alongside the road in full combat gear, waiting for her Uber, watching for Fabler.

	 

	GRIM ○ 12:46pm

	<90 minutes? What the hell am I thinking?>

	The apartment looked like a pigsty got hit by a garbage truck, and the worst smelling thing in the catastrophe was him.

	<I need a shower.

	<Which is impossible to do, because the Osmonds are still in the bathtub.>

	That gave him an hour and a half to get the catfish set up in their new aquarium, clean his place, and make himself presentable. Grim found his old K-Bar knife, which he'd been using to spread peanut butter on stale crackers, and attacked the aquarium box, pulling out form-fitting Styrofoam packing, parts wrapped in plastic, and a thick instruction booklet as wide as his pinky finger.

	<Things aren't looking good for the home team.>

	Luckily, the manual had pictures, and the bulk of it was the same directions repeated in six other languages. After doing a quick scan of the diagrams, Grim realized the assembly was similar to his old aquarium, except for its cylindrical shape. So he filled a few bowls and pots with room temperature water from the sink, wrestled the tank and stand into their permanent spot next to the kitchenette, quickly put together the filter and aeration pump, dumped in some bags of included gravel, and filled it with water. 

	As the water settled, he did a mad dash around his apartment, throwing all the garbage he found into the empty box. He had no time to do dishes, so he threw the dirty ones into the box as well, then hauled it all out to the Dumpster next to his apartment building.

	Next, he carefully transferred the Osmonds to their new home, one at a time, using a beer pitcher. Then he put on the top and beelined for the shower. Grim poured half a bottle of shampoo all over his body, scrubbing everywhere, rinsed, wrapped a towel around his waist, and attacked his teeth with his toothbrush to scrape off days of plaque and depression.

	With ten minutes to go, he grabbed a can of room deodorizer and sprayed everything, while trying to figure out what to wear. Grim had some nice clothes, but dressing well would show Presley he was trying to impress her. He wanted to appear low key, not needy, so he chose a pair of cut-off jean shorts and a Hawaiian shirt and checked himself in the mirror.

	<Ugh. I look like a bum.>

	He switched to jeans and an old Judas Priest shirt, and lathered on some deodorant when his buzzer rang.

	Grim rushed for it, made himself slow down, and then answered in a calm, non-interested voice.

	"Yeah?"

	"Grim? It's Presley."

	"Oh. Hey. Forgot you were coming over. Come on up."

	He buzzed her in.

	Grim did a quick check of his reflection in the glass of a framed Nagel print, wondered if he should have shaved, at the very least his neck, did a quick tousle of his bangs, and checked his breath by licking the back of his hand and sniffing it. When Presley knocked, he waited a few seconds before answering.

	When he opened the door, it wasn't what he'd been expecting. When Presley texted that Fabler put her in a weird outfit, Grim had conjured up fantasy scenarios of latex catsuits and skimpy lingerie.

	"Wow. If you're here, who's running the Death Star?"

	Presley made a face. "Funny. Got a bathroom where I can change?"

	"Right behind me."

	She walked past, lugging a duffle bag and a large backpack.

	"Want something to drink? Iced tea?"

	"Sure."

	She went into the bathroom, and Grim hunted through his kitchen cabinets for tea bags. Heather used to drink tea, and he recalled buying some years ago.

	He couldn't find any. 

	<She must have taken it when she moved out. Along with my TV, my microwave, and my dignity.>

	Presley took her time changing. It had been a long time since Grim had waited for a woman to get ready. Funny how it used to irritate him, standing around doing nothing while Heather dressed and put on make-up. But now he felt a wonderful anticipation.

	<Getting my hopes up.

	<Why? Every relationship I've ever had ended in misery.

	<Why am I excited?>

	After ten or so minutes, Presley came out, wearing shorts and a t-shirt. She didn't have on make-up. Her hair was all over the place.

	<She looks fantastic.>

	"You growing lemons?"

	It took half a second for Grim to figure out what Presley meant.

	"Downstairs neighbor. Overdoes it with the air freshener. Sometimes it drifts up here."

	"Makes perfect sense." 

	Grim handed her a glass of water. "I'm out of tea." He shrugged. "And ice."

	Presley took the water and drank half of it. Then she glanced away, her eyes focusing on the Osmonds. "Nice tank."

	"Yeah, they've been loving it, for all of this time that they've been, uh, swimming around in there. Good call on the cylinder shape. It's like they've been in there forever. Great suggestion. You, uh, look nice."

	Presley folded her arms across her chest. "I came here because I don't have any other choice. Nothing else, so don't get any ideas. I need my money, and a place to crash while I figure out things."

	"You want to tell me what happened?"

	"You mean you don't have cameras in the woods?"

	<Ouch.> 

	Grim waited. They stared at each other for a little while, then Presley unfolded her arms. "This will take a while."

	"Sofa?"

	He gestured toward the couch, hoping there were no beer cans wedged in the cushions.

	"Okay."

	Happily, she didn't sit on anything bumpy. He plopped down next to her, keeping about a foot of space between them. 

	After taking a moment to finish her water, Presley began.

	 

	FABLER ○ 2:25pm

	He howled in pain, like a wounded animal.

	<How long have I been here?

	<An hour?

	<Two?>

	Fabler didn't want to look away to check his watch. He'd been kneeling before the tree, sitting on his feet, for so long that his legs had gone numb.

	His eyes, once glassy, had gone dry from staring, from not blinking.

	His throat hurt from moaning.

	<Lori Lori Lori Lori Lori…

	<What have I done?>

	The tree before him—the tree he'd been obsessively searching the woods for since his release from prison—had grown since he'd last seen it. 

	<How long has it been?

	<Seven years?

	<Ten?

	<It's 2017.>

	"Eleven years." His voice sounded like he'd been gargling gravel. "I did this eleven years ago."

	Fabler's eyes got glossy again, and he wept.

	 

	GRIM ○ 2:47pm

	Presley talked for over twenty minutes about her time with Fabler. Some of it Grim knew, because he'd watched it on his phone app. Some of it was new to him. Nothing she said made Grim reconsider his staunch belief that Fabler was insane.

	<He killed my sister. I'm surer of it than ever.>

	When Presley reached the climax, with Fabler's weepy admission of guilt in the stream as they were chained together, Presley herself appeared on the verge of tears. Grim considered putting his arm around Presley, to comfort her, figured she might misinterpret it as sexual, and instead asked if she wanted more water. When Presley nodded, Grim got up, filled her glass, and found her standing next to the fish tank.

	"What kind of fish are these?"

	<She sounds fine now. 

	<Damn, she's tough.> "Catfish."

	"Three of them are swimming upside-down."

	He nodded. "They're upside-down catfish. They do that."

	"Why?"

	Grim shrugged. "I guess they like looking at the world that way."

	Presley tilted her head to the side, trying to stare at Merrill at the fish's eye-level. "Change your perspective, change your world."

	"Sometimes I lie on the couch and stare at them, upside-down. After a while, they seem normal, and the rest of the room seems weird."

	"You think they've found the answer?"

	"I think they don't care. And maybe that's what the answer is."

	"Where did you get them?"

	"My sister bought them for me. Well, she bought Donny, the orange one. I bought Alan, Wayne, Merrill, and Jay."

	Presley raised an eyebrow. "The Osmond Brothers?"

	It made Grim happy that she knew that. "Yeah."

	"Big fan of bubblegum rock?"

	"My parents played He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother so many times I think there's a whole section of my brain permanently devoted to it."

	"You know that's a cover version, right?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"The Hollies wrote it. They did it first."

	"Really? You're sure?"

	"My parents ruined me the same way yours ruined you. So much sixties and seventies music that I'm scarred forever. It was The Hollies. Elton John was on piano. The Osmond Brothers version came a few years later." 

	For some reason, that blew Grim's mind. To find out that his favorite Osmonds song was a cover version felt like his whole life got turned upside-down.

	<Sort of like my catfish.>

	"I was sure the Osmonds did it first."

	Presley shrugged. "We all get things wrong sometimes."

	<That's a pretty good segue.>

	"Yeah. Look… I owe you a big apology." He winced. "For not telling you about the cameras. I figured if you knew about them when I hired you, you wouldn't have taken the job."

	"There was a lot you didn't tell me."

	"I know. I was wrong. I put you in a dangerous situation, and didn't warn you. I've been obsessed with finding out what happened to Lori, I didn't think about the consequences. Big mistake. I'm sorry."

	"As I said, we all get things wrong sometimes. And it's easy to start believing that the ends justify the means."

	"I agree one hundred percent on that."

	When Presley's eyes met his, they'd softened a little. "Got anything stronger than water?"

	"No. I… booze and I haven't been the best of friends lately. We've been taking some time apart."

	"How about food? Taking time apart?"

	He smiled. "I went shopping earlier. I can make something."

	"Let me cook. Least I can do for letting me stay here."

	Presley headed for the kitchen, a bounce in her step. "Let's see what you've got." She opened the fridge. "What's wrapped up?"

	Apparently, the question was rhetorical, because Presley took out the platter and peeled back the tin foil before Grim could answer.

	"Pancakes?"

	<Uh oh.> "Actually, they're johnny cakes."

	"Johnny cakes. My father has the best recipe for johnny cakes." She picked one up and took a bite. "He uses…" Her eyes lit up. "Nutmeg. This tastes exactly like his."

	<Here it comes.> Grim waited for the realization to hit her.

	"Wait a sec… is this my recipe?"

	He sighed, knowing that confessing would kill the slight chance he had at getting on Presley's good side.

	<But I gotta come clean. I owe her that.>

	 "Every day, for the past three weeks, I've watched you cook. And the food looked amazing. So I started copying you. I made your johnny cakes, your quiche lorraine, your shrimp scampi, your stuffed green peppers, your chicken pot pie."

	Presley raised an eyebrow. "You made my chicken pot pie?"

	"I'm sorry. Wasn't trying to be creepy stalker guy. It looked good."

	"How did your crust turn out?"

	"Flaky. Moist. Good."

	"Bullshit."

	 "I said I was sorry."

	"Bullshit you made it and it came out flaky. I've wrestled with that crust for years. Half the time it comes out soggy."

	"Mine was flaky."

	"You got all the ingredients?"

	"Yeah."

	She folded her arms. "Show me."

	Oddly thrilled by the challenge, Grim preheated the oven. First, he raided the pantry, gathering the dry goods, and then he hit the freezer.

	"I thought you were out of ice."

	"I am." Grim grabbed a frozen stick of butter. "You can make a flaky pie crust without ice."

	Presley shook her head. "I've tried the frozen butter hack. It's impossible to cut into cubes."

	"Who's cutting?"

	Grim hunted through his dishwasher and found what he needed.

	"A cheese grater?"

	He grated the butter into the bowl of flour, sugar, and salt, kneading the dough by hand as it came together, making sure he didn't overwork it.

	"Where did you learn this?"

	"My mother. Her chicken pot pie was mediocre, but her crust was great."

	He wrapped the dough in plastic, stuck it in the freezer to stay cold, and cut the veggies.

	Without being asked, Presley washed her hands in the sink, and then stood next to Grim, slicing chicken.

	The last time Grim had cooked with a woman had been decades ago, with Mom. Heather wasn't the cooking type, and didn't appreciate the occasions he prepared dinner for her. One time she even ordered a delivery pizza after he put a roast into the oven. 

	Cooking with Presley felt comfortable. Homey.

	"You really know the recipe."

	He searched Presley's face for sarcasm, but instead she seemed to be impressed.

	"It's a terrific recipe."

	"I know."

	"For the most part."

	She grinned. "For the most part?"

	"You've got the peas, carrots, and potatoes, but you're missing the best veggie." Grim took an ear of corn out of the fridge.

	Presley appeared dubious. "Corn is like the chocolate of the vegetable world. Nothing but empty calories."

	"Why are you worried about calories?"

	"All women worry about calories."

	"You're like, what… a size four?"

	"Not that it's your business, but I'm a size eight."

	"Maybe you were a size eight a few weeks ago, but at Camp Psycho you shed a size or two. Your biceps are bigger than mine."

	Presley's eyes gleamed. "Are you intimidated by that?"

	"Everything about you is intimidating."

	"Is that so?"

	"You're smart. You're strong. You can shoot. You can fight. You can cook. And…"

	"And?"

	Grim didn't answer, going back to cutting the corn off the cob.

	Presley nudged him. "And what?"

	"You know."

	"What do I know?"

	"You know." Grim shrugged. "You're attractive."

	Her enthusiasm dimmed. "Right. Men have always liked the way I look."

	"I'm not talking about the way you look. It's not your body, or your face."

	"Gee, thanks."

	"What I mean is, you have charisma. The way you hold yourself. The way you deal with things. The way you're looking at me right now, like I'm nuts. I'm not trying to hit on you here. It's not a line. Not every compliment has to have ulterior motives."

	Presley appraised him. "That sounds like a line. With ulterior motives."

	Grim stopped cutting the corn. "Okay, let's clear the air."

	"The air needs clearing?"

	"For the moment, let's set aside the undeniable mutual attraction between us."

	Her eyes crinkled. "Oh, is that what this is?"

	"We have some chemistry, Presley. Your job may be conning guys into thinking you want them, but I can tell the difference."

	"All men think they can tell the difference."

	"So tell me I'm wrong."

	Grim waited for it. Presley didn't say anything.

	<Whoa. I might actually have a shot here.>

	"Okay. Let's get beyond our undeniable chemistry for now. We used each other. I hired you, sent you into a dangerous situation without briefing you, and then spied on you without you knowing. It was shitty. I'm sorry. I did it to find out what happened to my sister. But you're not entirely innocent, either."

	The smile lines in her eyes gave way to angry brow ridges. "Go on. I'm anxious to hear how I'm to blame for this."

	"You knew I needed you, and demanded triple our agreed upon price."

	"The price went up because new factors came into play."

	"The price went up because you wanted to punish me. It was extortion. I had no choice but to agree if I wanted to find out what happened to Lori. Then you went back to Fabler, seduced him—which I don't blame you for, that's your thing—"

	Presley help up a hand. "Hold on. I seduced him?"

	"I saw you by the front door. Kissing him."

	"And then what did you see?"

	"Nothing. I turned off the camera."

	"You turned it off?"

	Grim spread out his hands. "As I said, that's your thing. It isn't my business."

	"You think I slept with him?"

	Grim stroked his jaw, then extended the motion to rub his whole face. "It doesn't matter."

	"You're the one paying me. Right? Don't you want all the details?"

	"I didn't pay you… for that."

	"He fired me. You sent me back there. How did you expect me to get Fabler to rehire me?"

	Grim turned away. "I know."

	Presley grabbed his shoulder, spun him around. "You sent me back there. To sleep with him. You know what that makes you, Grim? The word is pimp."

	Grim felt something in him crack. When he spoke again, he spoke softly. "I used to be one of the good guys. I fought for my country. I liberated villages. I was a good cop. I did my job well. I cared about people."

	"Who are you trying to convince, here? Me or you?"

	"It's the truth. And now… I've become one of those people that I used to hate. The ones that take advantage. The ones who do anything to get what they want."

	"What are you saying? That I'm the same way? That I've made bad decisions too?"

	"No. I'm saying the opposite. The only good thing that has happened to me in the last three years… is you."

	Presley folded her arms across her chest. "Don't make this about me. This is all you and your self-pity."

	"I'm beyond self-pity, Presley. Once Lori disappeared, I did all sorts of terrible stuff. Abusing my authority. Drinking all the time. I stole beer from teenagers, fer crissakes. And then I hired you, and spied on you like a pervert. But…" <Just say it.> "But meeting you has changed me." 

	"Bullshit, Grim. You're so full of bullshit."

	"I haven't cleaned my apartment in over a year. Haven't gotten laid in two. Haven't cooked since my girlfriend left me for the mailman. Haven't exercised. Hell, I can count the days on both hands since the last time I showered. But watching you… seeing you, every day… you motivated me to try again. And how did I repay you? By acting like a pimp. And I'm the biggest asshole in the world for doing that."

	Presley didn't respond. Grim couldn't read her expression.

	"I know the only reason you're here is because you need money, and you don't want the Turks to find you. Stay as long as you need to. I'll get a room in town. Call my cell if you need anything."

	Grim headed for the door, feeling as low as he'd ever felt.

	<If they had an award for being the world's biggest loser, I wouldn't even win that.> 

	"Seriously? You're leaving in the middle of cooking?"

	"You'll be fine. We both know you can handle yourself."

	"You don't know anything about women, Grim."

	"No argument there."

	"You think we like whiny, simpering guys who act all butt-hurt when things get tough?"

	Grim finger-brushed his bangs off his forehead. "Having a moment of self-reflection isn't the same as simpering."

	"Dude, you look like a puppy who got kicked. Poor little Grim." She made a fake frowny face and spoke in a baritone. "The only good thing that happened to me in the last three years… is you. That's the lamest thing I've ever heard. And I pick-up guys, professionally."

	<Baring your soul is tough. 

	<Being made fun of after doing it is too much.

	<Yeah, I'm a jerk. But she's a jerk, too.>

	"You know your problem, Presley?"

	"Please tell me. I've been waiting my whole life for a man to tell me what my problem is."

	"That's the problem, right there. You hate men."

	Her hands went to her hips. "Seriously? You're pulling the man-hating feminist card?"

	"This isn't about feminism. All people are equal, period, let's move on. I believe this. But you don't. You think men are so stupid. So easy to manipulate."

	"I think that because it's true."

	"And that's why you stopped me from leaving. Because you think you lost your touch. You don't understand why you can't lead me around by my dick."

	Presley cocked her head to the right. "Really? Here you are. Why haven't you left yet?"

	"You just yelled at me for leaving in the middle of cooking."

	"You think that impresses me, Grim? That you picked up a few baking tips while spying on me like a pervert?"

	Grim jabbed a thumb at his chest. "At least my pie crust isn't soggy."

	"You're an asshole."

	"Takes one to know one."

	"What are you, seven years old?"

	"I know you are, but what am I?"

	"Is the mailman going to be here soon? I heard he knows how to treat a girl."

	<Low blow. But I can be low, too.> "Fabler didn't scratch that itch for you?"

	"I didn't sleep with Fabler, you jackass. I haven't gotten laid in three years."

	"The bedroom is right behind you, Presley. Unless you're scared to be with a guy you can't manipulate."

	Presley narrowed her eyes—

	—then she turned and walked into the bedroom.

	<Whoa. Did that just happen?

	<Is this a trick? Is she proving she can manipulate me?

	<Do I even care at this point?>

	Grim decided he didn't care. He hurried into the bedroom.

	 

	FABLER ○ 2:25pm

	Reaching out a hand, trembling, reverent, Fabler touched the tree, tracing the outline he'd carved, eleven years go.

	He remembered the moment he'd carved it. A fuzzy memory, the sharp edges all sanded down by time, but some images and words remained.

	"Before we eat, I've got an idea."

	"What are you doing to that poor tree?"

	Summertime, the sun like a knife, so much cooler and darker in the woods. They'd gone on a picnic, because that's the kind of thing dating couples did. Lori wore an orange sun dress, almost the same shade as her hair, and a pair of brown hiking boots, not caring how silly they looked.

	Fabler was smitten.

	"See how thick the trunk is?" Fabler slapped the bark. "This oak has been here for a hundred years, and will be here a hundred more."

	"So you're carving it up."

	"I'm giving it a tattoo. It'll be the envy of all the trees around it."

	Lori unpacked the basket, spreading out the blanket and setting up plates and cutting up apples and pears. 

	Fabler carved.

	Lori opened the wine.

	Fabler carved.

	Lori finished a glass. Then another.

	Fabler carved.

	"Your grand romantic gesture is boring the hell out of me, Fabler. I had a reason for bringing you out here."

	"I hope the reason includes loud, uninhibited sex."

	"That entered my mind."

	He grinned at her. "Almost done."

	"Can I look?"

	"Not yet."

	"I'm going to start eating without you."

	"One more minute. Promise."

	It took longer than a minute. But Lori was patient.

	"Okay. Ready."

	When Lori saw it, she gasped.

	"Fabler… it's… it's beautiful."

	"I think I got the likeness close." Fabler looked back and forth, from the woman he loved to the bas-relief of her face he'd carved two inches deep in the tree. "Obviously, the color is wrong. And you rushed me so I couldn't put more detail into your hair."

	"I was expecting a big heart with F + L in the center. But this… this is a work of art."

	"I could do the heart if you want me to."

	She shook her head. "No. This is perfect. My face on a tree."

	"And when we're both long gone, it'll still be here. The prettiest tree in the forest."

	Lori began to cry. But she didn't look happy. She looked angry. "I was the one who brought you out here to surprise you. And you had to do this…"

	"Surprise me with what, babe?"

	Lori reached into one of the big pockets on the front of her dress—

	—and pulled out a gold ring.

	"I had this all thought-out. We were going to eat, and I was going to put this in the wine glass. A grand, romantic gesture. But then you went and immortalized my face in a frickin' oak tree."

	"Lori… what are you saying here?"

	She held up the gold band, staring at him through the center, a smile breaking through her tears.

	"Marry me."

	Fabler laughed. Lori's lower lip trembled.

	"You think this is funny?"

	"I think it's hysterical." Fabler reached into his jeans, taking out the jewelry box, showing her the diamond ring he'd bought for her. 

	"Oh... Fabler."

	"I can't believe you asked me first."

	"So you're saying yes?"

	"Of course. You're saying yes?"

	"Of course."

	And now…

	Fabler stared, blurry-eyed, at Lori's face, carved into the tree over a decade ago.

	Then he took out his SEAL Paragon knife and chipped off her left ear.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 2:26pm

	<What the hell am I doing?>

	Presley assured herself it didn't mean anything. Sex was a biological need. 

	No big deal. 

	Grim was a decent enough guy, he was obviously into her, he could dance and kiss, it would take her mind off things for a while, and it had been a long time since she'd made love and she could use the stress relief.

	No big deal. 

	But when he came into the bedroom, wrapped himself around her, and kissed her like she was the last woman on earth, it became a big deal.

	There were some serious emotions at play here. Not only with Grim. 

	<I know I've had issues with men since Jason…

	<It's safe to keep them at a distance.

	<It's even safer to dislike them.>

	That's one of the reasons Presley got into honey trapping. Being paid to seduce guys helped to reinforce her belief that all men were pigs, making them easier to deal with. She got them to want her, then gave them the finger. 

	<I don't want to get close. I want to get even.

	<But Grim...>

	She actually liked the guy. She liked his eyes. His hands. How he smelled. How he talked. How he looked at her. She liked that he was this macho bad boy jerk with a gooey self-pity streak. As warped as it sounded, she liked that he'd been watching her for the past few weeks. Part of it was the thrill of exhibitionism, and there were times where she showed off in case he was watching. 

	Showing off for her effed-up voyeuristic guardian angel.

	<Yeah, there's something wrong with me.

	<But, still, I like him.>

	She liked that he learned her recipes, and cleaned his apartment for her <even though he went overboard with the lemon room freshener>, and bought the fish tank she picked out, and purposely stopped making out with her in the backseat of the Uber because he wanted to be honest.

	Cooking with him had been a turn-on. 

	Arguing with him had made her horny as hell.

	And now Presley was being overwhelmed by conflicting feelings, his hands all over her body, his tongue in her mouth, and this was probably all going too fast yet somehow her shorts were off <was that him or me?> and then her panties were down and then his face was between her legs.

	Presley put her hands on his head, fingers gripping his red hair.

	<Am I trying to push him away?

	<Or pull him closer?>

	Grim licked the hinge of her right thigh, then her left, then her right again, gently nibbling.

	<This is getting serious.>

	Grim's hands spread up her body, finding her breasts, her nipples, rubbing and circling as he put his tongue inside her.

	That's when Presley froze.

	 

	GRIM ○ 2:27pm

	Grim felt her muscles stiffen, and he stopped.

	"You okay?"

	She didn't answer.

	"Presley? You okay?"

	<She's having second thoughts.

	<She realizes what an asshole I am.

	<She's not ready for this.

	<Hell… I'm not ready for this.

	<I don't even remember what I'm doing.

	<Maybe I suck at this.

	<Heather never liked sex. Maybe it wasn't her fault.

	<Maybe it was mine, because I'm not only a terrible person, I'm also a terrible lover.>

	"Yeah. I'm okay."

	"You sure?"

	"Just… a little nervous."

	<Welcome to the club.> "Me, too. We'll go slow, okay?"

	"Okay."

	Grim felt her legs relax.

	<I don't want to screw this up like I screw everything else up.

	<I want to show her how much I like her.

	<I want to do something right.

	<Please, if the universe is listening, I need one good thing to happen to me because I've been so sad for so long.>

	Grim kissed her inner thigh, then worked his way back up.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 2:29pm

	Presley sighed, willing herself to relax. While she couldn't recall the last time she'd had sex, she'd completely forgotten what it was like for a guy to go down on her. It felt so self-indulgent, and at the same time made Presley self-conscious. To have a guy so focused on her was a thrill, and a worry.

	<Is he bored?

	<Do I taste okay?

	<What if I don't come?

	<What if I come so hard I lose all control?>

	None of these thoughts helped get her in the right mood. And Grim made it worse, because he didn't know what he was doing. He kept missing the spot she wanted him to hit. 

	<Do I tell him?

	<Some guys get performance anxiety when you critique them.

	<Maybe I can use non-verbal cues.>

	Presley tried to guide his head, roll her hips, get him to where he needed to be, and he didn't take any hint.

	<Doesn't this moron know where the clitoris is?>

	Then his lips brushed against her, and it was so abrupt, such a jolt of intensity, that she gasped.

	<Right, that's it, that's—>

	And then he pulled away.

	She sucked in a breath, staring at him. "What's wrong?"

	He smiled, his cheeks glistening. "Trust me."

	<Trust him? I don't trust anyone. Especially guys.

	<And after Fabler's crazy trust exercises, I don't think I'll ever trust anyone again.

	<But look at Grim's face. So eager. So obviously happy.

	<How much would it hurt to give him the tiny benefit of the doubt?>

	Presley swallowed. Then she nodded.

	Grim went back to licking her.

	But it was more than licking.

	He was teasing.

	Grim would nuzzle, and kiss, and suck, every spot except where she wanted it most. He was torturing Presley, making her crazy, and then when she tried to grind against his face, he pulled back, barely grazing her, and all she could feel was his hot breath. When she lowered her hips, he went back to his horrible agenda. Stroking until she felt it build, then backing off. 

	<Okay, he knows what he's doing.

	<And he's evil. 

	<He's pure evil.>

	Presley arched her back, pressing her chest against his rough hands, and he gripped her nipples, tugging harder, sending little jolts of electricity through her body, and continuing to tease tease tease, over and over, and she lost herself in it, letting it build and ebb and build and ebb until she was ready to come even without him anywhere near her clit.

	And somehow, the bastard sensed it, and became even gentler and slower.

	<Fine. Let him set the pace.>

	She squeezed her eyes closed.

	<I'll just lie here.>

	Just lying there was damn near impossible.

	She couldn't stop her hips from rolling.

	She couldn't stop the sounds coming out of her throat.

	She couldn't stop trying to capture his terrible, wonderful tongue, which kept coaxing and coaxing until—

	"Oh god…"

	Somehow, he knew she was about to come.

	And then he devoured her. Full-on pressure, fast and hard.

	The pleasure so sharp it was almost pain. 

	Almost. 

	He cupped her ass with both hands, pressing her into his face, sucking and licking and Presley clutched the sheets and heard screaming and realized it was her and the orgasm went on and on until her whole body shook.

	And then she was tugging at him, desperate for Grim to be inside her, desperate to feel him, and again he looked at her, his face glistening, absolutely beaming—

	—and he went down on her again.

	But it was too acute, too intense. Presley was almost ticklish down there, and when his tongue touched her it was too much, this time closer to pain than pleasure, and she pushed away his forehead.

	"No, too sensitive."

	"You don't trust me yet?"

	"It's too much." 

	"Give me a safe word." 

	Presley laughed at that, knowing what it meant, never having used one before, and the first thing that popped into her head was, "Chicken pot pie."

	<Which, technically, is three safe words.>

	"Okay. You say chicken pot pie, I stop what I'm doing. Deal?"

	She swallowed, nodded, and he lowered his head and licked.

	"Chicken pot pie."

	He stopped, staring at her, raising an eyebrow. "You okay?"

	"Just testing it."

	"Okay. Lemme know when you're ready."

	He waited.

	And waited.

	<This guy is actually adorable.>

	"Okay. Ready."

	Again, he started gentle.

	Again, he built her up.

	Too much sensitivity somehow flipped into not enough contact, and once again she strained to meet his face, and he pulled away, and it felt so horrible and frustrating and delicious that she laughed, and heard him laughing too, felt him laughing against her, and then he brought her to the brink once again and she screamed so loud she scared herself.

	<Okay, he's going to do me now.

	<Right?>

	Grim made no move to enter her.

	He went down again.

	And she trusted him.

	 

	Grim ○ 2:47pm

	Grim ached.

	Hard from the moment he kissed her, and had been so focused on Presley's needs that he hadn't even taken his shorts off yet.

	<Which is fine.

	<I want this to be for her.

	<To show her how sorry I am,

	<To show her how much I care.

	<To show her I'm not trying to use her, or control her, or take advantage of her.

	<And to prove to myself that, hey, I'm not that big a loser after all.>

	<Plus, it's so much fun making her come.>

	Presley was gorgeous clothed, and equally gorgeous naked. Toned and lithe and beautiful. 

	At first, overanalyzing every moan and squeal, Grim wondered if she was faking it <that's on every guy's mind during sex, isn't it?>, but quickly he lost himself in the act and enjoyed how she seemed to enjoy it.

	After a while—twenty minutes? thirty?—Presley finally grabbed Grim by the ears, grinning and panting, and pulled him up to her. Then his shorts were off and he was in her hand, being guided inside her, and he paused, asking about protection, and she told him it was okay, and then he was inside her and the feeling was incredible. 

	He moaned deep in his chest.

	<It's been so long.

	<It's so good.>

	He maintained a slow pace, not wanting to rush, not wanting to finish too soon, trying to match her rhythm and thrusts. But when she kissed his neck, Grim knew he couldn't last much longer. And when she came again, grunting in his ear, he knew he only had a few more thrusts before he—

	"Chicken pot pie."

	<What? The safe word? While only seconds away from what was going to be the greatest orgasm of his life?>

	Grim groaned, his jaw clenching as he disengaged and rolled off of her.

	"You okay?" He peeked at Presley, and found her wide-eyed. 

	"You actually did it."

	"I did what?"

	"You stopped."

	He swallowed. "You said the safe word."

	"Weren't you close?"

	"Yeah. I was right there." He turned to her. "Is something wrong? Did I hurt you somehow?"

	"I didn't think you'd do it."

	Grim didn't understand. "Do what? This is consensual, right?"

	Presley laughed. "Yeah, it's consensual. I didn't think you'd stop if I said the safe word."

	"Isn't that the point of a safe word?"

	"It is. But men don't usually stop when you tell them to."

	"So you're okay? This was a test?"

	Presley nodded, her eyes so huge. "I figured that would be the one way to see if it worked. Are you mad?"

	"Of course not. What kind of asshole gets mad at testing a safe word?"

	"There are a lot of assholes in the world, Grim."

	"So… now what?"

	"Now…" Presley reached for him "…it's your turn to trust me."

	 

	KADIR ○ 2:55pm ○ 1503672907

	The diamond file had two sides, one with a finer grit pattern for detail work. Tungsten was an extremely hard, tough metal, resistant to bending and breaking. Still, the ring needed occasional sharpening, to keep the barbs optimal.

	Kadir had once punched through an alligator skin cowboy boot and took a chunk of ankle from a debtor trying to flee by climbing into his attic. In his more self-reflective moments, Kadir wondered if the guy thought walking with a permanent limp was worth defaulting on a 10k loan.

	People were weird.

	"How long we gonna wait?"

	Kadir stopped filing his skull ring and shot Doruk a look. His partner was loyal, but had an IQ equal to his chest size. His plump arms, which looked like sucuk stuffed so tight into the tailored blazer, were intruding on Kadir's side of the front seat. They'd tried to rent a larger car, but after the last minute flight to Wichita all the SUVs and luxury models had been taken. Spending this long in a cramped mid-size sedan with anyone would fray nerves, but it had gotten to the point where Kadir's main pastime was imagining violent ways to murder him. He'd been mentally boiling Doruk in a deep fryer when the man broke the silence with his stupid question. 

	"We wait until I say we do."

	Doruk shrugged. "Three weeks. Long time to be after a debtor."

	"You get paid the same wherever you are. Might as well be here."

	Doruk shrugged again, and Kadir considered punching him in the face, ripping a hole in his cheek. Or maybe popping an eyeball.

	That might annoy Alpay, though, considering Doruk was family. A second cousin, or in-law, or some other distant relation. But family took care of family, one of many styles of doing business that the Turks had aped from the Italians.

	Of course, Doruk didn't know the whole story, or the real reason they'd been tailing Presley for so long. Alpay Karaduman, head of the Houston syndicate, thought Kadir and Doruk were on an extended vacation. It was only a matter of time until Alpay discovered the hundred thousand dollars missing from the books.

	Money that Kadir had loaned to Presley. Loaned without going through the official channels. Loaned without getting any sort of permission.

	He thought: <A rare error in judgement.>

	The bitch had played him, all flirty and seductive. Kadir shouldn't have fallen for it, but he wasn't GQ material; a pot belly, a double chin and tiny dark eyes that made him resemble a bullfrog, and so many acne scars that a full tub of spackle wouldn't smooth them out. 

	Kadir was ugly, his outside matching the rot he knew he had inside, when he was ten years old and caught cutting off the tails of neighborhood cats to add to his collection of more than thirty.

	Women despised him. And even the priciest escorts couldn't hide their disgust when he pulled out his syringe.

	But Presley… she'd been the sweetest girl he'd ever met. When she looked at him, it made his neck blush. No woman had ever treated Kadir like she'd treated him. 

	Hell, he actually thought it was love. And Kadir hadn't even screwed the bitch.

	But it wasn't love. It was a con. She'd played him, and skipped town with a hundred K of Alpay's cash.

	<This isn't a regular debt collection.

	<This is life or death.>

	If Kadir didn't get the money back, Alpay would feed him to the fishes. Literally. The Turkish patronu had an actual shark tank, like some insane James Bond villain. 

	But Kadir had her. When she'd skipped town, he tracked her credit cards to find her flight and hotel. And when she'd taken his 9mm and broken his finger, she'd left her suitcase behind, with her prescription meds.

	She filled at Walmart, but Kadir knew Presley wouldn't go back there. So waited for her to change pharmacies. Again, a simple computer trace, but the waiting had been a pain in the ass. And when he tracked her to the grocery store, that damn cop showed up.

	<Except he isn't a cop.

	<Colin Pilgrim is an ex-cop.

	<And the plates on his truck were easier to trace than Presley's prescriptions.>

	So Kadir and Doruk had been keeping an eye on the ex-cop's apartment, waiting for Presley to visit.

	Which she did.

	<I knew they were sweet on each other.

	<Little slut rubs it on everybody.

	<Well… almost everybody.>

	Now that Kadir had found her, he had to pick the right moment. Maybe a late-night home invasion. Maybe a road rage fender-bender that led to a fatal shooting.

	Kadir didn't avoid killing. He'd done it many times, and enjoyed it. Murder involved risks, and the penalties for screwing up were steep, but he likened it to eating at a fine restaurant; nice to indulge in on special occasions.

	Killing the ex-cop shouldn't be too much of an issue. Once Grim was out of the game, it became a question of what to do with Presley.

	Kadir glanced at Doruk.

	<And what to do with this big idiot.>

	Kadir had plans for Presley. But they would require privacy.

	He didn't want Doruk to see him naked, doing the things he wanted to do. It was bad enough that Doruk sometimes watched him take his hormone injections. 

	<I don't let anyone watch me inject the Quadmix. 

	<Not after that one whore laughed at me.

	<But I'm getting ahead of myself. 

	<First, I have to take care of that Grim dolt, and grab Presley with minimal damage.

	<The damage can come later.>

	Kadir's pock-mocked face split into a smile.

	<Getting messy with Presley isn't just anticipated. It's required.>

	And like all artists, Kadir insisted on starting with a blank canvas.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 3:45pm

	The cheese grater did its job on the frozen butter, and the crust came out flaky, and they grinned like fools every time one of them said "chicken pot pie" during the meal. 

	Afterward, they snuggled on the couch, Presley feeling wonderfully normal.

	Living with Fabler had been a mindjob of colossal proportions. Prior to that, Presley's life had been all about the hustling, the lying, the running around, stress turned up to eleven, no end in sight.

	Grim wasn't the answer to Presley's many problems. He had a boatload of problems himself, and he barely qualified as boyfriend material, let alone father material. 

	<He's more like a quick rest stop before continuing a long, hard journey. Fun, and memorable, but lacking in substance and longevity.

	<Still, for a few days, he's just what the doctor ordered.

	<And I knew he'd be good in bed.>

	"So… the money you borrowed…"

	<Oh, hell. He's one of those guys.>

	After-sex pillow talk was supposed to be light and pointless. Grim apparently mistook their lovemaking for something more, and he wanted to get serious.

	<Time to nip this shit in the bud.>

	"My personal life isn't your business. Don't ruin this by trying to play significant other."

	"Duly noted. We won't get personal."

	"Thank you."

	Grim lasted all of five seconds. "Was the money for your kid?"

	<Shit. Shit shit shit.

	<I'll play this casual. If he sees me react, he'll read into it.>

	"Kid?"

	"Stretch marks."

	<Right. Former cop. Not as dumb as he pretends to be.>

	Presley subconsciously touched her belly. "You noticed my stretch marks, but not all of my scars?"

	"I noticed the scars, too."

	"I have a lot." <How do I distract him?> She went with flirty. "Want to see them again?" 

	"Skin tells our story. A scar is a reminder that we've lived. And you're trying to change the subject."

	"What subject?"

	"Your kid. Or is it more than one?"

	"We agreed we wouldn't get personal."

	"Talking about children qualifies as personal? Most parents can't shut up about their kids."

	"I'm not most parents." She moved away from him, to the other side of the sofa. "And this conversation is over."

	"Because you said so? I hit a nerve, and you throw up a road block?"

	<Here we go. Tell him or not?>

	She sighed.

	<What can it hurt?>

	"One child." 

	<I'm not comfortable going here.

	<This is private.

	<More private than showing him my scarred body.

	<So why am I telling him?

	<Do I actually trust this guy?>

	"Son or daughter?"

	"Daughter."

	"Did you… lose her?"

	"No." <Not yet.>

	"You've been away from her for a while."

	"I know."

	"Divorce?"

	"No."

	<What is it with guys? They get in your pants and think you owe them your life story?>

	"Where's her dad?"

	"He died. Car accident right after I got pregnant."

	"Jesus."

	"Six years ago."

	"Were you married?"

	She stood up and faced him. "Jesus, Grim. You're not a cop anymore. I don't need the third degree."

	He spread out his hands. "Sorry. Not trying to pry into your personal life. I'm more curious about the money you owe the Turks. Took a shot it had something to do with a child."

	Presley took a deep breath, let it out slow. 

	<Okay. Fine.

	<For one time only, I'll talk about the thing I never talk about.>

	"My daughter has a heart defect known as TOF. She's had four surgeries, but the condition kept getting worse. The only cure is a transplant, but the waiting list took years, and… she didn't have years." Presley closed her eyes, remembering every Tet spell, remembering them as clearly as if they were tattoos. Labored breathing. Turning blue. Passing out, with no guarantee her little girl would wake up. "So I borrowed the money, took her to Mexico, bought a black market heart."

	"How is she doing?"

	The tears came. At first, Presley tried to hold them back. Then she didn't, and it was like turning on a faucet. "She's doing okay. We have to be careful. The immunosuppressants mean she's susceptible to diseases. Even a cold would be devastating. But she's tough."

	Grim stood up, put his hand on her shoulder. "Where is she now?"

	"With my father. She's everything to me, Grim. Absolutely everything."

	Grim took her in his arms, and she sobbed; full body sobs that felt like they'd been waiting to come out for years.

	"What's her name?"

	"Her name…" Presley sniffled, "is Brooklyn."

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 25, 2017 ○ 3:50+pm

	Her daughter is named Brooklyn.

	The Watcher wonders if Brooklyn has red hair and blue eyes.

	Youth is good. Even diseased youth.

	"Brooklyn might be worth looking at."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ August 25, 2017 ○ 3:50pm

	"So tell me about Brooklyn."

	<There are so many things to tell. How full of life she is. How she smiles all the time, even during the doctor visits. How she radiates energy like a small, adorable sun. The questions she asks. The funny things she says.

	<The joy she brings me.

	<But I'm not ready to share all of this with Grim.

	<Sharing my body is one thing.

	<Sharing my family is another.>

	Presley wiped her nose on her sleeve, gathered up her composure. "She's a great kid."

	"That's all?"

	"For the moment."

	"I thought parents prayed for opportunities to talk about their kids."

	"I'd rather talk about something else." <Anything else.>

	"Did I do something to piss you off?"

	Presley touched his arm. "That's not it. I'm a private person. I'm not ready."

	"Okay. It's just… I feel I already know so much about you."

	"Because you've been spying on me for three weeks."

	"Right. But I want to know more."

	Presley pulled away. "I don't want to share more. Not right now."

	"So what is it you want?"

	<Interesting. I don't think I've ever been asked that before. By anyone.

	<And I have no idea how to answer.>

	"At the moment, I'd prefer small talk."

	Grim rubbed the back of his neck. "I can do small talk. But I'm more interested in deeper stuff."

	"Take the not-so-subtle hint, Grim. I don't want to talk deeper stuff."

	"If we're going to pursue this…"

	"Pursue what?"

	"You know. A relationship."

	<Oh, hell no. Guy gets laid, assumes we're now life partners.> She pulled away from him. "We don't have a relationship."

	"We have a friendship." Grim gave his head a slight shake. "Don't we?"

	"We hooked up. That's all."

	"You're staying at my place for the next few days."

	"That's called crashing."

	He folded his arms across his chest. "It's not called crashing. We both know what it's really called."

	<Dammit, why were all guys domineering assholes who couldn't understand that sex was a biological function?> "What is it called?"

	Grim must have finally gotten the hint, because he backed off.

	"Let's rewind. Do a do-over. Small talk. How about those Royals?"

	<Too late. You started off all nice and caring, but now you're showing the real you.> "What were you going to say?"

	"I apologize. I was being needy and pushy."

	"Go ahead and say it, Grim."

	"What do you think I was going to say?"

	"You think I'm a whore."

	Grim made a face. "I would never say that."

	"You said this wasn't crashing. You meant to say I was whoring."

	"That's not what I meant."

	"My ass."

	"It's not. I'd tell you if it was."

	"So tell me what you mean, then."

	"You don't want to hear it."

	"I'm insisting on hearing it."

	Grim sighed. "Fine. Because you insisted. There's integrity in prostitution. It's a mutually agreed upon business transaction. It doesn't involve conning anyone. There isn't any deceit involved. It's all above the board." 

	"So if I'm not a whore, what are you saying?"

	"You screw guys in an entirely different way, Presley."

	"What does that mean?"

	"I know what a honey trap is. Women pay you to seduce their husbands. You flirt, make them feel special, then they pay more in the divorce settlement."

	<So he makes a case defending prostitutes, but what I do is crummy?>

	Presley put her hands on her hips. "Any pig who cheats on his wife deserves what he gets."

	"Do you play every guy you meet, Presley? You played Fabler. You played me for more money, and then played me again for a place to stay while you're avoiding those Turkish thugs, who you probably played. And when I ask about the Turkish thugs, you try to make me feel like I'm a jerk for asking. For caring. And when I start asking you questions about your family you make me feel like I'm back in Jurf al-Milh trying to avoid landmines. Do you automatically dismiss everyone who tries to care about you? Do you try to con every guy you meet?"

	"This conversation is over." Presley walked into the kitchen to get more water. She checked the freezer for the ice tray she'd filled earlier. The cubes weren't frozen yet.

	Grim followed. "I asked a simple question, about the money you owe, and then asked about your kid, and you're so defensive about it that your fists are clenched and you look like you're going to punch me."

	Presley looked at her hands, and relaxed them. She blew out a breath, tried to center herself.

	"Grim… you're not my boyfriend. I know this must seem strange, since you've been watching me every day for weeks, and you think you know me, like people think they know a movie star or a politician or someone they see all the time on TV. We don't have a relationship. I don't owe you personal details about my life. The sex was just sex, and if you want to ever get laid again you'll let this go."

	"So you're saying I have a choice? I can either get laid, or learn more about your past?"

	<What doesn't he understand?> She sighed. "Fine. If that's how you want to look at it."

	"Okay. I choose learning more about your past."

	<Unbelievable.> "We're done. I'm leaving. Pay me what you owe me."

	"What about the Turks?"

	"I'd rather deal with Kadir than your needy ass. Where's my money?"

	He winced. 

	She held out her open palm. "My money, Grim. I want it."

	"It's… in the bank. I don't keep that kind of cash around the house."

	"So we can stop at the bank when you drop me off at the airport."

	"It's after five. Bank is closed."

	"Go to an ATM."

	"There's a five hundred dollar withdrawal limit at a cash machine. I owe you more than that."

	Presley rolled her eyes. "Fine. Take me to a hotel. We'll settle up tomorrow."

	"You don't have to go to a hotel."

	"You blew it, Grim. That ship has sailed."

	"I respect that. You can stay here. I'll… sleep on the couch."

	"Too late. I want out. This was a mistake."

	<Boy, was it a mistake. Fastest fling ever. He pushed me away faster than it took to make ice.>

	"I'm sorry, Presley. Whatever it is I did, I'm sorry."

	She practically snorted. "You don't even know what you did? You couldn't leave me alone, Grim, even after I told you to, several times. Am I supposed to say chicken pot pie to get you to change the damn topic?"

	"I can do that."

	"Too little, too late. This was all a bad idea. You giving me a ride into town?"

	Grim stared at her, giving her that kicked puppy look.

	"Fine. I'll Uber. Where are your garbage bags?"

	"Under the sink. Why?"

	She grabbed one and headed for the bedroom to get her things.

	"Presley, wait."

	Presley didn't wait. She gathered up her stuff, putting the bulky body armor in the bag. Grim appeared in the doorway.

	"You can take my truck."

	"I don't want to spend another second with you, Grim."

	"I mean, take it." He held out his keys. "You can sell it in town. There are dealers open who will pay cash. I'll sign the title over to you. It won't be worth all that I owe you, but's it's all I've got."

	Presley turned at him, feeling anger churn through her.

	"What do you mean it's all you've got?"

	His face burned.

	"Grim, what are you saying?"

	"I'm… broke."

	"Define broke."

	"I have about a hundred bucks left. I spent the rest of it trying to find out what happened to Lori."

	<Unbelievable.> "So how did you plan on paying me?"

	He didn't answer.

	Presley's rage flared like a gas fire, and she answered for him. "You didn't plan on paying me. You tried to shame me for trying to con you, when you're been conning me this whole time."

	"Look, it wasn't technically a con. I suck at thinking things through. Take my truck."

	<I've never punched anyone in anger, but I'm damn close to giving it a shot.> "I don't want your crappy truck, Grim. I want my damn money."

	"How much do you owe the Turks?"

	"I told you, that's none of your business."

	"Do you owe them more than I owe you?"

	"What the hell does it matter?"

	"What if we could pay them off?"

	Presley didn't know how the conversation took this turn. "What the hell are you talking about?"

	"Fabler has money."

	Presley almost protested.

	Almost.

	<Fabler does have money. He paid for that body armor with a giant wad of cash.

	<What's Grim's angle here?>

	"So you want to ask your murdering brother-in-law for a loan?"

	"We don't ask him." Grim crossed his arms. "We take it."

	Presley knew she must be insane for even considering it, but concept took root in her head and blossomed. 

	<Stealing from Fabler is dangerous. He's well-trained. He's also seriously unhinged. 

	<But with a partner, things might be easier.

	<However, there's a big problem.>

	"I searched his whole house. Top to bottom. There wasn't any cash."

	Grim shrugged. "So he keeps it in the bank. Maybe an account. Maybe a safe deposit box."

	"You think we can get him to tell us?"

	"If we're persuasive enough."

	"How much do you think he has?"

	"He has money stashed from our contractor days. I know he never spent it. Lori made all the money they needed. Plus he got six figures from the state for his wrongful conviction. My guess is he has over half a mil. How much do you need? Would half of that be enough?"

	<It would be enough. It would be more than enough.

	<It would allow me a whole new life.

	<Me and Brooklyn.>

	"He's dangerous, Grim."

	"I know."

	She eyed him. "Are you bullshitting me?"

	"About what? You can check public records. The government cut him a fat check."

	"Not about the money. About your real motive."

	"What do you mean?"

	"Don't play stupid. You know what I mean. You're obsessed with Fabler."

	"So?"

	"So is this about robbing him? Or something more?"

	Grim's mouth became a thin line, and he nodded. "I get what you mean. Are we plotting a robbery? Or a murder."

	"That's exactly what I mean."

	He began to pace with his fingers laced behind his head.

	"I've been living with this for three years. I had plenty of chances to kill him. Hell, I could have paid his cellmate twenty cartons of smokes to strangle the bastard while he slept."

	"So what's your real motive here? Paying me back? Hurting him, as revenge?"

	"I want to find out what happened to Lori. While we're getting his bank account info, I'll have the chance to ask him a few more personal questions."

	"You're talking about interrogating him."

	"We have to do that anyway. And I want answers."

	"You want to torture him."

	"I don't want to. Fabler was my best friend. I'm talking about getting justice for my sister."

	Presley shook her head. While she was flexible when it came to morals, this violated all sorts of personal lines. 

	The military taught her how to unleash violence upon an armed adversary, following the rules of combat.

	Torture was a whole different thing.

	"I won't do it."

	Grim stopped pacing and stuck his hands in his pockets. "I've got nothing left, Presley. No job. No money. No family. This has completely consumed me. Hell, I've been watching you do training exercises for a month, and I'm so messed up in the head I thought I actually cared about you. You've made it clear that's bullshit. I accept that. We do this job, you never hear from me again."

	<Everything about this feels wrong.

	<Talk him out of it.

	<Hell, I need to talk myself out of it.>

	"This solves your problems, and mine. He's a scumbag murderer, Presley. He deserves this, and more. Come on. Let's do this. Me and you. We can split the money, go our separate ways. I can't do this alone. I need you. What do you say?"

	<Walk away.

	<I'd be agreeing to torture, and probably murder, a man I've been living with for the last month.

	<But then, Fabler is a murderer.

	<He admitted as much.

	<Still, we all need to have lines we won't cross, no matter what.

	<Torturing a man for money is a line I won't cross.>

	"I'm sorry, Grim. I can't do it. She wasn't my sister."

	Presley finished packing the garbage bag, picked up all of her stuff, and left Grim's apartment.

	 

	GRIM ○ 4:00pm

	<What was I thinking?

	<I had one of the best days of my life, with one of the best people I've ever met, and I smothered her and then tried to make up for it by dragging her into my neurotic obsession.>

	Grim stared at the Osmonds.

	"Wow. I'm such an asshole."

	None of the catfish answered. But it seemed like they agreed.

	The green housefly circling the room seemed to agree, too.

	 

	KADIR ○ 4:00pm

	"She's walking out."

	Kadir had been surfing a darknet snuff website called Usher House 2.0 on his cell phone, watching a woman get repeatedly branded, and he glanced up at the cop's apartment building. 

	Presley descended the stairs.

	<All the waiting. All the patience.

	<It all paid off. Big time.>

	"Looks like she's leaving, Kadir. She got all her stuff."

	"Thanks for stating the obvious, dumb ass. Lemme think."

	Presley appeared in a hurry to get somewhere, and Kadir wondered if she'd called another ride-sharing app, like the one she'd arrived in.

	Kadir smiled, imagining the look on her face if he pulled up, claiming to be her Uber driver.

	<She'd take off, and be a pain in the ass to find again. But it would sure be funny.>

	Presley slapped at her jeans pocket, took out her cell phone, and quickly made a call. A intense call that involved a lot of her attention.

	He elbowed Doruk. "Let's pull up closer. She's preoccupied with something. Maybe we'll get a shot."

	<And then I'll give myself a shot.>

	Kadir patted his pocket, feeling for the vial of Quadmix, making sure it was still there.

	It was.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 4:00pm

	Her phone vibrated, and Presley almost dismissed it.

	<Probably Grim, begging me to stay.

	<I'm done dealing with him.

	<But maybe it's home.>

	She tugged out the cell and stared at the screen.

	<Not Grim.

	<A text.

	<911.

	<Our emergency code.>

	Presley immediately dialed her father, her anxiety growing with each ring. When Dad finally picked up, he sounded devastated.

	"Marna. You have to come home."

	Dad's voice had always been a steady source of strength for Presley. Always calm. Always confident. A lighthouse that would forever shine, even through the worst storms.

	It sounded like the light had gone out.

	"What's wrong? Is Brooklyn…" Presley couldn't bear to finish the sentence.

	"It's bad, Marna. It started two days ago. I didn't want to worry you, so I took her to the ER."

	"Why didn't you call me?"

	"I wanted to wait until we got the test results."

	"Dad?"

	"Her body is rejecting the transplant."

	<Oh no. Oh no no no no no no…>

	"But she's been doing better."

	"I know, honey."

	"Is it the Simulect? Maybe she needs a higher dose."

	"They've tried that. They've tried every immunosuppressant legally available."

	Presley clenched the phone so hard she wasn't sure which would break first; the case or her fingers. "What about the ones that haven't been approved? We can take her to Europe. Or Asia. The damn FDA with all their damn regulations—"

	"The only thing that can be done is another heart transplant. She's on every list, but… well, you know how hard it is to find a donor."

	<Brooklyn was small. She needed a heart that would fit. Kids her size, and blood type, who died and whose parents were willing to donate, were rarer than rare.

	<This can't be happening.

	<This can't be happening.

	<This can't be happening.>

	Presley refused to break down. "Can I talk to her?"

	"She's… not awake, honey."

	"Can you wake her? I need to talk to her, Dad."

	"Brooklyn… Brooklyn's not conscious. She's on an ECMO pump."

	<ECMO?> 

	Presley remembered those initials from Brooklyn's last operation, and they hit like a brick to the face. Extracorporeal membrane oxygenation.

	<A machine that pumped her blood for her.>

	"Jesus, Dad. Is she on the pump, or a ventilator, too?"

	"For now, just the pump. You need to come home."

	<Of course I need to come home. My daughter needs me.>

	"I'll be there soon, Dad. I'll be there—"

	<Tonight?

	<How will that help anything?>

	Much as Presley longed to be with Brooklyn, holding her daughter's hand wouldn't cure her.

	<The only thing that will cure her is another transplant.>

	Brooklyn had been on the waiting list for three years and they'd never found a heart. Presley had to find one herself.

	With that realization, resolve set in.

	"How long can she stay on the pump, Dad?"

	"She's stable now. Her cardiologist said a few weeks, maybe a month, unless there are complications."

	"I'll be there in three days. With another heart."

	"How, honey? The banks won't give me another loan. I don't know how you scraped up the money for her last operation."

	"I'll get it. I'll be in touch. Tell Brooklyn that Mommy loves her."

	Presley hung up. Then she stood and pressed Grim's intercom button next to the door.

	"Presley? That you?"

	"I'll do it. Let me in."

	The door buzzed, and Presley wiped her eyes and marched up the stairs and met him in the hall. Grim reached to hug her, but as much as she needed to be held, Presley pulled away. 

	"We'll do this thing together, Grim. But it's a business relationship. Nothing more."

	"What changed your mind?" He spread out his hands. "Wait, forget I asked. We'll keep personal details out of it. When do we hit him?"

	"Tomorrow morning. I want to be on the afternoon flight out of Wichita."

	"We need to start planning."

	"I know."

	"You want to come in?"

	<I do. I want to come in and I want you to hold me and make love to me again and make me feel better and safe and convince me this will all work out.>

	But Presley didn't say that. She pushed past him and went into the bedroom and dropped all of her stuff.

	Then they discussed how they could rob Fabler.

	 

	FABLER ○ August 26, 2017 ○ 2:41am

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, because my adoring husband, who swore to protect me, did the opposite. Instead of protecting me, he killed me.

	Difficult to talk while sobbing. "I tried so hard."

	What was that? Having some trouble hearing you?

	Lori held a hand up to the bleeding, rotting hole on the side of her head where her ear used to be.

	"I tried too hard."

	You didn't try hard enough, did you? Be honest, Fabler. You lost it. 

	"I wish it was me, not you."

	I don't care what you wish. Lori's face changed, head stretching, skin turning grey, eyes getting huge and black. You messed up, and I hope that fact tortures you to death.

	And then he was back in Kirkuk in Iraq, staring at Hoopland's severed head, and the journalist's head became Fabler's head and he watched his mouth open and close and try to breathe but he couldn't breathe because you can't breathe when you've been beheaded and the panic and fear grew and grew until—

	Fabler opened his eyes and jolted awake, gasping for air. The blanket soaked. Sweat. Possibly urine.

	<Did I piss myself?

	<Am I losing control of my body like I've lost my mind?>

	He stood up in the closet, and walked naked into the kitchen, putting the wet blanket in the washing machine. Then he showered, trying to scrub the dream away.

	Trying to scrub the last three years away.

	When that didn't work, he went into the kitchen and opened the fridge. He saw lunchmeat that Presley bought, an apple, some potatoes.

	He grabbed the apple, took a bite.

	<Too tart.>

	Fabler tossed it into the garbage. Then he sat at the kitchen table, wondering what to do.

	<New assistant?

	<Stalk the next redhead on the list?

	<It's the twenty-sixth of August.

	<Something should have happened by now.>

	The green housefly that had been irritating Fabler flew across his vision.

	<How long are houseflies supposed to live?

	<No more than a month, right?>

	He checked the flypaper he'd hung over the refrigerator.

	<As pristine as when I bought it, last week.>

	The irony made him laugh.

	<Everyone thinks I'm a murderer.

	<But I can't even kill a fly.>

	The laughter turned to tears. Fabler grabbed a clean blanket, carried it to the bed, and cried himself back to sleep.

	 

	GRIM ○ 4:21am

	Grim woke up on the couch. For half a second he expected to feel the hangover. But then he recalled he'd stopped drinking, and this wasn't yet another instance of passing out. 

	Presley was in the bedroom.

	After what had been the best sex of his life, he'd blown it big time, and changed what might have been the start of a relationship into plotting a Class A felony. They'd discussed the crime late into the night, came up with a plan, with contingencies, and the deeper they got into it, the more distant Presley became.

	He checked the time.

	4:21am. An hour before his alarm was supposed to ring.

	<I should call this off. 

	<I can get a job. Pay off what I owe Presley in installments.

	<This is a Very Bad Idea, and it isn't going to end well.>

	He glanced at the fish tank, seeking approval.

	All five fish bobbed on the surface.

	"No. No no no no no—" Grim scrambled to his feet and rushed the tank, pulling off the lid, staring at the dead fish and wondering what to do. He poked at them, one at a time, checking for movement, seeing none.

	<What happened? Some problem when I transferred them to the tank?>

	The temperature looked good, the bubbler still working, the filter on.

	<What did I do wrong?>

	He reached in and picked up Donny, cradling his little body, hoping to feel a wiggle or a heartbeat or anything.

	The fish was limp. Limp and dead, his large eyes accusatory.

	"What happened? You okay?" Presley stood in the bedroom doorway, wearing one of Grim's t-shirts.

	Grim didn't respond. He stared at Donny, not sure what to do with him, settling for placing him back in the tank for the time being.

	"Wow, Grim. I'm sorry."

	"I screwed something up. When I made the transfer. I didn't let them get acclimated. Or something. I dunno. Then, yesterday, I wasn't paying enough attention. There must have been signs they were distressed. I probably could have saved them. I should have saved them."

	Grim turned away. He almost felt like crying. Over some fish.

	<But I'm not talking about the fish, am I?

	<I'm talking about my sister.

	<If I'd never been friends with Fabler, she never would have dated him.

	<I could have prevented it.

	<I SHOULD have prevented it.

	<I'm completely worthless.>

	Grim walked into the kitchen to hunt down some booze, but he remembered there wasn't any.

	"Is there anything I can do?"

	He didn't want to look at Presley. He didn't want her to see how much he hurt.

	"Let's get this over with. Get dressed. We're going."

	"It's too early. The plan is to get there twenty minutes before dawn."

	"The plan has changed."

	"Why? So we can wait out in the woods?"

	"I'm going in twenty minutes. If you want to come along, fine. If not, get out. I'll send you your money when I'm done."

	"Grim… I'm sorry about your fish, but waiting a little bit longer is—"

	His head snapped back and he stared at Presley with red eyes. "I'm done waiting. I've been waiting for three years. Three goddamn years. Waiting and waiting and wishing I could do something. And now I finally am. Right now. I'm going to Fabler's house. You're in, or you're out. Tell me."

	Presley stayed silent. He walked up to her and eased past, turning his nose away so he wouldn't have to smell the scent of her hair, and went into his bedroom to dress.

	<Forget her. 

	<She's back-up. 

	<I can do this alone.

	<I've already put her in enough danger anyway.

	<This always needed to be a solo act.

	<Now get in the zone.

	<Clothing.

	<What do I wear to a torture-murder?>

	Grim gave his head a shake, trying to vanquish the thought.

	<Not murder. I'm not killing Fabler. It won't go that far.

	<But torture him?

	<Yeah. I can get behind hurting the son of a bitch.>

	Grim found some jeans, aware of Presley's eyes on him, not caring one bit.

	<I may never care about anything again.

	<A pretty extreme reaction to a couple of fish dying.

	But it isn't about the fish. They're just one more messed up example of my messed up life.>

	"Grim…"

	He went to his closet. His old Kevlar vest hung there.

	<Why bother? If Fabler kills me, he kills me.

	<Let the best man win.>

	He picked out a cotton shirt, foregoing the vest.

	"Grim, can you slow down?"

	<No. I can't slow down. I gotta do this while I still have the guts to go through with it.>

	"Grim, listen for a second."

	<I don't want to hear a rational voice. I'm beyond common sense.

	<Lori. This is for Lori.>

	"Grim…"

	<Go away.>

	"Grim, please."

	<Leave me alone. I'm done with you.>

	"Grim…"

	He spun around, "Enough, Lori!"

	Presley's eyes got wide. She blinked. "I'm not Lori."

	Grim sneered. "What are you talking about?"

	"You said, enough, Lori." 

	"No. I said enough, Presley."

	"You said Lori. Your head isn't in this."

	"My head is fine."

	"You've been point man, Grim. You know it's about being calm. Rational. Alert. You're so emotional you called me Lori. And after what we did yesterday, you confusing me with your sister is just plain yuck."

	Presley approached him, her smile as fake as her feelings.

	
"Don't pull that, Presley. You've already made it quite clear that yesterday meant nothing to you, and that I mean nothing to you."

	Her façade dripped away. "I've got shit to deal with, too."

	"So deal with it. Lemme know where to send the money, and we can get on with never seeing each other again."

	She jutted out her chin. "We should stick to the plan, Grim."

	"Some plan. We wait around for Fabler to go out for his morning jog, sneak inside, and when he comes home, you distract him and I jump out of hiding and taze his ass. I can do that alone, Presley. I'm doing the hard stuff here. All you are is a distraction." Grim narrowed his eyes. "That's all you've ever been."

	For a moment, Presley appeared wounded.

	<She's faking it. All she cares about is her kid.>

	"Why are you still here, Presley?"

	"Because."

	"Because why? Because you want to talk me out of the biggest mistake in a life full of mistakes? Because you think Fabler is innocent and I'm wrong about him? Because you finally decided to let me in?"

	"Because I'm coming with you."

	<Out of all the things I hoped she would say, that one wasn't on my list.

	<Talk me out of this.

	<Tell me I'm wrong about Fabler.

	<Hold me.>

	Presley did none of those things.

	<She really doesn't care about me.

	<But I still care about her. And this is all a bad idea.

	<Taking her along is an even worse idea.

	<As much I want her, I don't want her to come along.>

	"This is dangerous, Presley."

	"I know it's dangerous. I'm the one that has been living with the psycho for the past six weeks, remember?"

	"You've got a daughter to think of."

	"I am thinking of her. And our best chance of getting the money is by working together."

	<She's probably right.

	<And she's capable. More capable than I am.

	<And maybe this will all go smoothly and we can actually have a happy ending. Together.

	<And then maybe singing pigs will shoot out of my ass and start singing power ballads.

	<Who am I kidding?

	<This is going to all go to hell.>

	Grim rubbed his eyes.

	<That's the problem with desperation. You feel like you don't have any other choice.>

	"Fine. Twenty minutes. I'll be in the truck."

	Presley glanced at the closet. "You're not putting on your Kevlar?"

	Grim made a face. "Our plan depends on distraction and surprise. If it comes down to a firefight, body armor won't be much help. He'll kill us both, no matter what we're wearing."

	 

	KADIR ○ 5:03am

	"He going hunting?"

	Kadir opened his eyes. They had a hotel room in town, but when Presley showed up at the ex-cop's place, he decided to park and keep watch.

	After that promising start, the night of surveillance had been miserable, cold, uneventful. The car, confining and uncomfortable. Doruk snored like a chainsaw and smelled like old salami. Kadir's dreams centered around being locked in a weird cell. Rather than steel bars, it was made of human limbs; arms and legs, connected at weird angles, twisting and writhing and closing in on Kadir until his mind popped.

	Looking up the street, at the apartment, Kadir saw the ex-cop Pilgrim leaving the building, a carbine slung over his shoulder.

	"Maybe he knows you've been following him, Doruk."

	"You think so?" Doruk sounded concerned.

	"Maybe he's going to find a nice vantage point, sight you on that big scope, and put one between your eyes."

	"Why? I didn't do nothing to him."

	Baiting Doruk was usually good for a few minutes of entertainment, but Kadir became distracted by the second figure to walk out the door.

	<Her.>

	"Hey, she's in that sexy Stormtrooper outfit again."

	Doruk's comment irritated Kadir, and he was unsure why. The bulky armor did nothing to accentuate Presley's tight body. It was the opposite of sexy.

	<Maybe that's what bugs me. That Doruk is so stupid.

	<Or is it that Doruk finds her sexy?>

	"Shut up, Doruk."

	"What are we doing? Following them?"

	"Do you know what shut up means?"

	"It means shut up."

	"Are you shutting up?"

	"I don't know how to answer that. If I say yes, I'm talking and not shutting up. If I say nothing, maybe you think I didn't hear you."

	<Christ, I hate this guy.>

	Kadir lifted the binoculars to his face, watching as Presley tagged along behind Pilgrim, watching as she climbed into his truck.

	"Follow them. Not too close."

	"Is this it? We finally gonna grab her?"

	Kadir didn't answer. But he felt it, deep in his loins.

	<Yes.

	<This is it.

	<Today is the day I finally teach Presley how the world works, and what happens to little girls who don't know how to obey.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 5:18am

	As they planned, they parked two miles away from Fabler's house, off the road near a deer hunting ground. Grim parked the truck behind some overgrowth, grabbed his carbine conversion, threaded the Taser holster onto his belt, and they went hiking.

	Presley had the DoubleTap in her ankle holster. She carried no other firearms. 

	<We're not killing Fabler. It's more than just a moral decision.

	<Killing him meant not getting his money.

	<And I'm not leaving Kansas without enough to get Brooklyn a new heart.>

	They walked in silence, Grim occasionally checking his cell phone app to make sure Fabler still slept.

	When they got to Fabler's property, Grim signaled for Presley to cover the front. The plan called for them to each watch one side of the house and wait for Fabler to take his routine dawn jog. Then they'd sneak inside, leaving the doors open, and Presley would be in the kitchen, making breakfast and singing to herself; lots of noise so she didn't get accidentally shot. When Fabler came in to confront her, Grim would come out from behind the door with the X26P and make him do the two thousand volt boogie until they could get some cuffs on him.

	<I don't want to be a part of anything that happens after that. 

	<Interrogation isn't my thing.

	<None of this is my thing.

	<I'm a computer geek. 

	<I became a soldier because of all the trouble I got into for hacking. 

	<All I got from the Army is PTSD, a daughter, and this job.

	<To pay for my child's medical bills, I did a whole lot of things I haven't been proud of.

	<Including this.

	<Once this is finished, I'll start over.

	<New town. New job.

	<New life.>

	Presley eyed Grim, caught him staring.

	<Could we actually have a future together?

	<Brooklyn would adore him, no doubt. They were pretty much on the same maturity level.

	<Do I want to date someone that immature?

	<No. One kid in the house is enough.

	<Still, he's kind. Under all the pain, there's a kindness there.>

	Presley killed the thought. She needed to keep her head in the game.

	<But there's one thing I need to say.>

	She spoke in a whisper. "Hey. I forgot something."

	Grim frowned, putting his index finger against his lips.

	"I know. We need to be quiet. But you need to know this."

	Grim raised an eyebrow.

	Presley choked up.

	"Brooklyn is with my Dad. He has an apartment in Houston. One-eight-seven-niner Mission Place Court, apartment six-Delta."

	"Why are you telling me this?"

	Her eyes got glassy, overflowed without blinking.

	"Brooklyn is seven years old, and she weighs forty-four pounds. She's blood type B. Bravo. Can you remember all that?"

	Grim appeared confused, and then Presley saw the realization hit him. "One-eight-seven-niner Mission Place Court, apartment six-Delta, Houston. Forty-four pounds, blood type Bravo."

	"Right. Need to write it down?"

	"No."

	"Her…" Presley swallowed all the pain. "Brooklyn's new heart is failing. She's on a bypass machine. If she doesn't get a new heart…"

	"What hospital is she at?"

	"Wellington General."

	"Your dad knows the black market?"

	Presley sniffled, nodded. "He can give you the contact info." 

	Grim touched her shoulder and squeezed. "You have my word. If anything happens, I'll get your daughter her heart."

	Presley swallowed hard, then nodded again.

	<For all of my conflicting opinions about Grim, one thing is true. 

	<Apparently, I trust him.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 5:55am

	<Apparently, she trusts me.

	<Or she's that desperate.

	<Either way, I'll take it.>

	As Presley hiked around to the front of the house, Grim hunkered down behind a bush. He brought up his carbine—a MechTech conversion unit that fit onto the frame of his 9mm Glock 17 and turned it into a short rifle—and peered through the Vortex Strikefire optics mounted to the top rail, sighting on Fabler's porch door.

	<If he comes out, I'll see him.>

	Then Grim set his cell phone on the ground in front of him, watching Fabler sleep, waiting for the sun to come up.

	He had at least half an hour to kill.

	All alone, with his thoughts.

	<Presley was right. Coming out here this early is a mistake.>

	The key to doing difficult things is to just do them. Waiting allows for second-guessing. Changing your mind.

	Grim remembered a midnight party after a high school dance, so many years ago. He and Fabler and a bunch of other young, dumb, immortal kids, passing around a whiskey bottle and a cored apple they'd been using as a weed pipe, walking over the pedway of the John Mack bridge and deciding it would be a clever idea to jump off into the Arkansas River.

	Fabler—born ready to prove to the world how fearless he was—leapt off without even looking. 

	It took an eternity from the time Fabler went over the edge to the sound of him splashing into the water, and a second eternity before he whooped a reply to Grim's calls.

	Two other guys followed Fabler into the river. No hesitation. 

	Then one of the girls did it.

	Grim wanted to. But the longer he looked down at the black water, the more his resolve crumbled away. What about rocks? What if he hit a shallow spot? What if he passed out and drowned?

	Every second that ticked past, more reasons not to do it crept into Grim's brain.

	Eventually, he lost his nerve and walked away.

	Regretting that day ever since.

	In his more self-aware moments, Grim knew that not jumping had forever changed the course of his life. 

	<Because I chickened out that night, I followed Fabler into the Army, determined to never chicken out ever again. 

	<Without the military, I never would have become an indie contractor.

	<I wouldn't have become a cop.

	<I never would have wasted years of my life with Heather, because she's exactly the ice cool blonde supermodel type that always intimidated me. If I wasn't out to prove something, I never would have even approached her to ask her out. 

	<Maybe, if I'd taken the plunge, I wouldn't have spent my entire adult life trying to live up to some stupid, macho ideal.

	<Maybe I wouldn't still be trying to prove to myself that I'm worthy.>

	Crouching behind the bush, Grim realized this plan was as stupid, if not stupider, than every other stupid thing he'd ever done. 

	<Paranoia goes hand-in-hand with missions.

	<Going behind enemy lines is always dangerous.

	<This is the deadliest enemy I've ever faced.

	<And Fabler is definitely the enemy.

	<Right?>

	Grim's bowels twisted like snakes, and his palms sweat enough to prune his fingers.

	<Now isn't the time for doubts.

	<I felt this way once before.

	<Right before I framed him.

	<I need to just do it, and deal with the consequences later.

	<He did it. He killed her.

	<There is no other possible answer.>

	<He did it.

	<I know he did.

	<I was right to send him to prison.

	<Still… framing Fabler is one thing.

	<Getting the man to talk…>

	Grim had witnessed an enhanced interrogation in Iraq, while working the private sector. It had been ugly, and hadn't produced any viable intel. The insurgent was a real piece of work; he placed landmines around a school. And Grim hadn't touched the guy.

	But he'd been there. Complicit. 

	Listening to the screaming. The begging. The crying.

	<Hurting almost as bad as if it had been done to me.

	<Can I do something like that to my friend?>

	He turned his head and spat.

	<He's not my friend.

	<He's the asshole who murdered my sister.

	<Stop thinking.

	<Follow the plan.

	<Complete the mission.>

	Dawn came, the sun breaking through the canopy in golden streaks, like warm, reaching fingers.

	Ten minutes passed.

	Fabler slept.

	Twenty minutes.

	Still sleeping.

	Grim texted Presley.

	I thought he runs every morning @ dawn.

	Presley replied. 

	He does. He sleeping?

	Y

	The sun continued its slow march across the sky.

	Grim checked the time.

	7:05am

	Sneak in?

	Her reply came fast. 

	NO! Floor squeaks bad.

	<Right. I remember that when I was setting up the cameras.

	<That would drive me nuts, but I bet the son of a bitch prefers it like that.

	<So no one can creep up on him.

	<Wouldn't be surprised if the floor was fine and Fabler rigged it so it squeaked.>

	And then, finally, Fabler sat up in bed.

	Grim immediately texted Presley. 

	He's up!

	Then he swiped back to the bedroom camera.

	No Fabler. 

	He checked the other cameras one by one.

	Living Room.

	Empty.

	Kitchen.

	Empty.

	Back door.

	Empty.

	Front porch.

	Empty.

	The only room left was the second bedroom, and Presley had switched off that camera.

	He texted her.

	Can't see him on cameras. Must be in your room.

	What we do?

	<There is only one thing we can do.>

	We wait.

	 

	KADIR ○ 7:22am

	<I'm getting damn sick of waiting.>

	Almost two hours ago they'd followed Presley and the ex-cop into the woodsy center of Wichita, and then stayed back and watched as the pair parked the Bronco off-road and hiked into the trees.

	"They going hunting?"

	"I dunno, Doruk."

	"Maybe it's a picnic. You ever go on a picnic, Kadir?"

	"You need to be quiet. I'm thinking."

	<Tailing them on foot would be impossible. If we get too close, we'll be spotted. Too far back, and we'll lose them in the forest.>

	"Can't you track his phone?"

	<Good old technology. Beats manpower every time.>

	Kadir's organization had ins with many telecommunications companies. He simply had to call a number to locate a phone.

	Presley had obviously been using a burner phone, impossible to track. But the cop, Pilgrim, turned out to be a credit-card paying citizen registered with one of the Big Ten telecom companies. It took four minutes for Kadir to get his GPS coordinates.

	They waited in the car until Pilgrim stayed still for a few minutes, and then drove as close to the blip as they dared.

	And then, more waiting.

	"Can you see him?"

	"No."

	"Can I have the binocs?"

	"He's a hundred meters east, and there are twenty five billion trees between us and him. You won't be able to see him, Doruk."

	"So why are you looking?"

	<A hawk. It caught a squirrel and is feeding the bloody bits to its babies.

	<I'm imagining I'm the bird of prey, and Doruk is the rodent.

	<Who said nature is boring?>

	But Kadir couldn't mention it to Doruk, because he'd want to see.

	"Shut up. It won't be long now."

	"How do you know?"

	<I'm not sure how I know. But I know.

	<Something is going to happen.

	<Something big.

	<Something soon.>

	"I can feel it. I can feel it in my guts."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:29am

	<This is strange.

	<Every day I'd lived under Fabler's roof, he jogged at dawn.

	<Every. Damn. Day.

	<And now he's either in my old bedroom, doing God knows what, or…

	<Or he disappeared.>

	She texted Grim again. 

	No sign?

	No. Do we go in?

	<That's the opposite of the plan.

	<They need to sneak up on Fabler.

	<Confronting him would be all sorts of bad.>

	He'll hear.

	What if we go in fast?

	Presley didn't get the meaning, and sent Grim a question mark.

	I knock on door & u taze him.

	<I don't like that. Not one bit.> 

	I say wait.

	We can wait. No prob. But how long can Brooklyn wait?

	<That son of a bitch. He's sick of squatting in the woods so he's trying to manipulate me.

	<And it's working.>

	Presley frowned as she texted. 

	K. I'll knock. Cover me.

	I should knock. U cover.

	I have armor. & I never trained with taser.

	Presley put the weird mask on over her face, in case things got serious, then marched around the house. She considered the DoubleTap in her ankle holster.

	<Take it out?

	<No. Then Fabler will be defensive.

	<Knock. Pretend I want my job back.

	<He's so screwed-up he might buy it.>

	Presley's phone vibrated. 

	B careful.

	<Yeah. No shit.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:32am

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband, leave me a message at the beep.

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like, such as my adoring husband—

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to remove my number from your list. But if you're someone I like—

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone, but your call is important to me, unless you're a telemarketer, then it's not, and you need to— 

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to the phone—

	Hi, it's Lori. Can't come to—

	Hi, it's Lori—

	Hi, it's—

	Fabler raised the phone over his head, ready to throw it against the wall in the soundproof secret room and then pull out his DoubleTap and put it to his temple and see if he could fire both rounds.

	<Can I be quick enough?

	<Can I pull the trigger a second time while my brain is flying out the side of my head from the first shot?

	<Would I even know it if I did it?>

	But Fabler didn't throw the cell phone. And he didn't pull his DoubleTap.

	That phone, Lori's phone, was a sacred vessel, holding the only audio recording of his wife. If he never saw Lori again, he wanted to be able to punish himself by hearing her voice.

	As for shooting himself…

	<A fantasy.>

	Fabler, who'd always prided himself on being the toughest, hardest, most fearless guy in the room, had a secret he hadn't told a soul.

	<I'm afraid of death.>

	He'd spent much of his life trying to prove to himself he wasn't a coward. Tried to face every fear he had. And for the most part, he faked his way through fear.

	But you can't fake your way through suicide. You either had the guts, or you didn't.

	Fabler didn't.

	<Which is stupid.

	<I have nothing to live for.

	<My plan for Lori is insane.

	<I don't even know what's real anymore.

	<I need to man up, use the gun, and end this disaster.>

	Seconds passed.

	Fabler didn't move.

	<Coward.

	<A worthless, lousy coward.>

	So the DoubleTap remained in his ankle holster, and Lori's cell went back on the shelf, and Fabler, surrounded by redheads, stroked Lori's ear and sat on the floor and drew his knees up to his chin and hugged them to his chest, rocking back and forth, tears streaking down his face.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:32am

	He sighted down his Vortex Strikefire Optics, keeping the green dot a meter ahead of Presley as she walked up the side of the house.

	Safety off. Round chambered.

	<This is a bad idea.

	<It should be me at the door.

	<She shouldn't even be here.

	<I need to stop this.>

	Grim stood up, about to shout at Presley as she raised her hand to knock on the door.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ 7:32+am

	Lucky. 

	Unlucky.

	Plusses.

	Minuses.

	The variables have increased, but by a calculable amount.

	The equations still work. 

	He watches the monitors and ponders his choice.

	<Intrude? 

	<Or let things happen naturally?>

	The Watcher smiles.

	<Where is the fun in letting things happen naturally?

	<How does that old saying go?>

	"It is not a glitch. It is a feature."

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:32am

	A feeling stuck in Presley's mind like a string of beef jerky caught in the teeth.

	<Something's wrong. I can sense it.>

	She took out her cell and texted Grim. 

	Knocking is bad idea.

	He replied a moment later. 

	It's all bad idea. Abort.

	<I'm not ready to abort, but something is gnawing at me, and I need to figure out what it is before we proceed.>

	Got a fix?

	No.

	<Where could he be?>

	Check his bed.

	I checked bed. Not there.

	Is his bed made?

	No.

	Presley's twinge of uncertainty became full-blown fear.

	<Fabler broke his routine.

	<He never breaks routine.

	<The guy imagines he's an atomic clock.

	<He always makes his bed after he wakes up. Always.

	<So either he's become completely unhinged, which means unpredictable and we shouldn't engage…>

	<Or he knows we're here.>

	Presley texted fast.

	Abort. 

	Then she turned to get the hell out of there—

	—and something flew into her mask and hit her in the eye.

	She smacked at it—a bug—slapping herself in the face.

	The sound echoed like a gunshot.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:32am

	<Why isn't Presley leaving?>

	Grim chanced a look at his cell, and Fabler appeared out of nowhere in the hallway, running full tilt, a rifle in his hands.

	Grim didn't bother texting. He shouted.

	"He's coming! Run!"

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:32am

	Fabler heard a sound, coming from outside.

	<I knew they'd come back.>

	He brought the KRISS to bear, close ready, and sprinted out of the secret room, slamming the panel closed behind him, getting to the front door in seven steps and throwing it open and gaping at the white figure with the giant, grey head standing there.

	<IT'S THEM!>

	Fabler fired.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:33am

	Forty meters away, behind a tree, Grim watched Presley through the scope.

	Seeing Fabler answer the door wearing boxer-briefs, holding an automatic rifle, surprised Grim.

	Seeing Fabler raise the rifle and shoot Presley in the chest ranked among the biggest shocks of Grim's life.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:33am

	The door opened a moment after Presley heard the footsteps, and while she'd been prepared for a tense conversation, she hadn't been prepared for Fabler, practically naked, pointing the KRISS at her and then firing twice.

	The .45 slugs hit her ceramic trauma plate like a swing from a baseball bat, and Presley dove to the side, trying to tuck and roll, but fear turned the practiced move into a face-first slide. 

	On instinct she brought up her leg, reaching for the ankle holster, but Fabler was on her, stepping on her knee, aiming at her head.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:33am 

	<Shoot him. Before he kills her.>

	Grim put his finger on the trigger.

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:33am

	<It's a mask.

	<It's not them.

	<It's Presley.

	<I shot Presley.>

	He almost reached for her, ready to make sure she was okay and beg for an apology and explain everything even though she wouldn't believe him, but two simultaneous thoughts stopped Fabler.

	<She's probably armed.

	<Of course she's armed.>

	And—

	<I don't have the guts to kill myself.

	<But…

	<Maybe I can get Presley to kill me.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:33am

	As she stared up into the barrel of the KRISS, focusing on it until the muzzle became impossibly huge and Fabler's crazed face appeared blurry and a hundred meters away, time slowed down to a trickle, each millisecond a stretched duration of oddly reflective lucidity.

	<He shot me.

	<He shot me in the chest.

	<I don't feel it yet. But my eardrums ache.

	<Am I dying?

	<No. I have body armor on.

	<But now he's aiming at my face.

	<He's going to shoot me again.

	<I didn't expect it to end this way.

	<The last thing I'm ever going to see is a point blank muzzle flash.

	<Brooklyn…

	<I'm so sorry, Brooklyn. I'm so, so sorry…>

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:33am

	<Shoot him.>

	Grim squeezed the trigger—

	—and pulled the shot, aiming too high, firing over Fabler's head and putting a round into the side of the house, knocking out a chunk of wood.

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:33am

	<Gunfire.>

	Fabler ducked, a lifetime of training overpowering his wishes. 

	<Stupid. 

	<I should stand here and let it happen.

	<Wait—who's shooting?>

	Fabler stood up straight, making himself an easy target, scanning his property line.

	<There. In the bushes, thirty meters southwest.

	<Grim.

	<He's working with Presley.>

	As Fabler absorbed the information that Grim and Presley were a team, his death wish flittered away.

	<Grim could have shot my eyes out at that short distance.

	<He missed on purpose.

	<They aren't here to kill me.

	<They're here for something else.>

	And Fabler had a damn good idea what it was.

	<I have to get away.

	<I have to run.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:33am

	Body frozen, mind active, waiting a lifetime for the shot to come, Presley focused on her daughter's face, wanting Brooklyn's sweet smile to be the image she took to eternity.

	Then a shot shattered the silence.

	But not a death shot. It came from far away.

	<Grim.>

	The gunfire snapped Presley out of her reverie and training kicked in. All the drills, all the grappling, all the repetition of the last few weeks, it took over Presley's body like a demonic possession, and she grabbed the barrel of Fabler's KRISS, pushing it aside and punching him in the inner knee with the other hand. 

	He jerked away, and Presley held his rifle and allowed his momentum to pull her up, onto her feet, rearing back her fist again and smashing it right into the bastard's nose.

	Neither released the gun, and then they tumbled backward, through the doorway, into Fabler's house.

	 

	KADIR ○ 7:33am

	"Is that a gunshot?"

	<Can't Doruk recognize gunfire when he hears it?

	<Of course that's gunfire.

	<Probably.>

	"Go check."

	"Me?"

	"You work for me. I'm telling you to go check."

	"What if someone is shooting?"

	"Then shoot back, you moron."

	"So you want me to shoot Presley?"

	<Damn. The moron has a point.>

	"We'll both go."

	Kadir took his Ruger Redhawk out of the glove compartment and got out of the rental car.

	On the minus side; someone was shooting, and Kadir had no desire to get shot.

	On the plus side; they were in the middle of nowhere, so if they had to kill a few people, that shouldn't be a problem.

	<Especially if it gives me a chance to grab Presley.

	<All my patience is about to pay off.>

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:33am

	Presley put her weight behind the punch, and the only thing that saved Fabler's nose from mushing was his quick tilt of the head so she connected with the base rather than the tip.

	Fabler staggered back into the house, pulling her along, and then he released the gun, letting her have it.

	While Fabler hadn't intended to freak-out and shoot her—that had been the latest in an endless series of mental lapses—he was pleased he'd gone for the body shot instead of the head shot, and there didn't seem to be any blood. Her chest would be bruised as hell, but the body armor had done its job and saved her life.

	Ignoring the pain shouting at him from his face and knee, and putting aside his earlier mistakes, Fabler focused on his revised plan.

	<Escape.>

	He rushed past Presley, heading for the patio door.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:33am

	He sprinted, full out, heading for the house as he shouted at Presley.

	"DON'T KILL HIM!"

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:33am

	The calm permeating Presley when death seemed eminent; adrenaline purged that calm. Presley felt able to run straight up the side of a building and punch out a street gang waiting on top.

	For a moment, when Fabler released the KRISS and Presley brought it to bear, she almost shot the son of a bitch.

	<But I didn't.>

	Not because Grim—that prick who didn't take the kill shot when Fabler was ready to murder her—shouted not to do it. 

	And not because Fabler didn't deserve it; the guy had clearly lost all control, and removing him from the world would be a mercy to Fabler and a blessing to humankind. 

	And not because Presley had an aversion to killing, even though she'd never killed before.

	No, Presley was too selfish to pull the trigger and paint the living room interior with Fabler's blood.

	<I can't kill him. I need his money for Brooklyn.>

	So when Fabler rushed past her, Presley stretched out the rifle stock, thrusting it between his running legs, tripping him to the floor. Then she swung it by the barrel, like a sledgehammer, catching him across the spine, hoping to paralyze the son of a bitch.

	Fabler turned and stared at her, apparently not paralyzed.

	Presley expected a look of pain.

	<Instead, he looks pissed.>

	Presley jabbed with the rifle, aiming for his chin, and Fabler knocked it aside with a forearm, then pivoted his hip.

	<I know this move. We drilled it a hundred times.>

	Presley jumped over the sweep kick, and then lashed out with the rifle stock, catching him in the shoulder as Fabler used momentum to spin onto his knees.

	Fabler took the hit, grabbing the rifle by the picatinny rail, ripping it from Presley's hands as easily as taking a lollipop from a toddler.

	Presley backed away, expecting him to raise the weapon and fire again. But Fabler surprised her by taking off down the hall.

	Noise, behind her, and Grim ran up to Presley with a weapon in his hand. But it wasn't his modified Glock carbine; it was a black handgun that looked a lot like it came out of the movie Robocop.

	<The X26P Taser.>

	"You okay?"

	She nodded. "He ran into his bedroom. He's armed, and there are more guns in there."

	With his free hand, Grim unwound the strap off his neck and handed Presley the carbine. "Cover me."

	"Like you covered me?"

	Grim winced like he'd gotten slapped. "We can't kill him. You know that. Shoot to wound and back me up."

	He ran to Fabler's bedroom, leaving Presley to ponder how this all went so bad so fast.

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:34am

	<Bad all bad so bad this is bad…>

	Grim advanced while hunched over, heel-to-toe, keeping the taser out in front of him, his hips staying level so he didn't bounce. Back in the day, he and Fabler would practice their approaches by balancing NyQuil cups full of water on the rails of their weapons, slow and steady.

	<But Fabler has guns and I just have a taser.>

	He sidled up against the doorframe, next to the closed door, and used his cop voice.

	"Fabler! You're outnumbered! Give up!"

	No response, either vocally or ballistically.

	<I don't want to go in there.

	<It's not just about a non-lethal weapon vs. a semi-automatic rifle.

	<It's about facing Fabler.

	<The last time I went one-on-one with him, sober, was during BT.

	<He kicked my ass.

	<And I was in much better shape back then.

	<He was always better than me at everything. Combat skills, like hand-to-hand and shooting. Better at organization, better at planning, better at leadership, better at relationships…

	<Well, better at relationships up until he killed my sister.>

	Grim made eye contact with Presley, finding her in a decent back-up position further down the hallway, on the opposite wall.

	He held up three fingers, counted down, and then pushed the door in.

	After listening for a second, he crouched and peeked into the bedroom at waist-height, spotting the open window, the blinds ripped off and on the floor.

	<He went out the window? 

	<No way.

	<I know this ploy. 

	<I'm the one who taught it to you, asshole.>

	Grim immediately dropped into the room onto his back, staring at Fabler, who was hiding alongside the door and already swinging the rifle. Grim knocked it away with his forearm, bringing up the taser, aiming for Fabler's bare stomach.

	<You asked for this.>

	He squeezed the trigger—

	—but Fabler had his hand up.

	The barbed probes shot out of the front cartridge—within a cloud of serial-numbered confetti—and stuck straight into Fabler's palm.

	Grim had trained with the X26P once, years ago, and the memory was vague. The bigger the spread between electrodes, the greater the chance to incapacitate. Holding the trigger would deliver multiple shocks per second, contracting the muscles by doing something with blood sugar or lactic acid or whatever. This caused immobility as the muscles locked up, and also hurt enough to deliver pain compliance.

	Fabler's face stretched into a grimace, his teeth gritted and eyes wide, while Grim held the trigger.

	<I can zap him as long as it takes for him to drop.>

	But Fabler didn't drop. Maybe it was the short spread of the probes reducing the effectiveness. Or maybe Fabler was simply too crazy to let fifty thousand volts slow him down. After a jolt of six or seven seconds, Fabler managed to rip the barbs out of his hand, and then he hit Grim with the butt of his rifle, right in the forehead.

	Stars swimming in his vision, Grim somehow managed to keep hold of the taser. 

	Fabler reared back the rifle again, his face a rictus of crazy.

	Grim yanked out the spent cartridge. No time to load the spare, so he thrust the taser at Fabler's calf, squeezing the trigger again. Without the barbs, the X26P functioned as a stun gun, and Fabler staggered backward, grunting.

	Then Presley was in the room, yelling something, raising the carbine, and Fabler did some insane sidekick/leap/twist and knocked her gun away, following up by smacking Presley on the side of the head.

	<A slap. He slapped her.

	<Open-handed.

	<Why is he pulling his punches?

	<And why isn't he shooting us?>

	Grim got to his knees, thrusting the taser forward, trying to connect with Fabler to shock him again, managing to touch him on the right thigh.

	Again Fabler recoiled, and as Grim tried to pull the spare cartridge out from the battery magazine, Fabler planted a foot on Grim's nose, laying him out flat.

	Things went black for a moment, and Grim found himself shaking his head, trying to fight the dizziness, seeing Fabler wrestle with Presley for the carbine, tugging the strap off of her shoulder, quickly disassembling the frame and trigger assembly from the barrel and throwing them in opposite directions.

	Grim raised up his hand, noticing that the taser was missing.

	<Aw hell.>

	Fabler went for the window, tossing the KRISS out then getting his upper body through, and somehow Grim managed to grip his leg and hold on, and then Presley was helping and they pulled him back into the bedroom and onto the floor, face-first.

	Fabler twisted around—the guy was made of coiled springs—and then on his feet, facing Presley and Grim, his fists raised.

	<Fabler looks surprisingly calm.>

	Grim noticed his fists were already up. So were Presley's.

	<Okay. We're doing this.>

	Grim stepped up and threw a punch.

	 

	KADIR ○ 7:37am

	With Doruk leading, and Kadir carefully following the larger man like he was a movable flesh-shield, they picked their way through the woods and came to a clearing.

	"It's a cabin."

	<Doruk; master of the obvious.>

	"I can see it's a cabin."

	"Door is open."

	"You know we're looking at the same thing, right?"

	"I figured you couldn't see because you're so far behind me."

	<He's such an ass muncher.

	<If he wasn't related to Alpay, I'd put two in his head right now.>

	"You hear that?"

	Kadir didn't hear anything, but the closer they got to the cabin, the more he hung back, not wanting to catch a bullet.

	"Check the right side of the house. I'll go left."

	Doruk waddled off. Kadir waited, trying to hear whatever Doruk had heard.

	<Faint sounds. Thumps. Grunts. Smacks.

	<Sounds like a beatdown.

	<Sweet.>

	Curious, Kadir walked a wide perimeter around the side of the cabin, and saw an open window. He brought up the binoculars hanging around his neck.

	Presley, the ex-cop, and a half-naked guy were punching the hell out of each other.

	<Interesting.>

	Half of Kadir wanted to sneak up, kill the two guys, and have some quality alone-time with Presley. The other half wanted to kick back with some popcorn and enjoy the spectacle of it all.

	That side won out, mostly because guns could be in play. 

	<I know I'm obsessed with this girl. But I'm more obsessed with not getting my head blown off.

	<We'll wait. Wait and see how this all turns out.

	<When things calm down, that's when we'll strike.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 7:37am

	Presley moved in fast, feet apart, knees bent, chin down, eyes on Fabler's. Often, the eyes would telegraph an attack before a punch or kick was thrown. Fabler didn't make that mistake, but with his attention divided between her and Grim, Presley wanted to know when he looked away. 

	<He's staring at me.

	<Now at Grim.

	<Now at me.

	<Go.>

	She aimed for his left kidney, hooking in low and strong, driving her fist like Fabler was made of wet paper and the punch would go right through him, twisting her hips and straightening her knees and putting her whole body into it.

	Fabler managed to bunch-up before her blow landed, but his grunt conveyed pain.

	She danced back as Fabler's eyes went to her and he swatted and missed by inches, then Grim threw a vicious right cross, catching Fabler across the jaw. A slow motion curl of blood arced out from Fabler's lips, and Presley ducked under it and went after his right kidney, getting in under the ribs, picturing it as a water balloon she wanted to pop.

	Fabler couldn't protect himself in time, and he hunched over after her hand hit home, his eyes squeezing shut.

	<Mr. Super Soldier is weakening.

	<We can do this.

	<We can actually—>

	The foot came out of nowhere, catching Presley in the chest, igniting the bruises from the .45 rounds to the sternum. As Presley fell backward she watched as Fabler, impossibly fast, threw an elbow at Grim's chin, snapping his head up, stretching out his neck and leaving it open to any number of lethal blows.

	But Fabler didn't crush Grim's trachea, or his Adam's apple, or dig at his jugular or carotid, or target his vagus nerve, or rabbit punch his spine. 

	Instead, Fabler went for the balls, kicking Grim between his legs so hard that Presley felt it.

	Then Fabler turned and launched for the open window again, and Presley watched as her money, and Brooklyn's life, slipped through and took off into the yard.

	 

	FABLER ○ 7:38am

	When his feet hit the grass he grabbed the rifle and ran, not sure where to go, but knowing he had to get away. He hurt in various places, but no injury seemed debilitating, no pain so severe it slowed him down.

	Warm outside, so exposure wouldn't be a problem for a few hours, but he doubted anyone would pick up a hitchhiker wearing only boxer-briefs. His best chance was the nearest neighbor, two kilometers northeast. 

	<Barefoot. Through the woods.

	<I wish I'd had more time to build up my callouses.>

	He sprinted for the tree line, and something caught his eye.

	<To the left.

	<A figure.

	<It can't be Grim or Presley. They're behind me.

	<Is it a person?

	<Or could it be…>

	Fabler stopped, eyes wide and staring, unable to take a breath as the bushes shook.

	<Someone hiding.

	<Someone. Or something.>

	Fabler took a quick look around, waiting for the light to hit him, bracing for it.

	The light didn't appear. But something did, rushing him from behind, coming in low and hooking his legs.

	Fabler went down, and Presley slithered behind him and snaked an arm around his neck, clinching it in, her legs locking around his waist.

	Her biceps flexed, pressing against Fabler's carotid.

	<She's choking me out.>

	Fabler tapped her, but they were no longer training. 

	Panic enveloped Fabler like quicksand. 

	He tried to bring up the KRISS, but he'd fallen on it, the barrel pinned beneath his butt.

	He thought of Lori.

	He thought of that night.

	He tried to suck in oxygen, but Presley held too tightly.

	<How long can a person be conscious when the blood supply to the brain is cut off?>

	He thought of Hoopland, the dead journalist that he and Grim found in Iraq. His eyes blinking, mouth trying to speak, even as the terrorist sawed his head off his shoulders.

	<Hoopland knew his head was off.

	<Hoopland felt it.

	<Hoopland felt every miserable second, and he died in extreme pain and unimaginable horror as his last thoughts ran out with the blood draining from his skull.>

	Fabler tried to turn over, but Presley had him good and tight.

	Seconds passed.

	Everything went fuzzy.

	Then everything went dim.

	<I can't let her knock me out.

	<They'll make me talk.

	<They'll hurt me and make me talk.

	<Then they'll know how crazy I am.

	<I can't let that happen.

	<Sorry, Presley.>

	While her choke hold was exceptional, Presley hadn't remembered to tuck her chin into Fabler's shoulder, which would have protected her face. 

	Fabler leaned into the choke, making it tighter, and right before passing out he snapped his head back, smashing Presley in the nose.

	She released him, and Fabler rolled away, sucking in a breath, trying to find his balance as the blood and oxygen rushed back to his brain. He got on all fours, got his knees under him, glanced at Presley's dripping red face, glanced at the tree line for whatever was hiding there, and then noticed movement to his left.

	<Grim.

	<With that lousy taser.>

	Fabler hadn't enjoyed getting zapped. It ranked in the top five most unpleasant experiences of his life. Unfortunately, Grim had loaded a new dart cartridge and had it pointing his way. Fabler brought up the KRISS, but Presley had recovered fast, kicking it to the side.

	As Fabler fumbled for the gun, hanging from the strap around his shoulder, Presley drove him back with a series of kicks. They were superficial, landing on his arms and shoulders, but he took the pain and finally got his hand on the stock and as he brought the rifle to bear she threw something at him.

	A moment later something stung his eyes, wet and warm, and he blinked them and tried to rub away the hurt.

	<Red.

	<Blood.

	<She blinded me with the blood from her nose.

	<Damn, that was smart.>

	Then Fabler's entire body seized up and he released the gun and dropped to the ground, rigid and vibrating in agony, Grim standing over him as he squeezed the taser trigger.

	The pain went on and on, like a full-body charley horse, and even as he fought to move his muscles, Fabler had no idea where he'd been shot. His whole body was a clenched fist, and he couldn't pinpoint where the probes hit him.

	<I can't pull them out.

	<They got me.

	<MAKE IT STOP!>

	"Take his weapon and cuff him."

	As the electricity continued to twist his body into knots, Fabler was vaguely aware of someone pulling away the rifle, digging a knee into his back, grabbing his wrist.

	"I can't move his arm."

	"Okay, I'm going to let go of the trigger. Do it fast."

	The pain vanished, the relief almost spiritual, and Fabler tried to take advantage, tried to squirm away, but none of his muscles obeyed. He flopped around like a landed fish, listening to a moan that he realized was coming from his own throat.

	"He's cuffed."

	Fabler tried to straighten his arms, discovered they were bound behind his back.

	Then the terrible pain returned. 

	<STOP PLEASE STOP!>

	Almost as soon as it began, it ceased.

	"This is a fresh battery, Fabler. If you want to see how long it lasts, keep struggling."

	Words formed in Fabler's head.

	<Kiss my ass.>

	But he couldn't get his mouth to form them.

	"We're going back into the house, and we're going to sit down and have a nice, civilized talk. Unless you want to get cute. Then…"

	Agony again. Fabler tried to scream but his throat seized up.

	Grim squatted in front of him and let go of the trigger. "Do we understand each other?"

	Grim's face was blank. Dead.

	<We used to be friends, you son of a bitch.>

	"I said, do we understand each other?"

	Fabler managed to nod. Then Grim and Presley were hauling him to his shaky feet, Fabler being half-marched/half-dragged back to the cabin.

	For the first time in over three years, Fabler was terrified.

	Not of Grim.

	Not of the pain to come.

	But of being handcuffed. Subdued. Helpless.

	<Don't you idiots understand what you're doing?

	<You've neutered me.

	<What the hell am I supposed to do if they return?>

	 

	KADIR ○ 7:45am

	Watching from the bushes, Kadir volleyed around several thoughts.

	<What the hell are they doing?

	<What is Presley involved in?

	<I should get a taser. That looks like fun.

	<What are they doing with that buff underwear guy?>

	"What do you think they're doing with that guy in his undies?"

	Kadir told Doruk, hunching down next to him, to shut up.

	<But the question is valid.

	<They subdued the underwear guy, rather than shot him.

	<I can think of three reasons for that.

	<Money.

	<Information.

	<Revenge.>

	Kadir wondered which. 

	<Money, I bet.

	<Money is what motivates Presley.

	<Maybe they're going to torture that underwear guy, try to get his banking PIN.> 

	Kadir smiled. 

	<This is getting better and better.>

	"I gotta piss."

	"So go piss, Doruk. I don't need a play-by-play."

	"Well, what are we supposed to do next?"

	"Watch. Wait."

	"Wait for what?"

	"For our chance, Doruk."

	Kadir had a feeling that this would pay-off. Big time.

	"Look at that big dirt circle on the lawn. What do you think did that?"

	"I don't give a shit. Go piss. I'm going up to the house for a closer look. Keep quiet."

	Doruk went off to do his dirty business, and Kadir crept up to a window to see what he could see.

	<Fingers crossed that it's torture.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 7:52am

	The rolling, boiling feeling in his stomach made Grim grateful he hadn't had breakfast.

	In the heat of the fight-or-flight moment, when Grim had feared for his life, tasing Fabler had been an automatic response. Cop training, and soldier training, made self-defense easy.

	But zapping his former best friend, while Fabler writhed on the ground in pain, nauseated Grim.

	<Especially since I know how much it hurts.> 

	Being trained on the X26P meant taking two darts to the chest; an awful experience.

	<Like the worst muscle cramp ever, but all over.

	<I'd rather get punched in the face.

	<And I did that to Fabler.

	<I'm a piece of shit.>

	But Grim didn't remove the barbed probes, still stuck in Fabler's bare side as he sat, practically naked, in a decorative iron kitchen chair, his hands cuffed behind him, his ankles bound to the furniture legs with duct tape. 

	<Staring at some spot on the bare wall.

	<He looks beaten and trapped, like a caged animal.

	<But still defiant.

	<This is gonna be awful.>

	Grim recovered the carbine parts and placed them and Fabler's KRISS in the living room, on the table near the front door.

	Presley raised an eyebrow. "Afraid you'll be tempted to shoot him?"

	"No guns in the interrogation room. Fabler, even restrained, is still a threat. We don't want to give him a chance to arm himself."

	He waved away a fly, then motioned for Presley, who held an ice pack to the bridge of her nose. 

	<Okay. Man up. This needs to be done.>

	He kept his voice low, soft, meeting Presley's gaze. "You might not want to be around for this."

	<Hell. I don't want to be around for this, either.>

	Presley whispered too. "What are you going to do?"

	"I'm going to zap him a few more times. I've got maybe ten minutes of battery left."

	Disgust turned Presley's pretty face into a Halloween mask. "Jesus, Grim."

	"Well, what's the alternative? Beating him? Cutting him? Burning him? At least the taser doesn't do any long-term damage."

	<Hopefully.>

	Presley shivered, crossing her arms and rubbing her triceps. "I hate this."

	"Me, too. But he killed my sister, Presley."

	"You're sure about that?"

	<Of course I'm sure.

	<Mostly sure.

	<Somewhat sure.>

	"You want the money, don't you? For Brooklyn?"

	Presley's lips formed a tight line. She nodded.

	"Take a walk, Presley. Get some air. Come back in ten minutes."

	Presley turned like she was going to leave. But she didn't.

	"I'm staying."

	"Why?"

	"Maybe I can help."

	"Look, if you want to zap him, be my guest."

	Presley shook her head. "No way." Then she turned back and stared at Fabler, her expression softening. "But isn't good cop/bad cop actually a thing?"

	Grim thought about the years he spent, interrogating suspects, getting perps to confess. The mind game often produced more than the rough stuff. "Yeah. It is."

	"Does it work?"

	He shrugged. "Sometimes."

	"What do I have to do?"

	"You sure?"

	"This is going to sound weird… I think I should be here for him. I dunno why. Maybe because he's out of his mind, and he needs someone. Maybe because, since I'm taking all of his money, it's the least I can do. Maybe…" Her voice trailed off.

	"There are things about him you still like."

	She nodded.

	Grim put his palm to his forehead and rubbed. "Me, too. We were like brothers. We were brothers. But the man I knew… he's gone. In his place is this crazy insane person who killed Lori."

	Presley's face got hard again. "This is for the money, Grim. Not to make him confess."

	"I know."

	"If this gets personal, I'll stop you."

	"Okay."

	"I'm serious."

	<She certainly looks serious. 

	<And I don't want to be on the receiving end of one of Presley's punches.>

	"I won't get personal. This is just about the money."

	<It has to be about the money.

	<If I start asking about Lori… if I go down that rabbit hole…

	<I don't know what I'd do.>

	"So how does this work? Good cop/bad cop?"

	"You be the carrot. I'll be the stick. You try to talk sense into me, to stop me. But you won't be able to, because I'm out of control. So you plead with Fabler, blame him for what's happening because he won't talk. You have to make him think that he's the one hurting himself. That talking is the only way to stop it. And you have to be convincing. The more upset you get, the better."

	"That won't be a problem."

	<Tough lady.

	<I wish I was that tough.>

	"You ready?"

	"Yeah."

	<She looks ready. But am I?>

	Grim took a deep breath, swallowed the growing knot in his throat, and led them back into the kitchen, where Fabler had somehow worked his underwear down off his butt and around his thighs.

	"Oh, c'mon man." Grim hiked up Fabler's boxer-briefs. "There are ladies present."

	Fabler looked at Presley, stone-faced. "Is the lady going to help torture me?"

	Grim didn't answer. Presley looked away.

	Fabler glared at Grim, his eyes narrowing. "Listen to me, Grim. Listen to me real hard. You're not going to get the answers you want."

	Grim picked up the taser where he'd set it on the kitchen table a meter away. 

	"I mean it, Grim. You don't want to do this. You won't like where it leads."

	"What choice do I have, Fabler?"

	"You lost me as a friend. You don't want me as an enemy."

	"We're already enemies."

	"No, we're not. There's a lot of things that you don't understand."

	"Well, why don't you explain them to me, old buddy?"

	Fabler didn't answer.

	Grim sighed. "The rules are simple. Cooperate, and I won't hurt you. And if you don't cooperate…"

	Fabler locked eyes with him, staring, hard, right into Grim's soul.

	<Oh, man, I don't want to do this.

	<But if I show weakness, he won't break.>

	Grim squeezed the trigger.

	Fabler's whole body seized up, his arms and legs tensing against his bonds, and a scream came out of his clenched jaw.

	<Don't stop.

	<Keep going.

	<Show him you're serious.

	<Oh shit oh hell I'm going to be sick…>

	Grim released the trigger, using every ounce of his self-control to keep a poker face. 

	"That was five seconds. I've got forty-eight minutes left on this battery. And when that's done, I have a fresh one in the car. So you're going to answer some questions for me."

	Fabler fixing on the bare wall again.

	"Where's the money, Fabler?"

	Fabler's gaze snapped back to Grim. "What?"

	"The money. I know you've got money stashed from our contractor days. Plus you sued the crap out of the State, and you're not the type to trust banks. Where is it?"

	Fabler snickered. 

	<He's genuinely amused.

	<Which is disconcerting.

	<What am I supposed to do? Juice him again?>

	"Money? This is about money?"

	"Answer the question."

	"I'm happy to answer, Grim. I've got over six hundred thousand dollars in gold coins. You can have all of it. Let me go, and it's all yours."

	<Six hundred thousand?

	<Wow. Fabler must be the one who bought all that gold from Murray at the Pawn 'N Shop.

	<This isn't bullshit. It's the truth.>

	"Six hundred thousand?"

	Grim gave Presley a look. 

	<Cool it. The good cop is supposed to be sympathetic, not greedy.>

	Fabler grinned at Presley. "Six hundred k. Pistol whip Grim, and you can have it all."

	<She wouldn't. Would she?>

	Presley didn't make any sort of move to attack him. She focused on Fabler, squatting to his level, touching him on the shoulder.

	"We'll let you go. Just tell us where the coins are."

	"They're in…" The amusement dropped off Fabler's face, and his eyes went dark. "I can't tell you where. But let me go and I'll get them for you."

	<He's still playing tough guy.>

	"Where are the coins, Fabler?"

	"Close. I'll get them for you, Grim. You have my word."

	"Tell me where they are, and I'll get them."

	"I… can't do that."

	"Fabler." Presley dropped to her knees. "I have a daughter. She's sick."

	"You have a daughter?" A ferocious look came over Fabler, and he clenched his teeth. "We had rules, goddammit. You weren't supposed to have any family."

	"She needs a heart transplant, Fabler."

	Fabler closed his eyes and shook his head as if unable to accept the information. "You need to get out of here, Presley. Right. Now."

	Grim held up the taser. "Fabler. I'm not going to ask again."

	Fabler turned his rage on Grim. "You hired her, didn't you? You asshole. What, you needed an even closer eye on me? All your damn cameras weren't enough?"

	Grim didn't hide his surprise. "You know about the cameras?"

	"Don't be an idiot. Of course I know about the cameras. They're in every goddamn room of my goddamn house."

	Presley crossed her arms. "You didn't tell me."

	Fabler sneered at her. "Apparently we both have some pretty big secrets."

	Grim stepped in front of her, getting between them. "I had to rig up cameras, Fabler. You didn't give me a choice. You killed my sister."

	"I love your sister."

	"Then why did you kill her?"

	"Grim." Presley stood up and tugged on Grim's arm, giving him a stern look. "This is getting personal." 

	Fabler laughed. But it wasn't a real laugh. It was one of those false bravado laughs. "You can't talk sense to a drunk, Presley. He framed me and sent me to prison for three years."

	Grim dodged around Presley, pointing his finger at Fabler. "You needed to be locked up."

	"Me? You were the loose cannon, Grim. You were an out-of-control alcoholic. No idea what you were doing. Do you even know how you lost your job?"

	<What the hell is he talking about?> "The department found out what I did."

	"Don't be delusional. You were drunk all the time. A danger to yourself, and others. And you kept threatening me."

	"What the hell are you talking about, Fabler?" Grim looked at Presley. "I seriously have no idea what he's talking about."

	"You sat, right there, at my kitchen table, after driving here, blotto, and pulled a gun on me and pointed it at my head."

	"I didn't."

	"You did."

	<News to me. But possible. After Lori disappeared, blackout drinking binges were the norm for a few months.>

	"You don't remember this at all, do you, Grim? I told you to shoot me. I begged you to shoot me. Then you started crying and turned the gun on yourself."

	<Hell. That sounded vaguely familiar.>

	"Then I took the gun away from your drunk ass, and you fell on the floor, raving that you would send me to prison even if you had to frame me. So I did the only thing I could. I framed you first."

	Grim snorted. "Bullshit. You didn't set me up. I set you up."

	"How dumb are you, Grim? You saw the videotape. The guy at the sporting goods store, buying shoes. The same guy at the gas station, pumping gas into your crappy Bronco. The guy wearing your baseball cap."

	<What?> "Wait… that was you?"

	"Of course it was me. I even took off my wedding band, and I promised your sister I'd never take it off. Who did you think it was in that video footage?"

	"I thought maybe some other cop at the station, who was jealous or something."

	"Jealous of what? Your incompetence? You were passed out on my damn floor, I took your stupid baseball cap, took your truck, and bought the loudest, most obnoxious running shoes I could find. Then I bought gas. Both times I made sure I was on the security camera, but without showing my face. Then I came back here, cut open your hand—"

	Grim held up his hand and looked at the scar. He assumed he'd gotten it falling down drunk.

	"—and put your blood on the shoes and an old hammer, and stuck them in my closet. I figured you'd be around with a warrant soon enough, and when you did, you'd find them. Then, when they ran the DNA, it would link to you."

	"You tried to make it look like I was framing you. So I'd lose my job."

	"No shit."

	"But instead I switched the blood test results. With Lori's."

	Fabler squinted at him. "How'd you do that? Where'd you get her DNA?"

	"I grew up in this house. I have keys. After you killed her, I found a tampon in the bathroom garbage." 

	Fabler shook his head. "You're a real piece of work, Grim. Did you break into my lawyer's house?"

	"I did the guy a favor. His locks were garbage."

	"My lawyer was garbage. It took him three years to follow the simple trail I sent him on."

	Grim frowned. "Hey, if you knew all of this, why didn't you say anything at the trial?"

	Fabler didn't answer.

	"You could have brought all of this up. Instead you kept quiet. All these years, you kept quiet. Why, Fabler?"

	Fabler closed his eyes.

	"Tell me."

	"You wouldn't understand, Grim."

	"Why would an innocent man want to go to prison? Unless…"

	<Oh, hell no.

	<Could this really be happening?

	<Is Fabler actually about to admit guilt?>

	"You wanted to go to jail, because you did it."

	"I needed some time. To think. And, mostly, to get away from the drunken train wreck you'd become. You were interfering with…"

	"With what?"

	"With… things."

	"Bullshit. You went to jail because you felt guilty."

	Fabler's stone face cracked. His eyes became glassy.

	"You felt guilty, because you are guilty."

	"You don't understand."

	Grim made a WTF face. "What don't I understand? You went to jail, because you knew you should be in jail, because you killed my sister."

	"Don't tell me you don't understand punishing yourself, Grim. You've been doing it for years."

	Grim stepped away, concerned he'd start punching Fabler and wouldn't be able to stop himself.

	<This is happening.

	<I can't believe this is happening.

	<He's… confessing.>

	"Fabler..."

	Fabler's shoulders began to quiver. Tears, then snot, dribbled down his face.

	"You did it. You really did it."

	"I couldn't stop it. I tried, Grim, but I wasn't strong enough."

	Grim felt Presley's hand on his shoulder. He shrugged it off. "You're admitting you killed her."

	Fabler shook, even harder than when he'd been tased. "It's my fault. It really is my fault."

	Rage replaced shock, and every muscle in Grim's body tensed up.

	"Where's her body, you son of a bitch? I covered every inch of this property with a thermal probe. Where'd you put her?"

	"I was weak, Grim. I was too weak."

	"TELL ME WHERE MY SISTER IS!"

	Fabler moaned.

	Grim zapped him.

	Again.

	And again.

	And again—

	—until Presley tore the shock weapon away and shoved Grim back.

	"Enough!"

	Grim reached for the taser, and Presley slapped him hard enough to be heard in the next county.

	Surprised, Grim stared at her. 

	Presley stuck a finger in his face. "You. Me. The hallway. Now."

	 

	KADIR ○ 8:14am

	He stood at the window, peeking through a slit in the blinds, able to see and hear everything happening in the kitchen.

	<This keeps getting better and better.>

	Kadir enjoyed the scene playing out before him more than he liked his Usher House 2.0 app. 

	There was pain and suffering.

	Some warped plot about cops and frames and murder and revenge.

	Presley, getting sexier and sexier the more disgusted she looked.

	And, perhaps best of all, mention of six hundred grand in gold.

	<If it's true, it's the score of a lifetime. All of Alpay's money back, plus enough to buy my way up the Türk mafyası influence ladder.> 

	While there's no equivalent to being made, like in the Italian Mafia, if Kadir paid off the right people, he could become a crime boss and get assigned his own area. 

	<Instead of working for the man, I'd be the man.>

	Exciting stuff.

	"What do we do?"

	That idiot, Doruk, whispered loud enough for the deaf to hear him.

	"Shh. We keep waiting, see what happens."

	"You think the money is real?"

	Rather than get quieter, Doruk spoke in a lower baritone.

	"We'll see. Now shut up."

	"If it's real, I'm buying one of those mail order brides. One that can't speak English and has to suck my dick all the time."

	Kadir made a face and pressed his index finger to his lips.

	Doruk's fat face drooped, like a child who'd been scolded.

	Kadir turned his full attention back to the window, trying to hear Presley and the ex-cop's conversation.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 8:15am

	Nothing felt right. Nothing at all.

	<Standing there, watching Grim torture Fabler—and there's not any doubt it's torture—makes me an accomplice.

	<I'm disgusted. Ashamed. Appalled by what I'm doing.

	<This can't be worth it. There has to be another way to save Brooklyn.>

	As she led Grim into the hallway, Presley's righteous indignation began to erode.

	<But… we're so close to so much money…

	<I'm already morally flexible. What's a little bit more slipping if it's for my daughter?>

	Presley knew that's how evil won. People weren't born bad. They only slipped into it, inch by inch.

	Grim needed to be reeled in.

	"You made this personal."

	Frustration creased Grim's face. "Were you listening to him? He confessed."

	"We're here for the money, Grim. Not to get a confession."

	"I can make him talk."

	"You're going to kill him."

	"He killed my sister."

	"This isn't about your sister."

	He stood taller, puffing up his chest and looming over Presley. "Of course it's about my sister. The past three years of my life, it's all been about my sister. You can't tell me it's okay for us to use a taser on a man to steal from him—which is two crimes—but it isn't okay to actually solve a crime that has literally destroyed my life? Why, Presley? Because your needs are more important than mine?"

	"That money will save my daughter's life, Grim. And my life. Your sister…"

	Presley knew she'd gone the wrong route when the fire died in Grim's eyes.

	He shrank away from her. "I get it. Brooklyn is alive. You have to pay back the Turks. But Lori doesn't matter, because she's dead."

	"I didn't mean it like that."

	<Damn it. Now isn't the time for remorse or regret.

	<Grim's just a guy.

	<Yeah, I like him. But he's a guy, and I'm a pro when it comes to manipulating guys.

	<I don't want to lose him to rage, but I can't lose him to self-pity either.>

	She placed a hand on his forearm.

	"Look, I understand how important Lori is to you. And I know it's been horrible, not knowing. You want to know so badly that you didn't even shoot Fabler when he plugged me in the chest."

	Grim's face switched from sullen to guilty.

	<Good. I can work with guilt.>

	"Fabler is a broken man. Let me talk to him. I bet I can get him to tell us where the gold is. And maybe I can also get him to talk about Lori."

	The guilt in his eyes flickered to hope.

	"You think you can?"

	"Let me try. Tasing him until his heart stops won't get us anywhere."

	Grim continued to sag until he almost came down to Presley's height. "Okay. So what's the play?"

	"I'll go in there. Alone. See what he'll tell me."

	"Alone?"

	"You can stand behind him and watch. I don't want you to interfere. I don't want him to see you. Give me a chance to see what I can do."

	Grim leaned forward, apparently wanting a hug.

	<Fine. I can do that much.>

	She reached out, held him for a moment.

	<There. I handled him.

	<Men are easy.>

	When Grim pulled away, he had some edge back. "I'll give you ten minutes. Then we're going back to my way."

	Presley didn't protest. She slipped past him, heading back to the kitchen.

	Fabler was trying to take his underwear off again, not as successful this time, only getting it partway down his ass. His eyes had a glaze to them, and drool ran down his chin. Ugly, red burn marks surrounded the probes still stuck in his side.

	She pulled up a chair and sat in front of him. "Fabler. Look at me."

	Fabler gradually focused on her face.

	"Grim is ready to kill you. I think he's gone too far. I'm going to let you go. But I need to know where the gold is."

	Fabler's reply was faint. "Name."

	"Name?"

	"Daughter's… name."

	<He wants to go there?

	<Okay…>

	"It's Brooklyn." Presley cleared her throat. "She's seven. She has a heart defect. Tetralogy of Fallot. It was killing her, so I bought a black market heart in Mexico. But her body is rejecting the heart."

	"Lori and I. We wanted kids."

	Presley waited, not sure where this was going.

	"We tried. For years. Tried and tried and tried." 

	Presley didn't see how that rang true, considering the jumbo box of condoms she found in Fabler's dresser. But she went with it. 

	"Kids make everything better. I didn't really understand love until I had Brooklyn."

	Fabler closed his eyes. "Lori couldn't get pregnant. PCOS. Cysts. In her ovaries. She had really bad periods. Sometimes they'd last for weeks."

	"I'm sorry." 

	<This isn't going where I want it to, but at least he's talking.>

	She put her hand on Fabler's knee and patted it. He opened his eyes and stared at her.

	"You weren't supposed to have kids. No family. My ad was clear."

	"I lied. I'm sorry about that. I needed the money."

	"Grim. He hired you first. That's how you found me."

	She nodded.

	Fabler clenched his jaw, so tight the cords in his neck stood out. "Stupid. I should have guessed, when I found out you came from Texas. I figured all he'd do is watch me on his cameras and drink himself comatose. Or try to confront me himself. I didn't think he'd be dumb enough to endanger someone else."

	"Endanger? How am I endangered, Fabler?" 

	Fabler closed his eyes again. Presley gave his knee a shake.

	"All of this training I've been doing. What has it been for?"

	When he spoke, it was a mumble.

	"Can you say that again? I didn't hear it."

	"Fishing."

	"Fishing? What does that mean?"

	"If you want to catch fish. You need bait."

	Presley assumed as much. But hearing him say it gave her a chill.

	"I'm bait? For what?"

	He didn't answer.

	"Is that why you wanted me to have red hair? And blue eyes?"

	He looked at her again. "You aren't wearing the contacts. Are there any rules I set that you actually followed?"

	"Do you want me to put the contacts in now?"

	"No! Don't ever wear them again. Maybe it'll save you."

	<What the hell is he talking about?>

	"You wanted me to look like Lori." 

	He nodded.

	"That's why you had me imitate her. Follow her routine. Were you trying to convince yourself, I was Lori?"

	"You're way off."

	"You said I was bait. Bait for what, Fabler?"

	"You need to get out of here, Presley. It isn't safe."

	"I can't go anywhere until I have the money. I have to get my daughter—I have to get Brooklyn a new heart. Where is your money, Fabler?"

	"Let me up. I'll get it. You can take it and get far away from here. I'll have to start over. With a new redhead. But you'll be safe."

	"Grim isn't going to allow that. You need to tell me where it is."

	"If I do, Grim'll kill me."

	"He won't kill you, Fabler. I won't let him."

	"I can't be tied up. If they come back…"

	"Who's they, Fabler?"

	He didn't answer. He had that thousand yard stare Presley had seen too many times on the battlefield.

	<Combat shock.>

	"Talk to me, Fabler."

	"Sometimes I want to die, Presley."

	<No kidding. I've been privy to a few of those times.>

	He kept babbling. "But I need to stay strong. I'm weak. I was weak. That's how I lost her. But I can start over. I can try again."

	"What are you talking about?"

	"Aren't you listening? I'm talking about Lori. About getting her back."

	<Whoa. This took a big turn.> "What do you mean, getting her back? Where is Lori, Fabler? What happened to Lori?"

	And then Grim was rushing into the kitchen, wrapping his hands around Fabler's neck and shaking him.

	"Where is she, you son of a bitch?"

	<This won't end well.

	<It has to stop.

	<We have to stop.>

	Blinded by pain for so long, living with such myopic, singular purpose, Grim strangled Fabler while Presley watched, and she imagined what Brooklyn would think if her daughter saw what was happening.

	And for the first time in a long time, Presley found clarity. True clarity.

	<I know what I have to do.>

	 

	GRIM ○ 8:18am

	He'd been holding on by a thread. And the thread finally snapped.

	Fabler's neck in his hands felt like a tree trunk, rough and hard, but Grim's rage had reached a point where he felt able to snap a tree trunk in half.

	"Grim. Stop it."

	Presley spoke in a calm, almost reassuring, tone. Entirely inappropriate for the current situation, where pain and grief had reduced Grim to a mindless creature of action.

	<But I can hear her.

	<If I can hear her, I haven't fully lost control.

	<If I can hear her, I can listen.

	<And I actually want to listen.

	<I don't want to be this guy anymore.>

	Grim released Fabler's neck. He turned to Presley, expecting to see disappointment. Or condemnation.

	Instead, he saw sympathy.

	"How does this end, Grim?"

	Grim glanced back to Fabler. His hand prints, red and angry, bloomed on his old buddy's throat.

	"We've already taken this too far."

	Grim's eyes welled up. "I know."

	"I want to save my daughter, Grim. More than anything. And I've done things I'm not proud of, in order to do that. But I have to be able to look my daughter in the eyes."

	He understood. "Some things… even the most important things… aren't worth the cost."

	He cried. She cried. Their hands found each other's, and it helped a little bit.

	<But maybe a little bit is enough. If it's all I get, I'll take it.>

	"So… what do you want to do, Presley?"

	"I want to go home to Brooklyn, and hold her in my arms, and try to forgive myself."

	"And… what if… she doesn't make it?"

	"You know, if we steal his money, it won't stop there. We'll wind up killing him."

	"He's a murderer, Presley."

	"It doesn't matter what he is. It matters what we are."

	<She's right.

	<This all has to end.>

	Grim gave her hands a small squeeze, and released them. Then pulled the taser barbs out of Fabler's side. 

	Fabler coughed, cleared his throat, then spat on the kitchen floor. "You'll never understand. Never never never never never. You'll never find it. Never never never never."

	Then Fabler sobbed.

	<Look at us. A bunch of blubbering babies.>

	Presley took Grim's hand. "Let's walk away."

	<I'm all for that. But what do I walk away to?

	<The last few years of my life have been dedicated to a single purpose.

	<What do I do now? Where do I go?>

	He put his hand on Presley's cheek, wiped away a tear with his thumb. "You're going to Texas?"

	"Yeah."

	"Want some company?"

	Grim's own question surprised him. Not because it was a bold, lay-it-all-on-the-line kind of question. But because the question conveyed hope.

	<It's been so long since I had hope.>

	"Some company would be nice."

	<Holy shit, she said yes.>

	They hugged, and then walked out of the kitchen. 

	"When we get to the airport, we'll call the cops." Grim squeezed her hand tighter. "Let them deal with his crazy ass."

	"You'll never find it." Fabler's voice cracked. "You'll never find the secret room."

	Grim stopped.

	<Wait…

	<Secret room?

	<I grew up in this house. I know it very well.

	<Living room. Kitchen. The master bedroom, that my parents used. The second bedroom, that Lori and I had to share up until our teens; Dad put a room divider in the center so we'd have privacy. Five closets. 

	<No garage, or shed in the backyard.

	<No crawlspace. No basement. 

	<What's Fabler talking about?

	"Grim?" Presley tugged on his hand.

	Grim didn't budge.

	<Could Fabler have built an addition to the house?

	<Fabler had some carpentry skills. He'd done some remodeling when he moved in. 

	<But I'd be able to spot a new room. Even a hidden one.>

	"Grim. Let's go."

	He turned to Presley. "You searched the whole house?"

	"Yeah. Every square inch."

	"Not every square inch." Fabler cackled manically.

	Grim let go of Presley's hand and walked back into the kitchen, looking around.

	Fabler had redone the kitchen. New cabinets. New countertops. Created a nook for the washer and dryer. 

	<What else has changed since I was a kid?

	<What else is different?>

	Grim did a slow three-sixty, taking everything in.

	<That wall. Fabler put up a wall.

	<A closet was there before.

	<That's the wall Fabler had been staring at earlier.>

	Grim went over, placing his hand on the drywall.

	Felt a small vibration.

	<I remember.>

	"The water heater used to be here. In the closet. Now there's Sheetrock. Presley, did you find a water heater anywhere?"

	Presley's face scrunched up. "No."

	Grim walked out of the kitchen, into the hallway. He put his hand on the wood-paneled wall; another addition of Fabler's. Then he put his ear up to it.

	<Humming. Where the water heater should be.>

	Grim ran his fingernails over the paneling, checking for any indentation or crack. Presley came up beside him.

	"Grim, I thought we agreed we're walking away."

	"There's a hidden door here. A secret room."

	"That doesn't matter. We're going to Texas."

	The wood panels in the hallway appeared normal, stretching floor to ceiling, hung side-by-side every four feet. 

	"Go to Texas, Grim." Fabler giggled again. "You should walk away before you see something you can't unsee."

	"Grim…" Presley tugged on his arm.

	Grim pressed on the paneling where the humming was loudest.

	It pushed in an inch, and Grim felt and heard a CLICK—

	—then it popped open on magnetic hinges.

	<A secret door. To a secret room.

	<Do I really want to go in?>

	Grim pulled the door open.

	Darkness bathed the inside.

	Hanging from the ceiling, a bare bulb. With a pull string.

	Grim reached for it, clicking on the light.

	He saw the water heater.

	He also saw a whole lot more.

	 

	THE WATCHER ○ August 26, 2017 ○ 8:18+am

	The calculations are done. 

	The battery is charged.

	It has come full circle. Down to the nanosecond.

	He initiates the countdown.

	"Come to me, Redhead Number 63. Come and meet your purpose." 

	 

	FABLER ○ August 26, 2017 ○ 8:18am

	<This is what I want.

	<For it all to finally be over.

	<I am crazy.

	<I must have imagined everything.

	<Or maybe I didn't. Maybe all of it is real.

	<If so, what did I think would happen?

	<That I could get a do-over?

	<That things would be different if I had a second chance?

	<I messed up once. I'd only mess up again.

	<Lori is gone.

	<It's my fault.

	<And that's what I deserve.>

	Fabler looked at the wall. 

	The fake wall, where he'd built the secret room.

	The secret room, that Grim and Presley were walking into.

	<Grim's going to see it.

	<Then he's going to kill me.

	Fabler closed his eyes and pictured Lori's face.

	<At least now I'll be with her.>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 8:19am

	<So, the scene in every horror story where you get to peek inside the head of the bad guy and realize how crazy he actually is?

	<This is that scene.>

	Fabler's secret room was the size of a large closet, a quarter of it taken up by a white, cylindrical water heater. Opposite it, a prefab bookcase, containing a computer printer (same model as the one in his bedroom), several boxes of ink cartridges, a few reams of inkjet paper, an older model cell phone plugged in via an extension cord attached to an adapter on the light socket, and a small wooden box.

	The scary, crazy-horror part covered the walls.

	When Presley hacked Fabler's computer, she'd seen weeks of Internet searches for red-headed women.

	Plastered on all three walls, and on the back of the secret door, and the ceiling, and even the floor, were close-up pictures of redheads, printed on 8.5" by 11" paper. Well over a hundred, a giant, disorganized collage of faces. All had names and dates on them, written in black marker, with more marker used to draw big arrows from one face to the next.

	<It's like staring into the mind of a deranged stalker.>

	Grim groaned. "Jesus Christ. He's a serial killer."

	<Or that.>

	"He couldn't have killed them all." Presley pointed to the nearest pic. "Look at the date on her. Fabler was in prison."

	Grim didn't respond. Instead, he reached for the wooden box on the bookshelf.

	< A cigar box.

	<I have a really bad feeling it doesn't contain cigars.>

	Grim picked it up, and Presley wrapped her fingers around his forearm.

	"We agreed to leave, Grim. You don't have to open that."

	He met her eyes. "Would you? If it was your sister?"

	"We can walk away."

	"What if Brooklyn disappeared? Wouldn't you want to know?"

	"I would want to know. That's not the question. The question is; what good can come from knowing? Fabler is crazy. Lori is gone. Nothing in that box will change those things. But if you open it, and it's… bad… then you might do something you regret until the day you die. Something you can't take back. And if you go that route…" Her voice trailed off.

	<I don't want him to go that route.

	<I don't want him to be like everyone else.

	<To be selfish and compulsive and rudderless.

	<To be like…

	<Me.>

	"Finish the thought, Presley."

	<Really? Explain to Grim that I don't want to hate him as much as I hate myself?>

	"I'm not a good person, Grim. I'm flawed. I know I'm flawed, but I keep making the same mistakes anyway. I can justify my actions. I'm a pro at that. I have nightmares, and not all of them center around the things I saw in Afghanistan. We say we have lines that we'll never cross, but we keep pushing them back, an inch at a time, and make excuses that it's for the right reasons. Then one day you wake up and see you're so far past your original line that you can't even see it anymore." She swallowed. "I need to make a real line. A line I'll never cross. And since I've never found that kind of self-control, I've been blaming my actions on my daughter. Lying to myself, saying I've done it all for her."

	Presley put her fingers on Grim's face.

	"I need to walk away from here because I can't bear what Brooklyn would think of me. If she saw me here, right now."

	"Sometimes the end justifies the means."

	"It always justifies the means. That's the problem, Grim. I can't face my daughter again if I take this path. And…" <Tell him.> "And I would never introduce her to someone who takes this path."

	"So if I open this box, we're done?"

	"If you open it, and you do what I think you'll do… then, yes. We're done."

	<Please let him listen.

	<Not just because I think I want this guy in my life.

	<But for his own sake.

	<Let him listen.>

	Grim glanced at the cigar box. Then back at Presley. Then back to the cigar box. Then at Presley.

	Seconds limped by.

	"I'm sorry, Presley. I'm not strong enough."

	"So you're not coming with me?"

	"I'd like to come with you. I would. But since you're making me choose…"

	He pulled away, looking impossibly sad.

	<He looks as sad as I feel.>

	"Fine. Goodbye, Grim."

	"When I get the money, I'll send you some."

	Presley shook her head. "No. That's not how this works. I don't want that around Brooklyn."

	"Even if I come to visit with a new heart?"

	She swallowed. "Even if you come to visit with a new heart."

	Presley stared into Grim's eyes, trying to will him to do the right thing.

	<Leave with me, Grim.

	<Please.>

	Then Presley turned and left.

	As she walked out of the house, she hoped to hear Grim's footsteps behind her, feel his hand on her shoulder, his voice telling her she was right.

	But he didn't leave with her. And when Presley pushed open the front door and walked out of the cabin, Grim, from the secret room, screamed loud enough to wake the dead.

	 

	KADIR ○ 8:21am

	<Now what is that asshole yelling about?

	<Sounds like he's got his balls in a vice.>

	"She's leaving." Doruk nudged Kadir and pointed to the driveway. Presley walked alone, her back to them, her head down. "Do we follow?"

	Kadir considered their next move. For a shining moment, everything had been going great. Fighting. Torture. Almost a million dollars in gold coins. Secret rooms. 

	<I'll be rich. Then I'll get some alone time with Presley.>

	Now, with Presley leaving, Kadir's attention divided.

	His dick told him to go after her.

	His brain said stay, see about all that gold.

	That shouting, from the ex-cop, didn't sound like a whoop of joy. He hadn't found the gold. He'd found something else. Something bad.

	<If we go in there, take him out, then we can get the tied-up naked guy to talk.

	<That taser is bush-league compared to the things I can do.

	<But after weeks of waiting around for Presley to show up, do we let her walk away?>

	Kadir came to a decision.

	"Stay here, watch the cop. I'll take care of Presley on my own."

	"You sure, Kadir?"

	"Yeah, I'm sure." He squinted at Doruk. "What are you trying to say?"

	"It's just…"

	"What?"

	"Well, she beat you up pretty good."

	Kadir considered his revolver. Shooting Doruk would be hugely satisfying. Even smashing him in the face with two pounds of chromed steel would scratch an itch that had been irritating Kadir since he'd first met the man, years ago. But instead of doing either, he forced a smile.

	"If I need you, Doruk, I'll call for you. Wait here."

	Doruk shrugged.

	Kadir took off into the woods.

	 

	GRIM ○ 8:22am

	Grim had heard the expression seeing red, but hadn't really understood it.

	<Now I do.>

	Staring into the cigar box, his head felt ready to pop.

	The dried blood inside practically glowed.

	He rushed back into the kitchen, and Fabler wore a thoughtful expression.

	"You found the box, I see."

	"You son of a bitch. Part of me… I always hoped… I didn't want to believe you did it."

	"Just kill me, Grim. It's what we both want."

	<I feel like I've got eyes on me.

	<God's eyes.

	 <Judging me for what I'm about to do.>

	Pilgrim shut his eyes, getting his breathing under control.

	<I can't lose it. Not now.

	<I can't let emotion take over.

	<I used to be a cop. I can keep cool.

	<Interrogate him.>

	"Tell me what happened, Fabler."

	"You already know what happened. You got the evidence right there in that box. Fill in the blanks. Use your imagination."

	<That's exactly what I don't want to do. My imagination is threatening going crazy.

	<I need to know what this son of a bitch did.>

	"I want the whole story."

	"The whole story will destroy you. Take your revenge. You've been sitting on your ass for over three years. Be a man and get it over with."

	<Stay calm.> "What happened to Lori, Fabler?"

	"I thought you came here for my money. Didn't you find the gold?"

	<I'm losing my grip.> "Tell me what happened. All of it. Every detail."

	"Why don't you ask her yourself?" Fabler offered a sick grin. "She can obviously hear you."

	Grim squeezed the box, shaking it like a rabid animal he was trying to strangle. "TELL ME WHAT HAPPENED!"

	Fabler met Grim's eyes. "Lori suffered. She suffered like no one has ever suffered before."

	Grim made a fist, ready to beat Fabler's face to hamburger.

	<I want to commit crimes against humanity that can't even be described without someone throwing up.>

	<But Fabler won't talk. That won't make him talk.

	<What can I do to him?

	<How can I hurt him so badly I break him?

	<I want him to hurt.

	<But I can't kill him.

	<Not until he tells me everything.

	<What can I do to him?>

	Grim's mind drifted back to Iraq. The many horrors they'd encountered.

	One in particular stood out. The only time Grim had seen Fabler become rattled.

	Now Grim put on a sick smile.

	"Remember that journalist in Kirkuk? Hoopland, I think his name was. We found him in that storage container dwelling. Beheaded. I can see by your eyes that you remember. That video was something else, wasn't it? Those bastards sawing at his neck. Hoopland blinking and moving his mouth, even after his head came off."

	Fabler's eyes got wide.

	"Do you remember the conversation we had? About how long a person can live with his head cut off? Hoopland's face kept twitching for more than a minute. We decided it came down to how much blood, how much oxygen, was still in the brain. Concluded that Hoopland was still aware when his head came off. Aware he was dying. And that freaked you the hell out, didn't it, Fabler?"

	"You going to cut my head off, Grim?" Fabler looked somewhere between terrified and enraptured.

	Grim didn't answer.

	He began hunting through kitchen drawers.

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 8:24am

	A hundred meters down the road, Presley knew she'd made the wrong choice.

	Every step she took away from Fabler's cabin was a step in the wrong direction. She felt it. Leaving was a huge mistake.

	<But why?

	<Do I need to stop Grim from committing an unthinkable act?

	<Do I want to go back to save him from himself?

	<Do I want to go back to save him so he can still be a part of my life?

	<Do I want to go back and save… Fabler?

	<Fabler doesn't deserve to be saved.

	<He's done something horrible to his wife. I'm convinced.>

	And yet, Presley couldn't reconcile what Fabler had done years ago with the person she'd come to know.

	<As much as anyone can know a basket case like Fabler.

	<But maybe that's reason enough to stop Grim.

	<Fabler is crazy. Crazy people can't be held accountable for their actions.

	<If we did that, we'd be inhuman.

	<If we allowed torture, and murder, we'd be inhuman.

	Presley slowed down.

	<Maybe inhuman is a wrong term, since humanity does this sort of thing to one another all the time.

	<Being human means being cruel. There's nothing inhumane about it.

	<I've done cruel things. Not torture or murder, but things that hurt others. Deeply.

	<Is that why I'm running away? To convince myself I'm not a terrible person?

	<If so, why do I want to go back? What good can come of it?

	<Maybe my desire to go back has nothing to do with ethics or morals or what's right.

	<Maybe I just want the money.>

	A sad, sorry thought. But one Presley couldn't discount.

	<What if altruism isn't what's bugging me?

	<What if leaving all that gold is what's making me reconsider things?>

	<Quite a super position to be in.>

	Whatever the reason was, Presley found herself heading back to the cabin. 

	<It's for good.

	<Not for money.

	<Even if Grim gets the money, I won't take the money.

	<I'm doing this because it's the right thing to do.

	<I'm doing this because—>

	Sounds, to her right. The snap of a twig.

	Presley stopped and looked to the tree line.

	 

	KADIR ○ 8:26am

	<Clumsy.

	<Why am I so damn clumsy?>

	Kadir huddled behind a bush, squinting through the notched leaves, trying to keep his body low so he wasn't seen. He had his Ruger Redhawk clutched in his fist, and Presley didn't look armed.

	<But I don't want to shoot her.

	<I have other plans.>

	Presley looked at him, looked straight at him, and then her eyes passed over and she scanned the woods to his right.

	<Dumb bitch.

	<You're in for a surprise when I catch up with you.>

	But Kadir wound up being surprised, when Presley turned around and began walking back to the cabin.

	 

	FABLER ○ 8:28am

	Watching Grim rifle through his kitchen drawers, Fabler had conflicting thoughts.

	<Tell him everything.

	<Or… 

	<Tell him nothing, stay strong, and let him kill me.>

	Fabler had contemplated suicide so often he likened it to reminiscing about an old friend. Death, as frightening a concept that any conscious mortal could hope to comprehend, also offered comfort.

	<I've been tormented by what happened for over three years.

	<Prison offered no solace.

	<Prayer was useless.

	<Even this half-assed plan I've been cooking up since that night has been no more than the feeble efforts of a lunatic.

	<What happened to Lori is my fault.

	<Killing me is the best of all possible outcomes.

	<If there is an afterlife, I'll see my precious Lori again.

	<If not, at least I'll be at peace.

	<Unless…>

	Fabler shook his head, trying to dispel the doubt. But the seed remained, and began to grow.

	<Unless my half-assed plan is a good plan.

	<Unless I'm not crazy, and it all happened like I remember.

	<I failed. I failed Lori, and I failed myself.

	<I'm truly at fault.

	<But maybe, just maybe, there's a chance at redemption, if—>

	"Found one, you bastard."

	Grim held up a plastic garbage bag.

	<What is that idiot going to do?>

	Then the realization hit Fabler, and his whole body quaked.

	<No. Not that.

	<He wouldn't do that.>

	"What conclusion did we come to in Kirkuk, Fabler? Two minutes? The brain could live without oxygen for two minutes? I've got my watch on. Let's see how you do when you can't breathe for two minutes."

	<Not like this. I don't want to die like this. 

	<Not with a bag over my head, struggling for air.>

	Fabler tried to keep his voice even. "Be a man, Grim. Shoot me."

	"You look scared, Fabler."

	"Don't do this."

	"Tell me what you did to Lori."

	<What do I do?

	<If I tell him the truth, he'll put the bag on me anyway.

	<So what am I trying to do here? Spare myself some pain?

	<Or spare him?

	<Maybe… maybe at least one of us can have some closure.

	<Okay. Here it goes.>

	"I was having a nightmare, Grim. A bad one. You know the kind. You're in a firefight, explosions, bullets, all you want to do is run away but you're pinned down. You scream, but you can't even hear yourself over the sound of the guns booming…"

	Fabler couldn't tell if Grim was buying it or not. He went on.

	"So I'm crawling away, under the line of fire, crawling over the bodies of my dead squad, crawling through the blood-soaked sand and the guts and the limbs and then someone grabs me, strangles me, and I strangle them back, I strangle them so hard because it's them or me, and then…"

	"You woke up. And my sister was dead."

	Fabler nodded, tears streaming down his face.

	"I tried to revive her. I swear, Grim. But her neck… it was broken."

	Grim stared at him.

	<Believe me. Please believe me.>

	"Why didn't you call 911?"

	"You were on duty. You would have showed up. I was afraid what you'd do to me."

	"So this was all an accident? Some post-traumatic stress thing?"

	Fabler tried to sell it as best he could. "Yes."

	"Where's Lori's body?"

	"The woods. I buried her in the woods. Years back, I carved Lori's face in a tree. It was our favorite spot. I buried her there."

	Fabler tried to judge Grim's face, to see if he was buying it. He couldn't tell for sure.

	"So what the hell is this?"

	Grim held out the cigar box, the lid open.

	"I… I did that… during the dream."

	"Why did you save it?"

	"I don't know."

	"It's her goddamn ear, Fabler. You've got her goddamn ear in a box, packed in salt." Rage spit flecked out of Grim's mouth. "I helped you pick out those earrings for your first year goddamn anniversary."

	<Think fast.> "I would have buried it with her, but I found it after. It was next to the bed."

	Grim closed the box. "I don't believe you, Fabler. I'll give you five seconds to convince me."

	"I killed her in my sleep."

	"Four seconds…"

	"I had no idea what I was doing. I ripped off her ear."

	"Three…"

	"Shoot me, Grim. I deserve it."

	"Two…"

	"Don't suffocate me. Jesus Christ, Grim, you see how broken I am. We were best friends once."

	"One."

	<Grim is going to do it.

	<I'm going to die badly.

	<And it's probably the death I deserve.

	<At least I'll face it with dignity.>

	"Fine, you asshole. Molon labe."

	An old military phrase that Fabler and Grim had used dozens of times. 

	Then the bag went over Fabler's head.

	As Fabler felt it twist around his neck, he performed what he believed was his last willful act; he blew out all of his air.

	<If I have no oxygen in my lungs, this will hopefully end quicker.>

	The bag cinched tight against Fabler's throat.

	He could see nothing through the black plastic.

	<Maybe this won't be so bad.

	<Maybe I'll pass out.

	<Maybe this fear I have of not being able to draw in breath is baseless.

	<Maybe that journalist in Iraq—Hoopland—wasn't afraid at the end.

	<Maybe Hoopland was at peace.

	<Maybe, soon, I'll be at peace.>

	Fabler closed his eyes. Tried to relax. Tried to accept. 

	Time passed. How much time, Fabler had no idea. Ten or twenty seconds, maybe.

	"You're going to tell me what happened to Lori." Grim's voice sounded dull, distant, through the bag.

	Or maybe the bag didn't distort Grim's voice.

	<Maybe my brain is already dying.>

	 Fabler could feel his heartrate kick up, hearing the lubdub in his eardrums.

	<Black out.

	<Let me black out before panic takes hold.

	<I can do it.

	<I can do it.

	<Just black out.

	<Go to sleep and never wake up.

	<Go to sleep and—>

	Then Fabler's body betrayed him, and his diaphragm spasmed, his lungs trying to suck in some air.

	All he sucked in was plastic.

	That's when panic swallowed Fabler up.

	He couldn't form a thought. Couldn't control his mind, or his body. Fabler's entire being was reduced to an unbelievable need to BREATHE.

	Multicolored spots appeared before his closed eyes, swimming and swirling as his whole body wrenched and twisted, the plastic bag sticking to his face, every cell firing with unfathomable agony.

	<PAINSOMUCHPAIN>

	Each microsecond an eternity of thoughtless, helpless, primal terror.

	<NEEDAIRNEEDAIRNEED>

	Blackness narrowed the pulsating motes, down to pinpoints, and some subconscious part of Fabler knew he was dying, knew he should focus on some kind of final, peaceful image, but all he felt was animalistic need and eternal suffering, struggling for breath as his heartrate kicked up until it beat one final time—

	—then stopped.

	 

	GRIM ○ 8:31am

	Wrapping the bag around Fabler's neck, pressing down with all of his weight on Fabler's shoulders as his oldest friend bucked and writhed and almost turned over the chair, Grim thought he was faking it when he finally went limp.

	<He's screwing around.

	<Trying to get me to take the bag off.

	<It hasn't even been a minute.

	<Has it?>

	Grim had been so determined to make Fabler talk, and maybe to punish him as well, he hadn't been keeping track of the time.

	<I didn't kill him, did I?

	<Jesus… did I kill him?>

	Grim tugged away the garbage bag, half-expecting Fabler to be staring at him, grinning.

	<Like when we were kids. Goofing on each other.

	<But I'm not goofing on him. I'm torturing him.

	<And…>

	"Oh, Jesus."

	Fabler's eyes were open, but they were unfocused, the pupils dilated and pointing in two different directions, the whites pink with broken blood vessels.

	<Oh no. No no no no no…>

	Grim gave Fabler a shake.

	"C'mon, buddy. It wasn't for that long."

	He shook harder. When Fabler didn't respond, Grim gave him a slap on the cheek.

	"Fabler! Hey! You can't be dead."

	Grim placed his fingertips on Fabler's throat, feeling for a pulse, not finding one.

	<This isn't happening. This can't be happening.

	<Handcuffs. Take off the cuffs and start CPR.>

	Grim reached into his front pockets.

	No keys.

	<Where are the damn keys?>

	He checked his back pockets, his jacket pockets, his front pockets again, then the floor, thinking maybe he dropped them.

	<Did I even bring the keys?

	<I took the cuffs. Did I remember the keys?>

	In his mind's eye, Grim saw a flash of the handcuff keys, on top of his dresser drawer, in the key bowl where he always put his car keys.

	<Oh, sweet Jesus, no…>

	Grim almost freaked out, managed to reel it back in, and then pinched Fabler's nose. He lowered his mouth to Fabler's and blew a deep breath into his friend's lungs.

	<Chest compressions. I need to do chest compressions.>

	He tipped Fabler's chair over, lowering the back to the floor. Then he placed the heel of his right hand on top of Fabler's breast bone, and the heel of his left on top of his right, lacing his fingers.

	Grim pushed down, putting his weight on it, squeezing Fabler's ribcage until it pressed on his heart.

	<One and two and three and four and five and six and seven and eight…

	<Pinch nose. 

	<Blow air into him.

	<Please don't be dead.

	<Please oh please.>

	<One and two and three and four and five and six and seven and eight…

	<Pinch nose. 

	<Blow air into him.

	<Put ear next to mouth.

	<No breathing.

	<Fingers on wrist.

	<No pulse.

	<No life.

	<I didn't mean to do this, Fabler. I swear.

	<I wanted you to talk.

	<I wanted you to hurt like I hurt.

	<But I didn't want to kill you. 

	<How could I let it get this far?

	<I'm sorry, brother.

	<I'm so, so sorry.

	<What have I done?

	<Dear God, what have I done?>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 8:34am

	Presley wrestled with what she would say and do when she walked back into the kitchen.

	<Try to talk sense to him?

	<Besides threatening Grim with his own conscience and my absence, what else is there? Eternal damnation and hellfire?

	<That wouldn't work on me. God and I have been at odds since Brooklyn's diagnosis.>

	Presley considered forcing him out of there at gunpoint.

	<Would he even believe me? Or would he know, deep down, I'm not going to shoot him?

	<Maybe brute force?

	While energetic in bed, Grim also got out of breath pretty quick. He had strength on her, but if they sparred Presley figured she had him beat in speed and endurance.

	<Is that what I want? For this to become a boxing match?

	<Or am I deluding myself, and the real reason I'm going back is the money?>

	Presley tried to put Fabler's gold out of her head. 

	<Morality is already difficult enough without dangling that carrot in front of me.>

	She got to the front door and paused, listening.

	No sounds.

	<Maybe they've resolved their differences, and are hugging it out.>

	She pushed open the knobless door and walked inside.

	"C'mon. Please. Please."

	Grim no longer sounded angry.

	He sounded desperate.

	"Grim?"

	"Presley! Hurry!"

	She double-timed it into the kitchen, and saw Grim kneeling over Fabler, still bound to the turned-over chair.

	Wide-eyed, Grim turned to her. "Do you know CPR?"

	"Christ, Grim. What did you do?" Her eyes flitted between him and the black garbage bag on the floor. "Did you suffocate him?"

	"He's not breathing." Grim's face glazed with tears. "We need to help him. How do we help him?"

	"Does he have a pulse?"

	"No… no pulse… he wasn't without air for that long… I swear he wasn't. Maybe he had a heart attack or something."

	<A heart attack?>

	<A heart attack!>

	Presley ran off.

	 

	KADIR ○ 8:35am

	Guessing that Presley was headed back to the house, Kadir kept his distance as he followed her. She'd almost spotted him behind that bush. With so many people and so many guns in play, Kadir wanted to preserve the element of surprise.

	Doruk, however, possessed the same subtlety as a kick to the teeth. He awaited at the side of the house, peering through the window, so close to the glass that his nose practically touched it.

	Kadir crept up to him, then pulled him down to a crouch.

	"They're going to see you, moron."

	"They're too busy. Naked guy died."

	"Did he give up the gold?"

	"No. The cop put a bag over his head. Brutal. What happened to your face?"

	"What are you talking about?"

	"It's all red."

	<My cheeks do feel kind of warm and itchy.> Kadir touched his chin, and felt some bumps.

	<Bug bites? I don't remember anything biting me.>

	"You got poison ivy."

	"What?"

	"Leaves of three, let it be. We learned that at summer camp. You touched poison ivy."

	Maybe he actually did touch poison ivy, or maybe the power of suggestion worked as advertised, but Kadir's face really itched. He gave his cheek a good scratch, digging in with his fingernails.

	"You shouldn't touch it. You spread it around. You can get big blisters."

	Kadir didn't want to ask Doruk for advice, but if the bonehead knew about poison ivy, maybe he knew a cure. "So what do I do?"

	Doruk shrugged. "Dunno. I never touched poison ivy. Because of what I learned in camp. Gotta watch out for plants with three leaves."

	<Boy, do I want to kill this guy. Maybe, after I finish up with Presley, Doruk can meet with some kind of fatal accident that I can be the cause of.>

	"Did you see Presley?"

	Doruk nodded. "She ran into the kitchen, then ran off."

	Kadir peered through the window. The ex-cop gave CPR to the naked guy, but Presley wasn't around.

	<Where did that bitch go?>

	 

	PRESLEY ○ 8:35am

	Perhaps all of Fabler's training had been for some imaginary, psychotic reason known only to him, but Presley knew the contents of her backpack as well as she knew Brooklyn's face.

	Fabler's bugout bag was packed the same way. She hurried into his bedroom, picked it up, threw it on the bed, and opened the top zipper.

	<There. Next to the first aid kit.

	<The AED.>

	She yanked it out and hurried back to the kitchen, kneeling next to Fabler and taking the device out of its case.

	"What is that?"

	"A defibrillator."

	"Do you know how to work it?"

	Presley had no clue how to work it. But Fabler told her it was easy; just follow the instructions. She stared down at the device, encased in bright yellow plastic, and opened it up like a small laptop computer. She pressed the large, obvious ON button, and the Automated External Defibrillator spoke in a slightly robotic male voice.

	"Follow these voice instructions. Remain calm. Call 911."

	"I'd call 911 if they'd get here in time, but the hospital is thirty minutes away. I don't care if I go to jail forever."

	Presley believed him. Grim looked devastated.

	<I tried to warn you, man. You became the thing you despised.>

	"You were right, Presley. I should have listened to you."

	<That's the first time a man ever said that to me.> Presley filed it away to reflect on later.

	<Right now I have a life to save.>

	"Begin by exposing patient's bare torso."

	<No problem there. Fabler isn't wearing a shirt.

	<Oh, man, look at his eyes.

	<His eyes are dead.>

	"When exposed, remove square foil package from lid of AED. Tear open package and remove pads. Next, peel off the blue plastic from one of the white pads, then place the pad on the patient's chest as illustrated."

	The back of the pad featured a drawing of a man's torso. Presley placed it high on Fabler's chest, under the clavicle, on his right side, trying not to stare at his eyes again. The machine continued with instructions for the second pad, which Presley put on Fabler's left side, low, under his breast.

	"Analyzing heart rhythm. Do not touch patient."

	Presley moved away from Fabler. She felt Grim's hand on her shoulder, and she covered it with hers.

	<Please let this work.>

	"Preparing shock. Move away from patient."

	"This has to work." Grim squeezed her shoulder. He sounded close to tears. "This has to work."

	"Shock will be delivered in three… two… one."

	A slight clicking sound cut the silence in the room, and Fabler twitched.

	"Analyzing heart rhythm. Do not touch patient."

	"Did it work? It doesn't look like he's breathing."

	"It is now safe to touch patient. Give patient thirty rapid compressions, then two breaths. Place heel of one hand directly on chest in between nipples. Place heel of other hand on top of the first hand. Lean over patient with elbows straight."

	Presley did as instructed.

	"Press patient's chest down rapidly, one-third depth of chest. Begin CPR. Press, press, press, press…"

	She did all thirty, surprised at the strength needed to push Fabler's rib cage as deep as the instructions said. Presley had to put all of her weight on it, and by the tenth compression had found a bouncing rhythm.

	"Stop compressions. Pinch nose. Tilt head. Give breath."

	She leaned forward, pressing her lips to Fabler's.

	<My mouth is touching a dead man's.

	<He tastes cold.>

	She blew, inflating his lungs.

	"Give breath."

	Presley repeated the action.

	"Preparing shock. Move away from patient."

	<Is any of this working?> Presley took her hands off, retreating back into Grim's, who held her shoulders again.

	"Shock will be delivered in three… two… one."

	Another click. Again, Fabler twitched.

	"Analyzing heart rhythm. Do not touch patient."

	Presley held her breath. Sweat trickled down her forehead. Sweat from the exercise. Sweat from the fear.

	<You're a tough SOB, Fabler.

	<Come back to us.

	<Please.

	<I don't want to be an accessory to murder.

	<Please.

	<I don't want this on my conscience.

	<Please.

	<I don't want to—>

	Fabler gasped, his eyes opening wide.

	"Holy shit." Grim wrapped his arms around Presley, holding her tight. "Holy shit holy shit holy shit."

	Fabler focused on Presley. "Was I dead?"

	She nodded.

	"There was… nothing. Just… nothing." He displayed several symptoms of shock. "I thought, maybe I'd see Lori, but there was nothing. There was nothing. There was nothing at all." Fabler looked beyond Presley, to Grim. "You killed me. First you sent me to jail. Then you killed me."

	"I just… I wanted the truth, Fabler. I didn't mean to take it that far."

	He looked back at Presley. "And you brought me back. The AED apparently worked."

	Presley nodded.

	"I need to give you a raise."

	Grim leaned in closer. "That bullshit about killing Lori while having a nightmare… that was bullshit. Wasn't it?"

	Fabler's head sank.

	"Tell me, Fabler."

	"Yeah. It was bullshit."

	Grim let go of Presley and knelt next to Fabler. "Look, I left my handcuff keys at my apartment, but we're letting you go. We didn't find your gold in the secret room."

	"It's under the—"

	Grim held up his palm. "Don't want to know. Don't care. We're not taking it. We're leaving. We'll never bother you again. I swear. But… if you could tell me… give me some closure." Grim took off the electrode pads, gently. "Do you want me to beg? If you want me to beg my sister's killer, I'll do it."

	<Come on, Fabler. Tell him.>

	"I didn't kill Lori, you idiot. I've told you that a dozen times. I love her. I blame myself, because I wasn't prepared. I didn't do enough. Maybe I could have stopped it. Maybe I could have saved her."

	"What happened to Lori, Fabler?"

	"If I tell you… it won't give you closure. Believe me, Grim. All it will do is drive you crazy. Like it drove me crazy."

	"Knowing is better than not knowing."

	"Sometimes it isn't. Knowing is impotence. Helplessness. Living with an impossible situation that you can never tell anyone about, because no one will believe it. You question your own sanity. You question everything you've ever known. I never told you, and it wasn't to be cruel. It was me being merciful."

	"I need to know, Fabler. Please."

	Fabler closed his eyes. "Lift me back up. I'll tell you everything."

	Presley took one side of the chair, Grim the other, and they managed to muscle Fabler up into a seated position. 

	"August thirteenth, two thousand and fourteen. After eleven pm. Lori and I were in bed." Fabler opened his eyes. "Who are those guys?"

	<Huh? That doesn't make any sense.>

	At least it didn't until Presley followed Fabler's line of sight, and looked over her shoulder at the two men standing in the hall.

	<Oh, no.>

	Kadir, and his buddy, Doruk. Guns in their hands, pointed at her and Grim. 

	Tucked under Kadir's left armpit was Grim's carbine; and under Doruk's was the KRISS. Grim left them in the other room to make sure Fabler didn't somehow grab them.

	<In hindsight, not the best move.

	<But I still have my DoubleTap in my ankle holster.>

	"Hello, Presley." Kadir grinned. His pock-marked face, unusually red, made him look like a jack-o-lantern three weeks after Halloween. 

	<Handle him.

	<You've seduced dozens of men.

	<You know how this works.

	<Act. Don't react. 

	<Make him react.>

	"Took you long enough to find me, Kadir. I was worried you'd given up."

	He chuckled, sounded forced. "Worried? Why is that?"

	"I got your money. That, and more."

	"You mean the six hundred K in gold this moron has stashed?"

	<Oh no. He knows.

	<Keep him on the defensive.>

	"What happened to your face?"

	Kadir's slow but large partner brightened up. "He got the poison ivy. Leaves of three, let it be."

	"I thought I heard you in the bushes. So you crawled into some poison ivy when you were following me?" She smiled, trying to look genuine. "I'm touched by your dedication."

	"You were easy to find, Presley. I traced your prescription meds."

	"What meds?" Fabler strained toward Presley, looking quite insane. "You said you didn't take any meds when I hired you."

	"Looks like we both lie about a lot, Fabler."

	Fabler shook his head. "Goddammit, Presley. No family. No meds. Red hair. Blue eyes. That was all for a reason."

	Kadir looked amused. "Our girl here takes Xanax for panic attacks, and Prazosin for night terrors. She's quite the mess."

	Presley covered her surprise with another smile.

	<Kadir knows a lot about me.

	<Does he know everything?

	<Jesus… does he know about Brooklyn?

	<Just keep talking. Compliment him.>

	"I saw a lot of violence on tour, Kadir. Some of us can't deal with it as well as you can."

	"You were fine a few weeks ago, when you broke my nose. And my finger. Good thing I can shoot lefty, huh? Doruk, go get her gun. She's got it in her ankle holster."

	<Dammit.>

	Doruk, who possessed the width of a kitchen appliance, waddled over to her. He was big enough to keep a gun pressed to her neck while reaching down and taking her DoubleTap.

	"Okay, you two, that's enough. Put down the guns. I'm a cop."

	Presley gave Grim laser eyes, trying to silently tell him, STFU, I'm handling this.

	Grim's order made Kadir grin even wider. "Ex-cop, don't you mean? I know a retard crossing guard that got more authority than you, Grim."

	Doruk's face bunched up. "Cousin Jimmy ain't no retard. He just ain't good at the maths."

	Kadir sneered at him. "It must run in the family. Go shut the ex-cop up, Doruk. Then put him in a chair. Use the duct tape on the table."

	"Will you hold my gun?"

	Kadir rolled his eyes, and Doruk handed the gun over. He walked up and stared down at Grim. The bigger man had at least five inches and seventy pounds on him. "Kadir says I gotta shut you up."

	Grim tried to stand his ground. "Do you always do what he tells you to—"

	A fist, the size of a ham, smacked against Grim's cheek and he went tumbling across the kitchen, landing on all fours after a full-body roll.

	"You let him sucker punch you, you idiot." Fabler growled at Grim. "Get up and fight."

	Grim tried to shake it off, and somehow managed to get back to his feet. The left side of his face had already begun to swell up like the end of a Rocky movie.

	"Lucky shot, big guy." Grim spat, but it didn't get past his lips and the blood dribbled down his chin. "Now why don't you try that—"

	Presley winced as Doruk socked Grim again, this time hitting him so hard that one—

	possibly two—teeth clicked against the wall and bounced onto the floor.

	This time when Grim went down, he didn't get back up.

	Fabler muttered something. It sounded like, "this keeps getting better and better."

	Doruk picked a limp Grim up and slumped him into a kitchen chair. Then he taped him up.

	<Be proactive. Do something.>

	"Fabler. Look at me."

	Fabler peeked an eye open, staring at Presley.

	"Where's the gold, Fabler?"

	"If I tell them, they'll kill us all."

	"They won't kill us." She glanced at Kadir. "Kadir is smart. He's going to make triple what I owe his boss. That covers his time and trouble. Plus, we've got this unspoken thing going on between us. Don't we, Kadir?"

	Kadir's grin slipped a notch. He appeared uncertain.

	<Even the meanest guys get stupid when you flirt a little.

	<I need to stare at him like I'm into him.

	<Like I want him so bad it hurts.>

	"Call it romantic tension. You remember those moments we had back in Houston, don't you, Kadir? You were nice to me. I liked that. You're good with the ladies when you want to be."

	Presley considered biting her lower lip, decided that would be too much, and instead went for a slight pout.

	"The money is under the floorboards, in the secret room. Find the board with the fingerhole in it." He looked at Presley, hard. "It's in the fifth position."

	<The fifth position?

	<What the hell is he talking about?>

	But something in Fabler's expression told Presley she shouldn't ask. Instead she nodded, then smiled at Kadir. "What are we waiting for? Let's go pay this debt."

	Kadir smiled again, an ugly thing. "Yeah. Let's go do that. Lead the way."

	She walked past him, her hip barely grazing his.

	"And stop the flirty shit, Presley. I'm not one of those lame-ass, cheating husbands you lead around by the dick. You're not in control here. I am."

	Then she felt the gun press against her back and all of Presley's bravado disappeared.

	 

	FABLER ○ 8:48am

	Fabler was unsure how to feel about still being alive.

	Dying had been a horrible, terrifying experience. One he'd go to great lengths to avoid. Worse than being tased. Worse than anything that happened during his combat years.

	Almost worse than that night.

	But being dead might have been the worst thing of all.

	<I was gone.

	<And nothing was there.

	<The last thing I remembered was raw, animal panic. Then the switch went off.

	<It wasn't like being at peace, because peace required consciousness.

	<There was no consciousness. No awareness.

	<No thoughts. No emotions.

	<No Lori.>

	Part of Fabler held out hope that the last few years had been a delusion. His own mind trying to protect him from Lori's death by imagining some fantastic, horrible, impossible scenario, with an equally ridiculous solution. And maybe, just maybe, some of that religious mumbo-jumbo he'd been force-fed as a kid was true, and there was an afterlife, and maybe he could have a shot at being with Lori again.

	But after death there had been nothing. Just a sensation similar to falling asleep, but in the most awful way possible.

	<And now I'm back.

	<Back from the dead.

	<And somehow, the situation has gotten even worse.>

	Grim made a sound and jerked upright in his chair, eyes wide. "Did I win?" He had so much duct tape around his upper body it was almost comical, in a mummy sort of way.

	"I gotta say, Grim, that I'm getting pretty close to dropping you as a friend."

	Grim's swollen face broke into a grin, and for a moment Fabler grinned back.

	<Maybe that's why I've never been able to get angry at him.

	<Underneath all the tragedy of the last few years, we still have a deep history.

	<In a way, we'll always be friends.>

	Grim soured first, his smile drooping to a wince. "Jesus, Doruk, what did you hit me with? A cinder block?"

	Doruk stood next to Fabler's fridge, rooting around inside. "My hand. I got big hands. How'd you know my name is Doruk?"

	"That's what Kadir called you. Where is he?" Grim swiveled his head around. "Where's Presley?"

	"They went to get the gold." Doruk found some lunch meat, honey ham, and ate it straight from the package. 

	Grim struggled against his bonds, only managing to scoot the chair across the floor a few inches. "Listen, Doruk, your buddy Kadir… I've met guys like him before. He ain't right in the head."

	"I know. He's got a mean streak."

	"We can't let him do mean things to Presley, Doruk."

	Doruk shrugged. "Kadir does what Kadir wants."

	"So it's fine with you that he could be beating her up right now?"

	"It would be fair. Presley beat up Kadir. Twice."

	"What if he's raping her, Doruk? Can you live with that?"

	Doruk chuckled.

	"You think that's funny, you overgrown asshole?"

	Doruk shoved the rest of the ham into his mouth. "Kadir can't rape nobody. His junk doesn't work. He don't know I know, but Uncle Alpay—he's my Uncle and my boss—he was reading Kadir's medical records to the gang and we were all laughing about it. Kadir got butt cancer. You know, the one when the doc sticks his finger up your shit chute?"

	"Prostate cancer?"

	"Yeah. Kadir got it bad. They took out his prostrate <sic>, and had to snip his balls off. He has to give himself injections so he doesn't start sounding like a chick."

	Fabler eyed Grim, who seemed to care more about Presley than their current predicament.

	<Wait a sec.... was Grim…?

	<Oh, damn.>

	"Jesus, Grim, you've been watching her for so long you've got a thing for her."

	Grim glared at him. "You don't know what you're talking about, Fabler."

	"Bullshit. Where'd you find her? Clearanceemployment.com?"

	"I called a friend at the VA."

	"And you met her and got a crush."

	"Not exactly."

	"You hired her and now you've got feelings for her."

	"She's a good person, Fabler."

	"She's a fine human being, and a good soldier. But that's not the point. You've got a thing for her."

	"Maybe it's mutual."

	"Mutual? Like with Heather? You loved her, and she treated you like dirt."

	"Heather loved me."

	"Didn't she leave you for the UPS guy?"

	"The mailman."

	Doruk slapped his giant thigh, guffawing. "Your chick left you for the mailman. That's brutal."

	Grim scowled at Doruk. "Can you try eating with your mouth closed? It's gross, man."

	"Sorry." Doruk's shoulders slumped.

	<Well, this is great. Real great. 

	<I've been grooming Presley to be bait, and now this idiot has feelings for her.

	<Oh, hell. Could it be love?>

	"It's not love? Is it? Grim, you jackass? Are you in love with her?"

	Doruk chuckled. "I was in love once. A hooker. She turned out to be one of those girls who was a boy. I still see her sometimes. You think that makes me gay?"

	<Jesus. This guy.> "It makes you open-minded, Doruk. Be proud that you can appreciate diversity."

	"She's great at sucking dick. Her name is Peggy."

	"That's great, Doruk." Fabler turned back to Grim. "So the woman I hired to help me was a mole, placed here by the asshole who sent me to prison, and now you two are getting romantic. Did you sleep with her?"

	Doruk hunted through the fridge again. "She spent the night at his place." 

	<Unbelievable.>

	"You slept with her? Seriously? I haven't gotten laid in three years, and you're nailing my assistant."

	"Three years. That sucks. I can call Peggy, if you want. She only charges fifty bucks. Hey, what kind of lunch meat is this?"

	"Salami."

	"It don't look like salami."

	"It's soppressata."

	"I thought you said it was salami."

	"Soppressata salami, Doruk."

	"Does it taste good?"

	"Go ahead and help yourself." <You're doing it anyway.>

	Doruk ate a slice. "It's good. You got good food in your house."

	 Pilgrim strained against his bonds, and all it did was make him bleed more. "Look, Fabler, this is all on you, not me."

	"I'm handcuffed to my damn chair, you dickhead. How is that on me?"

	"You tried to kill Presley."

	"No I didn't."

	"You shot her."

	"I thought she was someone else."

	"What was all that crazy stuff you made her do? All those psychotic training exercises? Running around with the welding mask on? That crazy body armor?"

	"You don't understand, Grim. There's so much you don't understand."

	"Then enlighten me."

	"Or else, what? You'll kill me again?"

	Grim frowned. "Low blow. I feel bad about that."

	"You feel bad? You tortured me, then killed me. Think about how I'm feeling."

	"You always do that."

	"Do what?"

	"Make it about you."

	"You sent me to prison for three years, Grim."

	"You killed Lori."

	"For the millionth time, I didn't kill—"

	"What was all that training for, Fabler? Were you planning on hunting Presley down? Chasing her through the woods like a Van Damme movie? Like you did with my sister?"

	<It's like talking to a rock.> "I trained Presley to help me get Lori back."

	"What the hell are you talking about?"

	"Presley was bait, for the ones who took Lori. I figured if I trained her, the two of us could put up a good fight against them."

	"Them? Who the hell is them, Fabler?"

	Fabler didn't answer.

	"You mean Lori's not dead?"

	"Of course she's not dead."

	"What happened to Lori, Fabler? Tell me."

	Doruk raised his hand. "I'd also like to know what happened to Lori. It feels like I've been waiting forever to find out."

	"Fine." Fabler sighed. "But you're not going to believe me. There's a reason I never told this to anyone, Grim. Not to you. Not to my garbage lawyer. Not to the court. You think you hate me now, you're going to be furious with me once I tell you this."

	Doruk killed the rest of the salami. "Just tell it already. It's like you keep teasing and teasing."

	"Okay. Okay…" Fabler closed his eyes, willing himself to remember the single worst day of his life. "August thirteenth, two thousand fourteen. Around half past eleven at night." He paused, his eyes welling up. "This… is… what happened to Lori."
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AUTHOR NOTE 3

	I know. Cliffhangers suck.

	I apologize. But not really.

	This isn't technically a cliffhanger. It's the first book of a two book series. 

	I told you that at the start.

	My goal has always been to entertain you, intrigue you, hook you, and make you want to spend more time with these characters.

	The second half of this series, WHAT HAPPENED TO LORI – BOOK 2: REVELATIONS, reveals what happened to Lori in the very first scene.

	Questions will be answered. Mysteries solved. Reveals revealed.

	If that seems like click bait, the resemblance is intentional.

	When there are thousands of entertainment options screaming for your attention, longform fiction is forced to adapt to keep up.

	In your likes and upvotes era of social media, where you consume most information in 240 character snippets, reading a 90,000 word novel shows how smart, mature, and evolved you are. I thank you, and applaud you, for spending your leisure time with a book.

	BOOK 2 will pay off in a big way for you. The next book is CRAZY.

	<Trust me. It's a mind blower.>

	But before reading that, please review this book on the Internet. Even if you hated it. Especially if you hated it. Heisenberg dealt with uncertainty, but the Streisand Effect is oddly dependable.

	Please discuss Lori on social media. Share it with your friends and family. Visit www.whathappenedtolori.com to get hints from the author and hear theories from other readers.

	I only ask that you don't spoil it for anyone.

	Respect your fellow humans. Give them a chance to form their own opinions.

	If you insist on writing reviews with spoilers, please clearly mark them as such. If you have theories about what happened to Lori, also forewarn with a spoiler alert.

	And if you don't…

	Let's just say you might want to invest in a good pair of welding goggles.
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Four people.

	Two women. Two men.

	Something extraordinary has happened to them.

	They'll risk everything to get home.

	They'll risk everything for each other.

	Spoiler alert: At least one of them won't make it.

	Can you guess who it will be?
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	You're not going to believe it…

	 

	Pre-order it at www.Kobo.com

	 

	 

	 


Sign up for the J.A. Konrath newsletter. A few times a year I pick random people to give free stuff to. It could be you.
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