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   There's nothing to fear but fear itself. And her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



She's an elite spy, working for an agency so secret only three people know it exists. Trained by the best of the best, she has honed her body, her instincts, and her intellect to become the perfect weapon.
 
   CODENAME: HAMMETT
 
   Before special operative Hammett became a mercenary, she executed the most difficult missions—and most dangerous people—for the government. When one sanction turns into half a dozen dead, the agency Hammett works for realizes she's gone rogue. And there's only one way to deal with rogues; eliminate them with extreme prejudice.
 
   But this target has other ideas...
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LOS ANGELES, 2007
 
   Hammett
 
    
 
   "No one can argue that some people simply need to be killed," The Instructor said. "Our job is to figure out how to do it."
 
    
 
   His new name was Roddy "Whiteboy" Simmons. Hammett had broken into his home seven minutes earlier, having picked the deadbolt on his back door and disarmed his burglar alarm with the use of a drill bit, a dental mirror, wire cutters, and a 9-volt battery. Child's play. But what came next was anything but.
 
   She stood in his living room, letting her senses report. The house was dark and quiet, save for the hum of the refrigerator coming from the kitchen down the hallway. The scent of lemon wood polish was strong, and there was a lingering odor from the microwave lasagna he'd eaten for dinner several hours ago. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she scanned the room, first for his computer, which was nowhere to be seen, then for the cat. Last Thursday she had gone through the garbage he'd left on his curb and found several empty cans of Friskies.
 
   Hammett liked cats, and was curious what kind this one was.
 
   After ten minutes of standing in place, no cat showed up to greet her. So she began to explore the rest of the house.
 
   Roddy Simmons was especially careful on the web, probably due to his previous bust. She'd tried all of her Internet tricks in an attempt to track him, but he'd spoofed his MAC address and was getting online through a virtual private network.  
 
   So Hammett set up a MySpace social networking page, pretending she was a twelve-year-old girl, complete with a cute pic of a fresh-faced kid with braces and pigtails. Then she spent two days friending real tweens and answering endless, banal surveys about favorite movies and music and ice cream flavors and Twilight, which she'd never read but now considered herself an expert on. 
 
   After that she wasted a solid week of ten hour days, finding every MySpace user under the age of sixteen named after some variety of "Rod." She chanced upon Roddy Simmons after more than two hundred misfires. He was masquerading as a thirteen-year-old boy, and his predator camouflage was good enough that his account looked exactly like a teen's should, including several dozen photos.
 
   Hammett didn't want to think about where he got those photos.
 
   Roddy "Whiteboy" Simmons, under the previous aliases Rod "Wigger" Thompson and "Hot Rod" Klein, had killed two children before coming to the attention of the agency she worked for. He'd done things to those kids that sickened even her lead-lined stomach, and had been clever enough to leave no physical evidence at the crime scenes.
 
   She had to begrudgingly admire Rod for that. Law enforcement had grown increasingly sophisticated over the past decade. Vacuuming for hairs and fibers. Using alternate light sources to illuminate bodily fluids. Sexual assault and murder usually left trace evidence, even if the perp was careful.
 
   Roddy was very careful.
 
   So was Hammett.
 
   She wore a black unitard, latex gloves, and a hairnet. Though she fancied Mark Fisher heels for playtime and Doc Martens for work, today she'd opted for stealth and gone with soft-soled ballet shoes. They were silent on hard floors, and didn't leave distinct footprints on plush carpeting. Plus, Hammett liked the feel of the ground underneath her feet when she was in stalking mode. It kept her in touch with her inner predator.
 
   Strapped around her waist was a canvas tool belt, with four leather pouches containing everything she needed for this job. The lock picks. The silk rope. The pliers. The ball gag. The duct tape. The vials of cyanoacrylate. The cup of jacks. The scalpels, wrapped in microfiber cloth so they didn't clang together.
 
   Creeping into the kitchen, Hammett found the cat's food and water dishes on the floor in front of the sink. Remnants of liver pâté clung to the bowl, still emitting a pungent odor.
 
   The kitchen, like the living room, was fastidiously clean. Roddy was as meticulous in his housekeeping as he was with his Internet activities.
 
   She allowed herself a small smile at the observation. 
 
   Sometimes, no matter how careful you were, there are still things outside of your control. Like the woman in your house about to murder you.
 
   She wasn't sure how Rod came to the attention of the agency she worked for. Hydra assassinations were usually international and political, and Rod was a local boy, uninvolved in world affairs. But now that Hydra, and Hammett, knew about him, his minutes were numbered.
 
   On the countertop was an old fashioned phone; a model that still had a cord attached to the receiver. It was expected. Unless you understood how to encrypt the radio waves that cordless phones transmitted, it was safer to stick with corded models. Hammett slowly unwound two feet of duct tape, picked up the receiver, and wrapped it around the earpiece, setting it on the counter. When that annoying beep began indicating the phone was off the hook, it was barely audible.
 
   From the kitchen she prowled into the carpeted hallway, passing a bathroom, coming to a door. From the layout of the house, Hammett knew it was the bedroom. A quick check of the knob found it locked. But unlike most suburban households, this wasn't a cheap, hollow-veneer door, or a press-button privacy lock. This door was metal, the lock serious. Whoever slept behind it was careful about security.
 
   Of course he was. He had secrets to hide.
 
   Hammett reached into the first pouch on her belt, removing a black box half the size of a cigarette pack. After switching it on, she placed the ear bud in her right ear, and the contact microphone against the door, rewarded with the sound of steady, rhythmic breathing. Satisfied he was asleep, she traded the listening device for her lock picks, selecting a Z shaped tension wrench and a tool with a small hook on the end. Knocking back the tumblers was child's play, and she had the door open in under ten seconds.
 
   The strategies for entering a room varied, depending on the situation. Going slow made less noise, but chances of being noticed increased as time passed. Going quick drew more immediate visual and audible attention, but could catch the target unaware. Hammett took it slow, easing the door over the shag carpeting an inch at a time, holding her breath while listening for his, opening it just wide enough to slip her slender frame through, then closing it again behind her. 
 
   Hammett paused, standing in his bedroom, watching him sleep. The only light came from the blue LED of his bedside digital clock, which bathed his chubby, shaven face. With his balding head, he looked almost cherubic. 
 
   She slowed her breathing until it matched his, and then traded her lock picks for the two vials of cyanoacrylate. Then she approached the bed, taking a step with each breath. There wasn't any professional reason for this. She simply liked to prolong the moment. The lovely calm before the lovely storm. 
 
   Rod made it easier for her by sleeping on his back. She uncapped the vials, brought them to his face, and squeezed them over his eyes simultaneously. 
 
   One of several things would happen next. Perhaps he would remain sleeping and not react at all. Perhaps he would try to open his eyes. Perhaps he would touch his eyes, either in sleep or while waking up. Or perhaps he would wake up instantly and attempt to flee or fight. Though she'd never actually had the last one occur in the many times she'd done this, Hammett kept her hands defensively in front of her and her feet in a solid, centered stance. 
 
   Rod stirred when the superglue hit his eyes, and after a few seconds he lifted his hand to rub them, bonding his fingers to his lids.
 
   When he jerked into a sitting position, Hammett pulled the cup from her belt, popped off the top, and dumped the contents onto the bed behind him. The contents were several dozen metal jacks, like those used in the child's game with the red rubber ball. Except these were made of stainless steel, and each prong ended in a barb, like a fish hook.
 
   After pouring out the jacks, she clipped Rod under the chin with the heel of her hand, knocking him back onto the bed. The barbs embedded themselves into his back, and into the sheets and mattress, pinning him there better than any rope.
 
   He struggled, screamed, none of it mattering a damn.
 
   She tied his free hand to the bedpost with a length of strong, silk rope. Then she tied his legs, and yanked his glued hand from his face (taking the eyelids with it) and bound that as well. When she was sure he was properly restrained and escape was impossible, she went to work with the scalpels and the pliers.
 
   Roddy "Whiteboy" Simmons had done terrible things to children.
 
   HammettammHamm made sure the things done to him were even worse.
 
   She never said a word about why she was doing this. He knew his crimes. Hammett saw no need to remind him. But she did ask for some intel. Information above and beyond what was required of her. Passwords. Names. URLs.
 
   Hammett got all she asked for. Then she gagged him, because the screaming and begging was giving her a headache.
 
   He died sometime before dawn, probably hypovolemic shock, though she'd done what she could to staunch the blood loss. When she was finished she placed her bloody gloves into a plastic bag, snapped on a fresh pair, picked up the laptop he had on his nightstand next to the bed, and locked the bedroom door behind her.
 
   Leaving via the back door, she was met by a black cat with gorgeous blue eyes. Hammett crouched, held out her hand. The cat rubbed its face against her knuckles and purred.
 
   "We need to find a new home for you, baby."
 
   She scooped the cat up and held it to her chest, the laptop in her other hand. This was a risky proposition. The cat hair clinging to her could be connected back to the crime scene. The cat might also be chipped, which could lead back to Hammett in all sorts of ways.
 
   But even though this was an outdoor cat, it still needed a home. And what kind of human being would Hammett be if she let some poor kitty starve?
 
    
 
   "You should do what is asked of you on a mission, no more and no less," The Instructor said. "Doing less makes you worthless to the organization. But doing more could make you a liability."
 
 
   After calling in a successful mission to her handler, Isaac, Hammett stopped by a no-kill animal shelter, the cat's collar tied via rope to the sign outside that said ABSOLUTELY NO AFTER HOURS ANIMAL DROP-OFFS. She'd done this before, knew they'd take the kitty anyway. That was one of the reasons she'd donated many thousands of dollars to the place. And if the cat did have a tracking chip implanted, it wasn't as if calling the owner would do any good.
 
   She showered in her hotel suite, and then watched the sun rise, exhausted but wired. Part of her wanted to get onto Hot Rod's laptop. A bigger part of her wanted to get laid. As usual after an op, she was horny as hell. Though she wouldn't call torturing a man to death—even a pedophile who'd deserved it—a turn-on, the fact that she'd gotten away with it left Hammett buzzing. Too early to pick up a guy at a bar, she sat naked on the bed and leafed through the Los Angeles phone book, discovering a whole section of escort services offering straight men. She called the one with the biggest ad, asked who was available at a short notice, and made a date. 
 
   Hammett played with herself until her rent-a-stud arrived, and when he did she answered the door in her bathrobe. 
 
   She wasn't disappointed. He had the L.A. metrosexual look down to a science. Trendy facial hair with a close cropped anchor mustache and a pointy van dyke. Hair short, black, and gelled. Heavy aftershave. A tailored silk jacket and pants, light blue, and a dark blue shirt unbuttoned to the navel, showing a chest that looked like a two hour per day gym addiction.
 
   He smiled at her with his mouth, and when he took notice of her body in the open bathrobe, he smiled with his eyes. No doubt he'd popped a few Viagra or Cialis before the date, in case she was a heifer. But while Hammett had more scars than most Hollywood types, her body was toned and curved in all the right places. 
 
   She grabbed him between the legs, pulled him inside, and then kissed him when the door was closed and locked. He tasted like mint floss, and his teeth were as perfect as his face and body. After a very hot meeting of tongues he bent down to pick her up, and became confused when she braced her legs and placed a hand on his chest, throwing off his balance and leverage just enough to make it impossible. While Hammett knew his only intention was to carry her to the bed, she wanted to stay in control, especially with someone almost twice her weight. So instead she led him to the bed, lay back with her knees apart, and let him dive in.
 
   He was better with his mouth than she'd been with her fingers, obviously happy in his work. He read the subtle movements of her hips and her moans to know when to apply more pressure, and when to back off. A real pro, he used his mustache to highly pleasurable effect. 
 
   After several orgasms she beckoned for him to undress, and he followed her silent commands for how fast and hard he should fuck so she could come again. When she did, she let him take the lead for a bit, turning her this way and that, varying depth and speed, maintaining exceptional control until she found herself growing less interested in him and more interested in what was on the laptop.
 
   She allowed him to come—something she sometimes refused to allow escorts to do because she liked to see them break character and pout or beg—but he'd been good enough that he earned that. Then, half-hard with his condom still on, she ordered him to immediately dress and leave.   
 
   He did, without having said a word the whole time. Which worked for Hammett, because when a man that good looking said something, it was usually vapid and ruined the whole fantasy.
 
   Maybe the guy had a PhD in philosophy and would have been thrilled to discuss Nietzsche's Zarathrustra, but Hammett guessed he'd rather talk about how the Lakers are doing, why Adam Sandler was hilarious, and how he wanted to see her again. Yawn. 
 
   Content and wonderfully sore, she locked the door behind him, booted up Rod's laptop using the passwords he had so generously provided, and delved into his private email account. 
 
   It was a good thing Hammett had gotten laid before tackling the computer, because it took less than ten seconds for her to dry up and go cold. After viewing some of the images of violated, crying children, she might have killed her handsome escort had he still been in the same room with her, just for the crime of having testicles.
 
   Jaw set, she surfed through the jpg attachments, and went to work on tracing where they'd originated. Not an easy task when senders spoofed their IP address and used VPNs. But Hammett kept her hacking software online in a file locker, so once she downloaded it to Rod's computer and did a quick installation, a'hunting she did go.
 
   It took thirty minutes to trace the first of Rod's pedo buddies to an address in Beverly Hills. A man named Stuart Lupowitz. He liked little boys.
 
   Protocol dictated Hammett get on an afternoon flight to her apartment in Columbus and wait for her next directive. Protocol also insisted that after an op, staying out of sight and laying low was mandatory. Drawing undo attention, or engaging in risky behavior, was forbidden. Hydra, like the many other shadow organizations the US government no doubt funded, survived because of secrecy.
 
   So when Hammett dressed and headed toward Beverly Hills instead of LAX, she knew it was a severe breech in procedure. One that could have major consequences. 
 
   As expected, L.A. traffic was almost as horrible as what she'd done to Rod only a few hours ago, and an eight mile drive took forty minutes. The weather was hot and smoggy, and Hammett was wearing a red unitard, having tossed the black one  in the hotel's lobby garbage. Over it she had a white mesh swimsuit cover-up which would have looked out of place anywhere but Hollywoodland. A floppy white hat, oversized Prada sunglasses, and her ballet shoes rounded out her ensemble. 
 
   After spending ten more minutes looking for a spot on Rodeo Drive, she parked five blocks away from Lupowitz's house and fed the meter to the maximum limit. Then Hammett began to walk, tuning into her surroundings. Traffic sounds, a dozen people on the sidewalks, most shopping, one roller blader, a jogger across the street. Fresh coffee smells from a bistro. The stench of smog and exhaust mixed with the dry heat. She passed one designer store after another—stores that normally drew her in like a kid to candy. But Hammett hardly paid them any mind.
 
   She was in stalking mode.
 
   Taking a circuitous route, backtracking twice to check for tails, she made her way out of the shopping district and into the residential areas. Hammett knew to be careful here. Celebrities and the uber rich got extra police protection, and sure enough she spotted a patrol car in her peripheral coming up when she crossed Santa Monica Blvd. She ducked behind a pine tree, letting it pass, and then continued on to Carmalita Avenue. Every house was a mansion, every mansion a burglar-proof fortress. Lupowitz was some sort of hotshot producer when he was not jerking off to kiddie porn, and no doubt breaking into his domicile would be a lot harder than getting into Rod's.
 
    Which is why, when she found the house, Hammett simply walked up and rang the doorbell. The obligatory Mexican maid answered, and Hammett asked, in Spanish, if Senor Lupowitz was in. He was at work, naturally, so Hammett gave her the SD memory card she'd prepared—pictures and emails he had sent Rod, along with a hundred dollars for her trouble. After an exchanged muchas gracias, Hammett wandered back to Rodeo and spent a few hours trying on ridiculous outfits and shoes and handbags that cost more than her first car. Dior, Gucci, Prada, Fendi, Vuitton. Fashion gluttony. Turning fifty cents of cow leather into five thousand dollars on stilettos. 
 
   Hammett adored it.
 
   But she was traveling light and not making any purchases. So she disappointed shop girl after shop girl, because although she had the airs and bearing of a rich bitch, she didn't help anyone land a single commission, even though she was feted with champagne and caviar and a lovely brie that was the best Hammett had eaten outside of, well, Brie.
 
   When she grew tired of playing Beverly Hills Barbie, she found a pastry café where the cupcakes cost as much as a steak dinner in New York and killed another hour sipping cappuccino and watching the rich, overfed, clueless gentry pass by in an endless decadent parade.  Hammett mused, briefly, about being one of them. Staunch patriotic killing machine becomes kept woman for some ultra hunky movie star. But she knew that after the fourth or fifth banal Hollywood party, she'd no doubt take up killing again out of boredom. Or perhaps she'd specifically target studio heads who insisted that sequels, remakes, and movies based on old TV shows and comic books were the only way to sell tickets. 
 
   Six o'clock rolled around, and Hammett made her way to the Starbucks on Wilshire. Upon walking in, she instantly spotted an obviously agitated Stuart Lupowitz. Ten years older than his IMDB.com picture, gray and soft and scuzzy looking even in a five thousand dollar suit, he stood next to the men's toilet, fidgeting and looking a lot like a pedophile who'd just been caught.
 
   Which is exactly what he was.
 
   "Mr. Lupowitz," Hammett met him with a big smile and a surprise embrace, brushing the gun he'd placed in his jacket pocket, ruining the lines of his tailored Ralph Lauren. "So pleased to meet you. Did you bring a car?"
 
   He nodded, then began to say something. Hammett put a finger to his lips, than slipped her arm around his like they were old friends.
 
   "We'll talk in the car, where it's private."
 
   He nodded, then put on a brave face and gave the parking attendant a ticket. Hammett had to smile. 
 
   Beverly Hills. Of course Starbucks has a valet service. 
 
   He drove a Mercedes S-Class, white, a new model. When it pulled up and Stuart fished out his wallet to tip the driver, Hammett slipped the revolver from his blazer pocket. A .38 snub nose Colt Cobra. Older, reliable, but far from the luxury firearm a man like Lupowitz could afford. 
 
   "What is it you want?" he asked once he took the driver's seat. "Money?"
 
   "Drive," Hammett said, studying the car's instrument panel. "Head to West Hollywood. We'll talk on the way. And buckle up for safety."
 
   Lupowitz fumbled with his seatbelt. Hammett left hers off. If he tried anything stupid, like running into a tree, she figured the Benz's airbags would be enough to save her. 
 
   After driving in silence for half a minute, Lupowitz nervously and obviously patted his jacket pocket.
 
   "Looking for this?" Hammett pulled the .38 from under her cover-up. She opened the cylinder, saw it was full, and also noticed scratches on the crane where the serial number should have been. 
 
   "Nasty little toy you've got here, Stu."
 
   "I… I just wanted to scare you."
 
   "Sure you did. And see how scared I am?" Hammett smiled wide, genuine.
 
   "Look, lady, I'm… I'm important in this town."
 
   "And you wouldn't want your buddies at the studio to find out your extracurricular habits."
 
   He squeezed the steering wheel so hard his knuckles faded to white. "It's not like that. I just have a couple of pictures on my computer. I never hurt anyone. I'm married, for chrissakes." 
 
   Hammett went cold inside. "Do you have kids?"
 
   "No."
 
   Lucky for him. She would have shot him in the head right then.
 
   "But you like kids, don't you, Stu?"
 
   "It's… complicated. You don't know how it is to be… I mean, imagine if you did something you thought was normal that society found reprehensible?"
 
   You have no idea. 
 
   But Hammett wasn't going to explain the differences between killing scumbags for the government and violating innocent kids for kicks.
 
   The silence that followed must have made Lupowitz uncomfortable, because he quickly followed up with, "What do you want from me? I have money. I can pay."
 
   Oh, you'll pay all right.
 
   "I want names, Stu. Where you got the pictures of the children."
 
   He glanced sideways at her, eyes narrowing.
 
   "Are you a cop?"
 
   "No. Cops follow rules. I'm not arresting you. And I'm not blackmailing you, either."
 
   "So what do you want?" She saw hope flit into his eyes. "To star in one of my movies? Are you an actress?"
 
   An interesting question. Hammett did consider herself an actor, but not the kind Lupowitz usually associated with.
 
   "I want names, Stu. Who sent you the pictures. Who you sent them to."
 
   They came to a red light. Hammett kept the gun at hip level so passersby didn't see it.
 
   Lupowitz's eyebrows creased, as if he was in deep thought. "No one uses real names online," he eventually said. "We don't know each other."
 
   "There's no annual conferences? No meet-and-greets with a secret pedo handshake?"
 
   "Jesus, no! I mean, the secrecy, the security. Everyone is extremely careful. It would be easier to hack into the Pentagon."
 
   That made sense. Unfortunately, it wasn't what Hammett wanted to hear. 
 
   "Somehow you got into one of these groups. How?"
 
   Lupowitz's lips pressed together.
 
   "I bet a big wheel like you knows someone. If I were looking to score some kiddie porn in this town, who would I talk to?"
 
   The light turned green. Lupowitz didn't move. Hammett slipped the scalpel out of her fanny pack and palmed it. She also kept her head down—lots of intersections in L.A. had cameras. If they recorded her, all they'd see was her floppy hat. Cars behind them honked.
 
   "Can't think and drive at the same time, Stu?"
 
   He stepped on the gas. Hammett watched the gears turn in his head.
 
   "And if I give you a name, you go away? How do I know you won't hold this over me forever?"
 
   "You're a smart guy. You can get rid of your computer, delete your online accounts. Since I contacted you, I bet you've already done that. I've got the laptop computer you sent those pictures to. It's got the emails on it. An unique IP address. You give me some names, I give you the laptop and let you go. Promise."
 
   Her offer made no sense. She could easily copy the emails, or the hard drive. And if he thought about what she was asking for—information and not money—he should have been questioning her motive, following it to the inevitable conclusion. 
 
   But Lupowitz was looking for a way out, and desperate men didn't think clearly. Which is why the pervert had called one of his seedy friends and bought himself a throwaway piece, no doubt to use on her. What a charming man.
 
   Apparently Hammett's acting skills were good enough for him to believe her, because he said, "Tex Darling."
 
   "Tex Darling? That's his real name?"
 
   Lupowitz made a face like a bad smell had entered the car. "I doubt it. He's a porn producer. But he's connected. And I've gotten certain… um… materials… from him that aren't for sale through regular channels."
 
   "Does he shoot these materials himself?"
 
   Lupowitz went silent again. Hammett gave him a quick jab in his thigh with the scalpel, in-and-out like a snake striking. It took a moment for the pain to register, the blood to come. But when it did, Lupowitz acted appropriately surprised.
 
   "JESUS CHRIST! YOU STABBED ME!"
 
   "Press your palm to it. Keep pressure. I may have hit an artery, and you could bleed to death. Plus, think of the upholstery."
 
   He pressed a hand to the widening circle of red on his leg.
 
   "Now I'll ask again, and I'm done with your lengthy pauses. Does Tex shoot these materials himself?"
 
   "Some of them."
 
   Hammett noted in Lupowitz's expression and tone that he'd gone from worrying about his secret getting out to worrying about his life. 
 
   "Have you ever been in one?"
 
   "What? No! Are you nuts? Me, being in a video?"
 
   "But you bankrolled a few of these productions, didn't you, Stu?"
 
   Lupowitz hesitated only long enough to glance at the scalpel again.
 
   "I gave him some money, cash, no record of anything."
 
   "And he made a movie just for you?"
 
   Lupowitz's eyes began to get glassy. Perhaps he was finally realizing what a monster he was, but Hammett guessed it was self-pity.
 
   "I gave you a name, like you asked." His lower lip trembled. "But… but you want more than just a name, don't you?"
 
   "Gas station, on the right. Turn in."
 
   He did. Again Hammett kept her face down, away from the pump cameras.
 
   "The automatic carwash. Pull up."
 
   He stopped the car next to a credit card kiosk, which allowed a person to pick the wash they wanted.
 
   "You’re a rich guy, Stu. Get the Ultimate Wash. Comes with an undercarriage cleanse and TurtleWax. Seems like a good deal."
 
   "My credit card is in my wallet."
 
   "So whip it out, stud."
 
   Hands shaking, wincing in apparent pain, he reached for his back pocket and managed to pull out an AmEx Platinum from a calf leather wallet. The kiosk thanked him in a robotic voice, saying his Ultimate Wash would take three minutes.
 
   "Roll up the window and pull in," Hammett ordered.
 
   "You're going to kill me."
 
   "I'm going to give you a chance to live, Stu. That's the truth. Now pull into the goddamn carwash."
 
   He drove into the Y shaped conveyor track which caught his left front tire.
 
   "Put it in neutral."
 
   He did, full-on crying now. The conveyor engaged with a mechanical whir, pulling them into the carwash. Foamy soap dripped onto the windshield in obscene clumps.
 
   "Now unzip your fly," Hammett told him.
 
   "What?"
 
   Hammett stabbed the scalpel into the top of the dashboard.
 
   "You have exactly sixty seconds to castrate yourself, Stu, or I'll shoot you in the head." 
 
   Lupowitz stared at her, jaw dropping open.
 
   "Fifty-five seconds." Hammett raised the .38.
 
   Lupowitz glanced at the scalpel, then reached for his car door. He got it open, but his seatbelt prevented him from jumping out, just as she'd anticipated. Hammett jabbed the barrel of the gun under his flabby neck.
 
   "Close the door and start cutting. Fifty seconds."
 
   Lupowitz closed the door, some foam speckling his expensive suit.
 
   "I… I can't," he blubbered.
 
   Hammett kept her eyes on him, seeking the radio with her free hand. She turned it on and cranked the volume up. Some obnoxious Top 40 crap.
 
   She continued to count down in her head. 
 
   When she got to thirty, Lupowitz unzipped his fly.
 
   At twenty, he tugged the scalpel out of the dashboard.
 
   The car passed through the mitter curtain—hanging cloth strips that undulated across the foamy windshield.
 
   With ten seconds left, Lupowitz surprised Hammett and actually began to cut.
 
   The music covered his screaming. It also covered her shot to his temple, because he didn't finish in time, only managing to complete half the job.
 
   Hammett took his wallet and cell phone from his jacket, putting them into her pack. During the rinse cycle, Hammett opened her door and stepped out into the steamy waterfall. She walked back the way she came, tucking the gun into her fanny pack, and strolled out the carwash entrance. Head down, she walked off the gas station property before Lupowitz's car made it through the other side. 
 
   In the California sun, she was dry within three blocks. 
 
   By the time she'd walked back to her parked rental car, she'd ditched the floppy hat, tossing it into a sidewalk garbage can. She should have also wiped down and ditched the gun. Getting caught with it would be an instant conviction, and the agency she worked for would no doubt deny she existed. Also, because she hadn't used gloves, there were microscopic powder burns on her hand from when she'd fired it. A simple test could link her to the gunpowder residue on what was left of Stu's head.
 
   Yet she kept the weapon. In expectation of things to come.
 
   It had been a sloppy hit. But Hammett was beaming just the same. While she should have been exhausted, she felt even more alive, more wired, than when she'd killed Rod. 
 
   And she was just getting started.
 
    
 
   "Stick to the op," The Instructor said. "As long as you do, you're an asset to be protected. Once you stray, you become a liability."
 
    
 
   The room Hammett found in L.A.'s Chinatown was one normally rented by the hour. Hammett knew Chinese, and Hóu hòisàm gindóu néih was the Cantonese pronunciation of the characters on the marquee, which meant pleased to meet you.
 
   The Pleased To Meet You Motel. A perfect name for a dive where Triad gangsters pimped their recently acquired hookers. Prior to arriving, Hammett had found a Fredrick's of Hollywood shop and bought some appropriate slutwear. Fishnets, thigh high stilettos, a black PVC micro mini skirt and a black lace bustier. She rounded out the ensemble with a peaked PVC dominatrix cap, the kind brought into vogue by the military during WWII. 
 
   She paid for the room in cash, which was another reason for her seedy choice in lodging. All legitimate hotels demanded ID, and her current fake driver's license and credit cards were traceable by her employer. Her handler, a man on the phone with an electronic voice modulator she knew only as Isaac, wasn't one to fuck around with. If he knew she'd gone off-mission, there would be consequences. Better for him not to know.
 
   It was the kind of motel where there was no lobby, and all the rooms faced the parking lot. As expected, her accommodations were bare bones. Cheap bed, cheap dresser, missing tiles in the shower, a TV that used quarters to turn it on. But it had an L.A. phonebook in the nightstand, and Hammett quickly found Tex Darling's studio number under adult video production. 
 
   Using Lupowitz's cell phone, a Motorola RAZR, she called the number and wasn't surprised to get Darling's answering service. Hammett hung up without saying anything. Then she went out to the rental car and found some quarters in the cup holder that she'd been using for toll roads. Back in her room Hammett pushed a few into the coin-op TV and flipped through a few porno stations until she found local news about the car wash murder. She watched for a moment, but apparently they hadn't released the victim's name.
 
   She only had a small window of time, but Hammett decided to go for it. 
 
   Besides the coin-op adult movies and bedbugs infested with STDs, this motel offered free WiFi included with the room. Hammett logged onto the Internet, then entered Hydra's backdoor to the US Treasury Department. A minute later she had Tex Darling's last three years 1099s, along with his current address and two phone numbers, and she assumed one was his home and the other his cell.
 
   She tied her hair in pigtails and laid out on the scuzzy bed, bra down and nipples exposed, one arm over her head to make her breasts flatten out to look less developed. With her other hand she took a pic of herself, chewing her lower lip, using Lupowitz's RAZR. Then she texted the pic to both of Darling's numbers, followed by this message.
 
   It's Stu L. Got a PYT that's hot to trot. Vid for $$$?  
 
   In pedophile parlance, PYT was pretty young thing. If this didn't get Darling's attention, she could always pay him a visit at his home. But Hammett didn't know if he was there. He might be out for the night, or the week. He might be having a party with twenty gangsters. He might be home alone, but with a killer burglar system and a footlocker full of Constitutionally protected Second Amendment ordnance. Luring him out was easier, and allowed Hammett to control the setting.
 
   She waited, watching Asian pornography on the pay-per TV until her change ran out. Though Hammett felt empowered by her sexuality, even when used in the line of duty, she believed porn was a small step down from stripping and a small step up from prostitution. Lots of exploitation and victimization there. That didn't bother her. Adult women were free to make their own decisions, even bad ones. Children, on the other hand, were innocent. There was a difference between making poor life choices and being abused under the age of consent.
 
   Eighteen minutes later, Lupowitz's phone buzzed with a text reply.
 
   Have camera, will travel. Where?
 
   Hammett punched in the motel's address, and gave her room number.
 
   C U in 30, Darling texted back.
 
   Perfect.
 
   She changed out of her slutwear and into steel toed combat boots, relaxed fit chinos, and a tight shirt, replacing her pigtails with a ponytail. She kept the PVC military domme hat. Any possible witnesses would remember the distinct hat, not her face.
 
   Then she went out to her rental car and hunkered down with Lupowitz's cell phone and gun, waiting for Darling to arrive. She was only mildly surprised when an SUV screeched into the motel parking lot, and four guys piled out.
 
   None had movie equipment. All were armed.
 
   Either Hammett had violated some sort of code of contact by impersonating Lupowitz, or Darling had gotten wind of his murder and had come prepared. 
 
   She would know soon enough.
 
   Hammett watched them approach her room, handguns out. The three men in dark suits were standard muscle. Maybe mafia, or Darling's bodyguards, or maybe he'd gotten them at rent-a-thug. They were semi-pro, scoping out the parking lot, covering the guy who kicked in the door.
 
   Darling stayed back a few paces and watched. His suit was different than the hired help, loud and flashy, a slick lavender color that matched what had to be a custom-dyed Stetson on his head. He was soft in the middle, and had a bulge in the back of his belt where he kept his gun. Or, considering Darling's appearance, he probably called it a roscoe.
 
   It took them less than a minute to case the tiny room and determine she wasn't inside, and then they engaged in a henchmen huddle, apparently deciding one would stay behind and wait while Darling and the other two went back to their vehicle.
 
   That's when Hammett stepped out of her rental. Adopting a rock-solid Weaver stance, she dropped the three goons with head shots and Darling by blowing out his right knee.
 
   Four down in less than two seconds. Darling clutched at his leg and screamed rather than tried to reach his piece. Idiot. Hammett was on him in ten strides, kicking him in the face, stepping on his neck, and picking up his gun.
 
   "I have money!" His voice was high pitched, frantic.
 
   "It won't help. I want information. Your distributor."
 
   Darling made a face like a dog who didn't understand a command. Hammett placed her boot on what was left of his right knee and gave it a little weight. When Darling finished screaming, Hammett tried again.
 
   "Who distributes your kiddie movies?"
 
   "His name is Guterez! He's in Tijuana!"
 
   "Call him. Set up a meeting for tonight."
 
   Another confused expression. Another pain motivator. Darling quickly got the hint and dug his cell phone out of his silly, expensive suit jacket.
 
   "Speaker phone," Hammett ordered. "Tell him you've got some hot stuff to give him."
 
   He nodded, frantically dialing a number. Hammett checked the periphery. So far, no cops or onlookers or triad members looking to protect their whores. She muted out the ambient city noises to pinpoint any police sirens, but didn't hear any. Even so, Hammett figured she had thirty seconds, tops, before she needed to leave the premises. 
 
   "Fernando? It's Tex. Que pasa, amigo?"
 
   "What you want, cabron?"
 
   "I've got a… uh… hot property for you."
 
   "So call my people, set up a screening."
 
   Hammett shook her head and raised her boot over Darling's knee.
 
   "No! It's… um.. it's too hot for that, Fernando. I need to get this to you right away. Tonight."
 
   "It better be worth my time, pendejo. Jack's. One o'clock."
 
   Fernando hung up, and a dial tone came through the speakerphone.
 
   "What is Jack's?"
 
   "Bar. In Avenida Revolución, the Zona Centro. They have a mechanical bull."
 
   "Describe Fernando."
 
   Tex hesitated. He obviously knew that his life would be over once he told Hammett that bit of info. Hammett got on one knee and bent over, staring into Tex's wide, fear-filled eyes. Then she kissed him, her tongue darting in fast, her free hand on his head under his Stetson.
 
   "It's okay, lover," she said. "I'm not going to kill you yet. I still need you. Now describe Fernando."
 
   Tex's voice came out in a rasp, but his face relaxed a bit. "Short, maybe 5'6". Mustache."
 
   "You've just described the entire male population of Mexico."
 
   And some of the women, Hammett thought. Didn't they know about waxing south of the border?
 
   "He drives a stretch caddy, black, with horns on the grill. Always wears silver tipped boots. Rattlesnake. Lucchese. Expensive as hell."
 
   Hammett knew the brand and owned a pair, though she preferred her Tony Lamas.
 
   "Is he armed?"
 
   "Always. And he has bodyguards."
 
   "How many?" Hammett asked.
 
   "Two. Sometimes four."
 
   She shook her head slightly. "No. How many children have you videotaped getting raped?"
 
   Tex's eyes rounded again, the whites showing all around his cornea.
 
   Hammett emptied Stu's gun into Tex's crotch, then hammered the butt of the gun against his face enough times to take most of the flesh off. She finished him off by smashing both of his eye sockets to mush. He was still breathing when she used his shirttails to wipe her prints off the gun. If he lived—which was unlikely—he wouldn't be harming any more kids. Not blind and with his junk blown off.
 
   Hammett scooped up his gun, and the weapons dropped by his henchmen. She also took their shoulder holsters, pleased that one was left-handed and one right-handed. 
 
   There were still no police sirens. 
 
   Too bad for the residents. Criminals were free to do what they wanted. 
 
   "Shitty neighborhood," Hammett said.
 
   In the trunk of the rental she had a box of baby wipes. Hammett got the blood off her hands, discarded them in the parking lot, and then got in the car and headed south.
 
    
 
    "When operatives go rogue," The Instructor said, "they become a threat to the organization. All threats shall be dealt with. Lethally."  
 
    
 
   Getting into Mexico was cake. It was getting out that would be a problem.
 
   Hammett buzzed down the San Diego Freeway through the border checkpoint in a briskly moving line of cars. She'd been driving for three hours, stopping once to refuel and pee, and the long period of inactivity had made her antsy.
 
   She exited in Tijuana, on Benito Juárez y/o Segunda, and was looking around for a hotel when she stumbled across Jack's Taberna on the corner of Avenida Miguel F. Martinez. Hammett passed the bar—it was only ten in the evening--and wove her way through Baja's streets until she found El Motel Del Sol. She parked and checked in, the proprietor happy to accept American dollars, and found her room to closely resemble the one she had in L.A.'s Chinatown, from the bare carpet to the same model pressboard nightstand. The only difference, Hammett surmised, was the roaches here spoke Spanish instead of Mandarin.
 
   She killed some time by field stripping and cleaning all the weapons she'd acquired. Tex might have been a scumbag, but he knew enough to equip his men with quality firearms. His guards had been carrying Ed Brown Special Forces 1911s—around $3k each. Tex himself had chosen a S&W M&P 340 for his carry. Double action, concealed hammer, Tritium sights, five .357 Mag rounds in the cylinder. Nice.
 
   Hammett made a boresnake out of some paracord she used as shoelaces, and was running it through the 340, cleaning out residue, when the phone rang. While this didn't surprise her—she was always in tune to her surroundings, even when asleep—she was curious who it could be. The motel manager? Wrong number?
 
   Or someone who knew her?
 
   She picked up the receiver, staying silent.
 
   "Why are you in Tijuana?" asked the robot.
 
   Her handler, Isaac, using his electronic modulator to disguise his voice. 
 
   Shit.
 
   "After the mission I thought I'd get a little R&R." Hammett bit back her nervousness. "Spend a few days south of the border. Unwind."
 
   "Does unwind involve you dispatching four men in Los Angeles?"
 
   "Yes," she said, matter-of-factly. "That helped me shake off a lot of tension."
 
   "Protocol is for you to go home after an op. Await further instructions."
 
   "Protocol also says we shouldn't discuss business on public phone lines."
 
   "You didn't leave me a choice."
 
   "There are always choices," Hammett said, determined not to show fear. "And I'm choosing to hang up on you."
 
   "Go home. I won't tell you again."
 
   "Is that a threat, Isaac?"
 
   "It's an order."
 
   "I have some business here. I'll go home when I'm finished."
 
   "Fernando Guterez is not your target, Hammett."
 
   Goddamn. Nothing got past Isaac. It was eerie.
 
   "He is now. I took out Hot Rod. This guy is even worse. Or do we rank baby rapers on some sort of sliding scale?"
 
   "I'll be watching. If you're not back across the border in an hour, I'll consider that going rogue."
 
   "I'll go home after I kill Guterez. And if you send someone after me, they'll join him in hell."
 
   Hammett hung up. She'd been able to control her emotions, but her hands still shook. Making an enemy of the organization she worked for was damn near the stupidest thing she could do. But she also knew she was the best they had, and she was gambling they wouldn't sacrifice her and her formidable skills because of a minor insurrection.
 
   Hammett dropped and did thirty quick fingertip push-ups to burn off the adrenaline. Then she padded to the bathroom, stripped down, and got into a shower of questionable cleanliness. The motel hadn't provided shampoo, but there was a cheap sliver of soap wrapped in wax paper. But at least there was a private bathroom, a considerable bit of luxury in a place like this. She lathered up, scrubbing off her make-up, considering her next move.
 
   They'd trained her to kill, and she'd taken many lives for her country, without ever rejecting a target. She'd killed brave men who fought against tyranny and oppression, simply because they opposed the US government's foreign interests. She'd killed wives and girlfriends of targets—innocent collateral damage who were in the wrong place at the wrong time. She'd extracted information from US allies in the most painful ways possible, because that was what she'd been ordered to do.
 
   But Hot Rod, and Tex Darling, and Fernando Guterez—these men were monsters. They needed death like the Sahara needed rain. For the first time ever, Hammett was using her skills to do real, measurable good in the world. 
 
   So was it worth going AWOL and being hunted by her own organization, just to rid the world of a few profiteering pedophiles?
 
   Hammett turned off the water, shook her wet hair. "Fuck yeah, it is."
 
   She dressed again, sticking the 340 in the back of her belt as Darling had, pulling her shirt over it. Then she left the motel and strolled the streets. They were crawling with activity, mostly young Americans in various stages of loud and wasted.  A block away, she found a tamale cart and scarfed down two with some bottled water. Another block later she bought a cheap poncho—the kind Eastwood wore in the Dollars westerns—and put it on even though the post-sundown heat was hovering around ninety. Then it was back to the motel where she strapped on the left-handed and right-handed shoulder holsters she'd liberated from Darling's dead henchmen.
 
   With the poncho on, she did several practice draws, adjusting straps and buckles until she was comfortable. Then she abandoned the motel and went off to wait for Guterez.
 
   The streets of Tijuana hadn't gotten any cooler, but had gotten louder as more partying asshole American kids whooped and screeched and acted pretty much like partying asshole American kids. Hammett knew of Baja's old days, of criminal activity and illicit sex shows and hard drug use. It used to be dark and dangerous. Now it might as well have been Ft. Lauderdale, New Orleans, or Las Vegas. 
 
   Some cute twenty-something guy with too many tequila shots in him stumbled up to Hammett and drunkenly groped her ass. She hit him in the kidney hard enough to tinge his piss red, then sidestepped some underage chick blowing chunks onto her micro-mini and walked into Jack's.
 
   The scene inside was like the scene outside, only hotter and a bit darker. Hammett pushed through the throng of partiers, found a corner to back into, and checked her watch.
 
   Still forty minutes before Fernando's arrival. She killed time by memorizing egress points, finding six potential exits if things went sour, plus a door marked No Admittance that probably led to offices on the second floor. Hammett also spotted four men whom she pegged as bouncers (or maybe predators the way they scanned the crowd), possibly armed.
 
   There were a few other men packing. Slick, older guys, their jackets let out to de-emphasize the bulge of their firearms. Cartels. When things got hot, Hammett didn't know how they'd react. Most certainly Fernando Guterez was connected. But were these his people? Or part time owners of the club, protecting their interests and watching how business boomed? Or local boys just relaxing with a cold Corona after a long day of cocaine trafficking and torturing informants?
 
   A total of eight men she had to keep tabs of, plus whomever Guterez brought with him. 
 
   Scratch that. Nine. An attractive Hispanic man with a wide smile and a black eye patch had made his way through the crowd and was staring at Hammett from three meters away. He moved like a panther, both effortless and coiled. Beneath his leather vest, under his right armpit, was the bulge of a weapon.
 
   Hammett kept her expression blank, staring as he approached. When he was within arm's reach, he stopped, spreading out his palms.
 
   "Of all the tequila joints, in all the towns, in all the world, look who walked into mine."
 
   "Keep walking, Bogie," she said.
 
   "It is okay, my sweet bonita. I bear no ill will. I'm just happy to lay eyes on you again. Well, eye, I mean."
 
   He winked. Hammett was sure she'd never seen this man before. She could also read people very well, and he wasn't lying. This guy apparently thought he knew her.
 
   "Refresh my memory."
 
   He frowned, looking hurt. "Our time in Vegas was not so long ago, was it? The Luxor? The waters at the Bellagio? The bed at the Venetian? Did the agency you work for brainwash you?"
 
   Interesting. He thought they'd had sex and knew she was an operative. He also didn't seem threatening. At least, not in a violent way. But he radiated pheromones, as if he were ready to pounce on Hammett at any moment. Which, judging by his physique, wasn't something she'd normally turn down. 
 
   But this wasn't the time, or the place.
 
   "Remind me of your name again," Hammett said.
 
   "A joke, yes? I do not understand your intentions, but I will play along. Heath, at your service."
 
   He offered his gun hand, no doubt intentionally to show her he wasn't going to draw. Hammett took it, and he immediately pulled her close. She dug her free hand into her poncho, seeking the 1911, but Heath merely brushed his lips across her knuckles, then kissed her fingers.
 
   "Still paranoid as always," he said, eye twinkling. "I understand our relationship has not been built upon trust, but believe me when I say I'm not here to harm you."
 
   Hammett pulled her hand away from his warm breath. "So why are you here?"
 
   "Is coincidence not enough for you? This is where I grew up. My home.  If anyone should be paranoid, it should be me. Perhaps you've looked me up to finish what we began?"
 
   Was that a threat? Hammett eyed the bulge in his armpit. Unless he was very, very good, she'd be able to draw her weapon before he could. 
 
   "To settle old scores?" she asked, her voice flat.
 
   "To make each other cry out in ecstasy, chica. Por favor, do not pretend you don't remember. My ego is not so strong that I could handle a rejection like that. Not from you."
 
   Hammett had only just met him, but she was pretty sure Heath's ego could handle quite a bit. But his presence was distracting her from the mission. This Mexican lothario needed to vamos, pronto.
 
   "If I asked you nicely to leave, will you comply?"
 
   He smiled, then moved his face closer as if to kiss her. Hammett decided, perhaps foolishly, that if he tried she'd let him, if only to see if he was as good at it as she would have guessed. But before his lips met hers, he whispered.
 
   "Those eight men you spotted. Four who look like bouncers and four who look like cartel. They all work for Guterez."
 
   His visible eye was dark, wide, crinkled at the edges in amusement. He was talking shop, but apparently enjoying himself. 
 
   "And who do you work for? Isaac?"
 
   "I know no one named Isaac," his breath smelled faintly of Cuban cigar smoke, which was a turn-on for Hammett.
 
   "But you aren't here by coincidence, are you?"
 
   His lips brushed hers. "No. I am here to assist you."
 
   Two could play this game. She moved her lips to his ear, gave it a soft nibble. "What if I don't need assistance?"
 
   "You are very good, bonita. But this is only the first team. Guterez is sending more men. Many more. You have apparently made some formidable enemies. But you still have friends in high places."
 
   The Instructor, Hammett thought. He wouldn't let Isaac take down his number one student. Assuming Isaac was the one who informed Guterez. On the other hand, this Heath fellow might be the one working for Guterez, running a game on her. If so, his next act would be to get her someplace private.
 
   "We should leave," Heath said, his unshaven cheek nuzzling against hers. "Go somewhere private."
 
   Hammett frowned. She'd been starting to like the guy. Not too many male hitters were fluent in seduction. Killing him would be a pity.
 
   "Where do you suggest?"
 
   "Out of Baja, for sure." His eyes crinkled. "Preferably somewhere with a firm mattress and room service."
 
   Then, in a blink, Heath had drawn his gun from his shoulder holster.
 
   He was blindingly fast. Faster than she would have guessed.
 
   Hammett was faster. But as she pulled a 1911, planning to gut shoot the Mexican with one hand and counter his aim with her other, she realized he wasn't pointing at her.
 
   Heath's gun boomed over her shoulder, in the direction of one of the bouncers. Hammett turned slightly, saw the bouncer drop his piece and fall to the ground, red blossoming on his shirt, and then she adjusted her aim and shot at one of the suits, who'd drawn a bead on her and Heath. Two pulls of the trigger and his last thought flew out the back of his head in a red puff of brain matter.
 
   Then Heath tugged Hammett against him, pressing his warm, hard body against hers.
 
   "Round robin?" he said.
 
   She knew the maneuver and nodded. Then they were back to back, each covering 180 degrees of the bar. Hammett took down two more targets as the crowd erupted in screams and panic. The smart ones hit the floor. The stupid ones—who accounted for the majority—stampeded the exits, the impromptu mayhem making Hammett lose sight of the other hostiles.
 
   Behind her, Heath fired three times, then shifted his weight to his left, making Hammett compensate by turning right. 
 
   "Got my four," Hammett yelled over the din. 
 
   "Gas," Heath replied.
 
   Hammett wondered if that was some sort of Spanish colloquialism for great or nice work, but Heath continued to turn, forcing her to see the front exit. Someone had lobbed a few canisters of an aerosol weapon into the bar. She assumed it was tear gas, as that was the most common. But then she saw several patrons double over and puke, and realized it was something worse.
 
   Chloropicrin. A vomiting agent.
 
   Used by the Nazis in WWII, it wasn't lethal. But it was able to penetrate gas masks, which then forced soldiers to remove them or drown in their own spew, exposing them to more deadly gasses.
 
   Hammett had heard about it regaining popularity for riot control in various world cities. During her Hydra training, she'd been intentionally exposed to chloropicrin.
 
   It hadn't been pleasant.
 
   If it had been tear gas, she would have made a try for the exit. But this stuff had already turned half the bar into Mardi Gras on Bourbon Street at 4am, the sound of violent hurling replacing the panicked screams. Even if she held her breath and ran for it, the chances of staying upright weren't good. It hadn't been more than a few seconds, and the floor of Jack's had already become a pukey Slip n Slide; people throwing up and falling and then throwing up some more. It looked like a pie fight from a Three Stooges two-reeler, only a lot more disgusting.
 
   Hammett pushed left against Heath's back, spinning him like a gun turret, until she spotted the No Admittance door.
 
   "Upstairs," she said, breaking into a jog before Heath answered.
 
   Hammett closed one eye, dropped a shoulder and knocked over a man in her way, hurdled two young girls who crouched on the floor holding hands and crying, and then kicked the door. As she'd guessed, it opened to a staircase, and Hammett took them two at a time, aware Heath was a few steps behind her.
 
   The stairs ended in a hallway, gas starting to leak up through the slats in the wooden floor. Hammett held her breath and sprinted, seeing another door, shouldering through it, and finding an empty office. There was a window on the far wall, and she ran over, jerking it open. It let out onto the roof, overlooking the street. Hammett opened the eye she'd closed earlier, her pupil dilated to speed up her night vision, but she almost needn't have bothered because the stars and moon were out and the sky clear. 
 
   She took in her surroundings. Drunk, vomiting partiers were spilling out of Jack's and three sedans were parked in front. At least ten of Guterez's men stood watch, guns out, scanning the escaping crowd for Hammett.
 
   But that didn't interest her as much as something she saw two hundred meters to the west, next to the curb. A black Cadillac Eldorado with tinted windows, bull horns perched on the hood above the grill.
 
   Assuming there weren't many caddies with horns in Tijuana, that car belonged to her target, Fernando Guterez. Watching his orders being carried out from what he thought was a safe distance.
 
   He thought wrong.
 
   "You are going for Guterez, aren't you?" Heath, behind her, breath hot on her neck.
 
   Hammett tucked away her weapons, opened the window, and slid through, blending into the night. The roof was tarred, flat, radiating heat beneath her footfalls as she sprinted for the edge of the building. The building next to Jack's was a meter higher, and had a stone lip along the roof. Hammett judged the gap between them to be the width of a small alley. She lowered her head, accelerating—
 
   —and then dove off the edge, hands outstretched for the lip, feet coming up under her to take the impact of the wall.
 
   She judged it right, hitting with her fingers and toes at the same time, then scrambled up the side, fell onto the roof in a shoulder roll, and continued to sprint while eyeing her next obstacle.
 
   Heath, apparently as quick on his feet as he was while flirting, had caught up with Hammett and matched his pace to hers. As their feet beat out a steady rhythm on the tar paper, he turned for a moment, appraising her.
 
   "You are indeed a most capable woman, chicita." His words came easy. Even though he'd just leapt over an alley, he wasn't winded.
 
   Neither was Hammett. 
 
   "You know parkour?" she asked. 
 
   Also known as free running, it had been invented in France as a way to best traverse military obstacle courses. The goal was to conserve movement and use the terrain to your advantage, letting momentum guide you. It had been explained to Hammett as taking the path of least resistance, like water in a stream. But rather than appear passive, practitioners of parkour (traceurs for men, traceuses for women) often looked like extreme skateboard riders--flying and flipping through the air--except they weren't riding anything.
 
   "I know many—"
 
   Heath's words were cut off as he ran into an air conditioner. But like any good traceur, he vaulted it leapfrog style, and landed right in step with Hammett.
 
   "—different things," he finished. 
 
   Hammett sighted ahead of her. The next building was two meters shorter, and the jump longer than the last one. Putting on a burst of speed, Hammett launched herself into the open air, headfirst with her hands outstretched, seeing the alley blur past beneath her, and then she tucked and flipped in the air. She'd timed it correctly, landing on the roof, on her feet, she continued the momentum with a somersault and then came up running.
 
   Heath had also opted for flashy, doing a side flip, landing fast but dissipating the higher force of his landing with a shoulder roll. Hammett hadn't met many people, women or men, who could keep up with her. But before she could be impressed they were coming up to another jump, this one to a fire escape scaffolding, at least two meters higher than their current level.
 
   "It's too far, bonita." 
 
   Heath was right. Had she been alone, Hammett would have slowed down and scouted another route. The jump was damn high. But she had a strong competitive streak, and it had been a while since she'd tested her limits.
 
   Besides, she wanted to prove the cocky son-of-a-bitch wrong.
 
    So Hammett turned a cartwheel into a back flip, then another, then sprung off the roof with all the force and speed she could muster, twisting in the air—
 
   —and immediately realizing she was going to come up short.
 
   She stretched, extending her arms and spine, pointing her toes and keeping her knees together to be more aerodynamic, while the reptile part of her brain screamed "YOU'RE GOING TO DIE!" Her fingers brushed the rusty, iron railing, but she was already starting to fall and couldn't maintain a grip, and she glanced down and saw there wasn't anything else to grab and no soft places to land.
 
   If not death, then several broken bones. She'd heard vague rumors of an operative who'd taken a big fall from a building, irreversibly crippled thanks to a miscalculation. Hammett didn't want an error in judgment—brought about by the spirit of one-upmanship—to be her undoing, so in the nanoseconds after missing the grab she was already figuring out the best way to land.
 
   When something caught her wrist, she was as shocked as she'd ever been. And not much shocked her.
 
   "So what is the going rate for saving a damsel in distress?" Heath asked as he hung from the scaffold by one hand, his other clasped around hers.
 
   She stared up at him, at a loss for words.
 
   "The mattresses at the Hotel Solamar in San Diego are quite firm, mamacita. They also have excellent room service."
 
   Hammett pulled herself up his arm then hung alongside him, staring into those damn amused eyes. She'd misjudged the jump, was surprised Heath had caught her, and didn't know what to say when he had. All signs she was off her game, and should have gotten the hell out of Dodge.
 
   Instead she gave him a slow, soft kiss. His tongue darted out to meet hers, but she'd already pulled away.
 
   Heath let out a big, dramatic sigh. "Even if that is the only thanks I get, it was worth it."
 
   "I'll thank you with more feeling later," Hammett surprised herself by saying. "Help me kill Guterez, and Solamar's penthouse is on me."
 
   Heath scrunched his brow, as if considering it. "The penthouse on you, you on me." Then he smiled. "I like this idea."
 
   Hammett smiled back, taking care to make it look genuine, then she chinned up the fire escape and swung onto the stairs. 
 
   Thirty seconds later she and Heath had climbed back down to street level. The Eldorado was still parked at the curb, its engine running. The limo was at least ten years old, but it looked to be in decent shape, and had so many coats of wax polish it could probably be seen from space. Hammett couldn't peer through the tinted window glass, but if she had to guess, Guterez was either alone in the backseat, or with female company, having sent all of his thugs to go after her. He was probably armed, and so was the driver.
 
   "Sneak up on the driver and take him out," she told him. "I'll make sure the doors are open, and that he's not looking at you."
 
   "What is the plan, bonita?"
 
   Hammett handed her guns to Heath, then began to strip. When she got down to her bra and panties, Heath gave a soft whistle through his teeth. When she was completely naked, his breath caught.
 
   "Perfecto," he whispered.
 
   She looked into Heath's eyes, but his were on her body. "Do you have any blood left in your head to follow instructions, or did it all rush to your dick?"
 
   He smiled at her. "I've missed you."
 
   "Yeah, me too," she dead-panned. "Forty seconds, then take the driver out. Start counting now."
 
   Hammett pulled down her lower eyelids and touched her fingers to her pupils, prompting tears. Then she put on a frightened expression and ran out of the alley, toward the limo.
 
   Nudity was useful for many things. It showed you were unarmed. It projected vulnerability. To some people it was a shock, and to others a distraction. As she staggered to Guterez's car, she had a pretty good hunch he'd let her in, or at least open the window to talk.  
 
   Her hunch proved correct. When she was within five meters of the car, the rear window lowered. Hammett saw an older mustachioed Mexican man stretched out in the back seat. On his lap was a Mexican girl wearing whorish make-up who looked young enough to still play with dolls.
 
   "Problema, senorita?" Guterez asked. His eyes were wide, and he looked inordinately pleased with himself.
 
   Hammett fell onto one knee, counting off in her head. 
 
   Twenty-two… twenty-three…
 
   She didn't glance to see if Heath was circling around to take the driver, and wasn't sure he'd actually follow her orders. But she went on the assumption that his obvious infatuation, coupled with his need to show off, made him a temporary ally.
 
   "Por favor, senor! Por favor!" she yelled to the limo.
 
   A few staggering steps later and she was at his window.
 
   "Qué pasa?"
 
   "Me violaron. Ayúdame, por favor."
 
   Guterez's amused expression morphed into a leer. "Digame."
 
   Thirty-eight… thirty-nine…
 
   Hammett reached into the window, grabbed Guterez's upper lip by the mustache, and yanked as hard as she could, pulling his head out the window. A moment later, the driver's door opened, and she wondered if she'd misjudged Heath and he'd abandoned her. But then there was an "ummph" and the sound of a body hitting the street, followed immediately by a gun skittering across the pavement.
 
   Guterez was also reaching for a gun, but his bent position, and the minor still on his lap, meant he couldn't get his hand into his suit jacket.
 
   Hammett used her other hand, latched it onto his ear, and tugged until he had no choice but to follow her out the window or literally lose face. When the back of his neck was exposed, she dropped an elbow and snapped his spine as deftly as breaking a board in karate class.
 
   "Vete a casa," she told the girl.
 
   The girl scurried out the opposing door and ran into the night.
 
   "It gives me much pleasure to watch you work, querida."
 
   Heath had taken the driver's seat, and was staring at her through the partition, smiling. Hammett opened the door, let Guterez flop out, and climbed into the back.
 
   "Do you have my clothes?"
 
   "Yes. But must you put them on? It is like hanging a sheet over a Degas. Such beauty should not be covered up."
 
   Was this guy for real?
 
   She decided to find out.
 
   "You said something about the Hotel Solamar?" Hammett said.
 
    He stepped on the gas.
 
    
 
   "Celebrate life when you can," The Instructor said. "It's what you should be doing between ops."
 
    
 
   They didn't make it to the Hotel Solamar.
 
   When they were less than a mile away from Guterez's murder, Hammett told Heath to pull over. He parked in an alley and got into the back with her. He reached for the champagne.
 
   She reached for his fly.
 
   She freed him in one, deft movement and wrapped her hand around him, already half hard in her fist.
 
   He groaned deep in his throat, struggling to remove his pants without interrupting the stroke of her palm, the tease of her fingertips. After almost a minute of fumbling, he managed to push his pants down his legs and kick them free. Then his mouth was on hers.
 
   Hammett had always found it easy to tell from a man's kiss how he would be in bed. Some hurried the exchange, as if it was a chore one had to endure in order to get to the rest. Some were soft and romantic, imagining themselves soulful lovers when in reality; they were simply lazy and uninspiring. And then there was Heath.
 
   Heath kissed with his whole body, as if lips and hands and hips and cock were all making love to her at once. And Hammett found herself wondering, that when this was over, if she really needed to kill him. As if sensing her thoughts, Heath pulled away.
 
   "You do not seem like yourself, mamacita."
 
   Hammett rubbed her thumb up his underside and offered a wicked smile. "Is that a bad thing?"
 
   "Bad? No. But I do not feel the fire, the passion, I felt in Nevada."
 
   An odd thing for a guy to say in a situation like this. He was quite obviously aroused. What more did he want?
 
   She lowered her head to take him in her mouth—
 
   —and he put up an arm to block her.
 
   Hammett hadn't ever encountered that before. And while she was off-guard, Heath suddenly had her in a hammer lock, forcing her face into the leather seat, his weight atop her.
 
   He tricked me! He's the enemy! I need to—
 
   Then she felt his breath on her neck, his tongue trailing up to her ear. At the same time, his free hand cupped her hip, his fingers making their way between her thighs, beginning to stroke her.
 
   He's not trying to kill me. He just wants to play.
 
   She closed her eyes, sighed, allowed him to caress and nibble her. But when she felt herself getting close, she bent his finger, leveraging him off her and onto his back on the limousine floor. 
 
   Hammett gracefully rolled onto him, locking his manhood between her thighs, but not allowing him to enter her. She pinned his wrists and moved her lips close to his. He tried to kiss her, straining his head up, but she moved just out of reach.
 
   "Oh chica, you're killing me."
 
   He tried to buck his hips, but she clenched tighter. Then he smiled and whispered something, either mercy or merci, and his body relaxed.
 
   Hammett began at his throat, running her tongue across his rough stubble, up his jawline, penetrating his ear. She heard him gasp, and she licked her way back to his mouth, kissing him slowly, enjoying his taste. 
 
   In a quick movement, she had moved down his chest, running her teeth over the hair on his chest, catching his nipple in her mouth, giving it a quick bite and making him groan.
 
   She moved lower. No longer able to pin his wrists, but still wanting to keep him compliant, Hammett skimmed her hand down his body and cupped his testicles. She held them firmly, but not cruelly. Heath grunted again, and she scooted backward and rubbed her chin across his tip. His cock bobbed against her cheek, and she gave him a slow kiss, trailing her tongue up his length.
 
   Heath reached for her, and she gave his balls a warning squeeze, again not enough to cause pain, but enough to assert she was in control.
 
   Then she began to tease the holy hell out of him.
 
   She used her lips. Softly. Kissing him from the base to the top. Her tongue. Gently. Following the same path her lips had taken. Her breath, making him slick with her saliva and then blowing warm and cool. Even her teeth, giving him a hickey on his shaft and causing him to hold his breath for the duration. 
 
   But she didn't take him in her mouth. Even when his hips began to buck.
 
   "Lo siento," she said, nuzzling him with her chin. "I apologize for having no fire. No passion."
 
   "I may… I may have misspoken, bonita." His voice was deep, throaty.  "And I do hope you accept my humblest apologies."
 
   She quickly surrounded him with her mouth, sucking hard, making him cry out. Then she just as quickly pulled away, watching with amusement as he twitched and bounced.
 
   "Such cruelty will be returned in kind," Heath said, his breath coming quicker.
 
   "Cruelty?" Hammett laughed. "You have no idea."
 
   Then she lowered her mouth again, taking him deep into her throat, and then staying completely still. Just as she'd done while kissing him. When Heath strained upward, she retreated, not allowing him to thrust. 
 
   Hammett hadn't teased a man like this in a long while. Probably because she hadn't found any worth the time and effort. The last one she'd done this to hadn't been able to hold out for more than a few minutes. She hoped Heath would do better. Either way, she could still get hers. But she would be disappointed if she couldn't impale herself upon him. 
 
   So the question was, make him beg until he comes, or be selfish and ride him?
 
   She chose to make him beg. A treat, because he'd saved her from falling. A punishment because he'd been able to make the jump that she missed.
 
   It didn't take long for his moans to morph into words. First, a string of Spanish invectives that would make a cartel hitman blush. Then, finally, the begging she'd been waiting for.
 
   "Please, bonita. I cannot take anymore."
 
   Having broken him, Hammett began to match his thrusts, taking him fully into her throat, increasing the tempo to intensify his pleasure.
 
   Heath abruptly stopped, surprising her. "Not yet, chicita. I want to be inside you."
 
   Not many men could control themselves after a certain point, and she knew Heath was close. It was a matter of pride with her to finish him off.
 
   Hammett bobbed her head even faster, using her free hand to pump at the same time.
 
   "Please," he said. "Please stop."
 
   Any second now. Hammett released his balls, using both hands to stroke him.
 
   "No!"
 
   Heath suddenly jackknifed his legs, bucking Hammett forward, onto his chest. He looped his arms around her thighs, lifted her like he was doing a chest press on a weight bench, and plopped her, face-first, onto the seat. Before Hammett could twist around, Heath had her by the wrists, with his face between her legs.
 
   Hammett had had plenty of men, and more than a few women, go down on her. But never in this position, from behind. Rather than struggle and attempt to escape, she waited to see what Heath was going to do.
 
   What he did was similar to what she'd done. 
 
   Namely, tease the ever-loving hell out of her.
 
   He used his whole face—lips, tongue, chin, even his nose, to probe every intimate millimeter of her body.
 
   Every millimeter, except the part she wanted him to focus on. 
 
   Hammett tried to shut down her body, resist sensation. She refused to come first. This had become a competition, just like the parkour across the rooftops, and she'd lost that one and wasn't about to lose again.
 
   But Heath was good. Very good. Perhaps the best she'd ever had. And though she knew enough mental tricks to alleviate severe pain, even torture, she couldn't blot out his insistent, probing tongue. 
 
   It only took a few minutes for Hammett to begin to squirm and buck against him, trying to get him to hit the right spot. But he was every bit as cruel, taking her right up to the edge, and backing off.
 
   Hammett felt the wave or orgasm building in her, and receding as he pulled away. Building and receding. Building and receding.
 
   It was wonderfully, exquisitely terrible. She had become a slave, bound to his will, unable to focus on anything but his incessant, relentless teasing. 
 
   Hammett almost blurted out, "Just let me come and I promise not to kill you," but right before 
 
   she reached that point, Heath loosened his grip on her wrists just enough for her to twist out. 
 
   Like a snake striking, Hammett whipped her leg around and brought her hands to Heath's throat, finding his carotid and jugular. She put just enough pressure on the points to prevent blood flow to the brain, a less conventional choke hold. 
 
   Heath looked surprised, then confused, and then his eyelids began to flutter as unconsciousness overtook him.
 
   But Hammett didn't want him knocked out. She just wanted him compliant and couldn't go toe-to-toe against someone stronger. So as he slumped back to the limo floor, Hammett straddled him, releasing his neck just as she sank onto his cock.
 
   Heath blinked, apparently not sure what had happened. Then he gripped her hips, and Hammett rode him hard as she'd ever done before, using her muscles to make him explode first.
 
   The problem, of course, was it felt just as good to Hammett as it obviously did to Heath. He matched her thrusts, his strong hands pushing her down on him, his body surging up into her, and Hammett knew she didn't have longer before she lost control.
 
   "Chica… oh, chica!"
 
   Heath began to spasm, and confident she'd beaten him, if only by a second or two, Hammett allowed herself to go over the edge. She ground against him as she came, screaming in her throat, her thighs locking, feeling the passion surge through her in burst after burst.
 
   When she couldn't take any more, she slumped forward, her breasts pressed to his chest, damp skin against damp skin. For longer than she cared to think about, she merely lay there, feeling the gentle rock of his breathing, the sensation of him softening inside her. She inhaled deeply, taking in the scent of his skin, and his hair tickled the side of her face.
 
   This was different than the male escort she'd had the previous night. This was something more. Something real. A connection to another human being. A kinship. An understanding.
 
   It was bewildering to her. Hammett felt something with Heath. Something she hadn't felt in… 
 
   Ever.
 
   But Hammett had spent most of her life trying not to feel. And as emotion washed over her, making her want to—cry, of all stupid things—Hammett pushed up from his body, then reached down and grabbed Heath's head by the hair and bashed it into the floor of the limousine. 
 
   Once.
 
   Twice.
 
   Three times.
 
   Heath stopped moving.
 
   Hammett stared down, wondering if she'd killed him. Almost fearfully, she reached down, seeking a pulse in his neck.
 
   Strong.
 
   He was alive.
 
   But should she allow him to live? 
 
   This was strange territory for Hammett. Her instinct, her training, told her to finish the job. He knew too much about her. 
 
   Shit, Hammett felt as if this man actually knew her.
 
   She raised her fist, ready to crush his trachea—
 
   —and hesitated.
 
   Hammett never hesitated. 
 
   Instead of delivering the killing blow, she got off Heath, her legs quivering. She found her clothes, her guns, and dressed while she watched his chest rise and fall.
 
   "Just kill him," she said.
 
   But she didn't kill him.
 
   And she didn't know why.
 
   Instead, she left him in the limo, unconscious, and hurried out of the alley, heading back to her rental car.
 
   On the drive to San Diego, when enough time and distance had passed, Hammett tried to convince herself that the reason she'd let Heath live was because he was a really great lay, and it would have been a shame to snuff him out. It had nothing to do with her. 
 
   She kept telling herself that lie, over and over, until she began to believe it.
 
    
 
   "Pay close attention to anything out of the ordinary," The Instructor said. "Seemingly random events, coincidences, and unexplainable phenomenon might be early warning signs that you are about to be attacked."
 
    
 
   Hammett slept in the back seat, in a 24 hour Walmart parking lot, and awoke an hour before dawn.  She used her car GPS to find the nearest rental car outlet, and spent twenty minutes explaining to the dowdy clerk that she wanted to return it here, not in LA where she'd picked it up. She had to pay extra, which took all the extra cash she had, including a hundred dollar bill she'd sewn along the underwire of her bra. Part of her wondered if she should have bothered returning the car at all—if Isaac had tipped off Guterez, and considered her rogue, she had bigger things to worry about than her expense account with Uncle Sam. But if Isaac had cut her some slack, or had talked to The Instructor to send Heath to help her, then it would be best to play it by the book. She wouldn't want to have to pay for the car out of her own pocket.
 
   The airport shuttle didn't leave for another thirty minutes, so Hammett walked across the street to a 24-hour convenience store and went to the Good Humor freezer for one of her favorite comfort foods, a Chipwich. She compulsively checked the date on the wrapper to make sure it was fresh, and then brought it to the smiling Indian guy at the counter.
 
   "Back so soon," he said, ringing up her ice cream.
 
   Hammett had been so lost in her own thoughts she'd almost missed it. "Excuse me?"
 
   He patted his ample belly. "I can't eat more than one, but you are so trim and fit and can eat two."
 
   The cashier obviously thought she'd been in here earlier, getting ice cream. But Hammett had never been in this shop before.
 
   It occurred to her that this was the second time in a few hours she'd been mistaken for someone else. Did she just have one of those faces? Or did she have a doppelganger running around?
 
   Paranoia kicked in big time, raising the tiny hairs on her arms and neck, and Hammett pushed quickly away from the counter just as a supersonic round cut through the air where she'd just been and punched through a display cooler, exploding a bottle of soda.
 
   Sniper!
 
   Hammett dropped as another round zipped over her head, and then she rolled into the candy aisle, out of sight of the storefront window. She'd automatically noted the egress points when walking into the shop, but the rear exit could be seen from the parking lot, and no doubt the shooter was already covering it, anticipating that's where she'd run. A textbook move.
 
   Unless the sniper had no line of sight.
 
   Hammett dug out a 1911 from under her jacket and crawled on knees and elbows to the far end of the aisle. She peeked around a display of beef jerky, aimed at the storefront, and squeezed off eight carefully spaced shots.
 
   Rifle rounds that went faster than the speed of sound poked through safety glass like it was wet tissue paper. But the bullets from Hammett's gun were subsonic, and the storefront window was laminated to resist breaking and entering. So wherever she shot, the shatterproof glass spiderwebbed but remained intact, making it difficult, if not impossible, to see through the millions of small cracks.
 
   Thoughts coming on blurringly fast, Hammett put herself in the sniper's position, reasoning that even without being able to see, the shooter would assume Hammett would go for the rear exit. Depending on how long the scope was, it wouldn't be easy to readjust focus and find the target, so the sniper's best bet was to wait a few seconds, then fire at the exit.
 
   That's why Hammett ran straight for the front door.
 
   She hit it low, hard, and fast, pushing it open, immediately doing a tuck and roll—
 
   —and getting winged in her right shoulder.
 
   Hammett didn't feel any pain, just a tug, but she knew the pain would come. More upsetting than the bullet was the fact that the sniper had anticipated the move. Whoever was shooting was smart. And trained.
 
   Hammett came up staggering and ducked behind a parked car. Maybe she should have stayed in the store. There was a gunshot, followed by one of the tires exploding a few tenths of a second later. Doing a quick math calculation in her head, she estimated the sniper to be within a hundred and fifty meters.
 
   She glanced at her bleeding shoulder long enough to ascertain an artery hadn't been hit, and then pondered her next move.
 
   Another shot, and the car shuddered with the round's impact.
 
   The gas tank. The shooter was trying to blow the gas tank.
 
   Which is what Hammett would have done if her target was hiding behind a car.
 
   It was a bizarre feeling, almost as if the sniper was reading her mind. Maybe they'd had similar training? Similar experience?
 
   Heath?
 
   Someone Isaac had sent?
 
   Whoever it was, the next thing Hammett needed to do was something neither she nor anyone who was trained to think like her would expect. What was a move no one would ever make while pinned down by a sniper?
 
   Running toward the shooter.
 
   She didn't dwell on it, because she didn't have time to. Depending on how much gas the car had in it, a well-placed round could ignite the fumes and turn her temporary shelter into a bomb. So, going on pure instinct, Hammett sprang to her feet and began to sprint in the direction the shots had come from.
 
   She could do the hundred meter dash in about thirteen seconds, the hundred and fifty in twenty. As she ran, Hammett put herself in the sniper's mind.
 
   The target is gone. Find her. What the hell, she's running right at me? Lock on. Squeeze.
 
   Hammett veered left, and sure enough a gunshot boomed from ahead, but it was a miss. She got back on track.
 
   Eject the cartridge and reload. Locate the target again. Lead her. Squeeze.
 
   A sharp turn right. Another shot. Another miss. Even better, Hammett had seen the muzzle flash, and knew where her attacker was. A van parked at the end of a street at a T intersection, back door halfway open. Less than sixty meters away, she headed toward the van.
 
   Last shot, then I have to get out of here. Eject and reload. Locate target. Squeeze.
 
   Another veer right. A shot and a miss. The side panel door slammed closed as Hammett got within twenty meters. The van was going to bolt.
 
   And go where?
 
   If Hammett had been the shooter, she would have plotted the escape route. Don't drive east into the rising sun; glare could fuck up a quick getaway. That meant west toward the harbor.
 
   So Hammett stopped chasing the van and cut west, anticipating where it would wind up. She pulled her other 1911 and beat the van up the street, skidding to a stop and firing into the front windshield at the driver.
 
   The van made a hard right, tires screeching, but it was too top-heavy and rolled. It hit its side, skidding across the pavement, and crashed into a parked car.
 
   Sirens shrieked in the distance, and at least a dozen people, on the sidewalks and in traffic, watched, slack-jawed. Ignoring them, Hammett ran to the van, going in through the rear door, crouching and ready to fire, and coming face-to-face with…
 
   Holy shit. Except for the hair, which was shorter and dyed red, and the gun, a Mauser rifle instead of two .45s, Hammett could have been looking into a mirror.
 
   Her double appeared shocked, eyes wide, mouth slightly open, which was probably how Hammett also looked. Then they both reacted, the woman bringing up her weapon, and Hammett slapping her upside the skull with one and a half kilos of 1911. 
 
   The double went down, and Hammett aimed, both fingers on both triggers.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   She swung one gun around, to the man behind her. Young, fit, yuppie in a suit on his way to some boring 9 to 5 job, stopping to help. He immediately raised his hands. Hammett saw his car parked a few meters back, a Lexus, still running. 
 
   Hammett cleared her head of all the confusion, all the questions, emptying her mind like dumping water from a glass, and immediately reverted to her training.
 
   "She's hurt," Hammett said. "Get her into the car."
 
   The guy didn't move. Hammett fired over his head.
 
   "The car!"
 
   She tucked away one gun and grabbed the rifle, The good Samaritan lifted the unconscious sniper and brought her to the Lexus. Hammett opened the rear door.
 
   "Put her in the backseat, on her stomach."
 
   He complied.
 
   "Do you have jumper cables?"
 
   "In the trunk."
 
   She considered shooting him. It was a practical thing to do, because he'd seen her up close, and he'd no doubt report the car stolen the moment she took off. But the clerk at the convenience store had seen her as well, and so had the store's surveillance cameras. Hammett was trained at keeping her head down when video was being recorded, but when the shooting started that hadn't been her main priority, and her face could have been caught on tape. It would take the authorities a while to sort everything out, but killing him would make them a lot more eager to catch her, and there were at least a dozen witnesses watching. It would be impractical to kill them all.
 
   "I need your wallet and your cell phone," Hammett said. He handed them over, looking appropriately frightened. She put his things in her jacket and pouted, sticking out her lower lip. "Don't fret, lover. Think about the story you'll be able to tell the boys back at the office."
 
   Then, on impulse, she grabbed his tie, tugged him close, and kissed him, jamming her tongue into his mouth, then shoving him backward onto his ass. She climbed into the Lexus, floored it, and took off down the street.
 
   Ten blocks later, confident she wasn't being followed, she pulled into an alley and got out. Hammett took the battery out of the man's cell phone, pocketed it again, and then got the jumper cables from the trunk. Her doppelganger was still unconscious. Hammett patted her down, finding nothing, then hogtied her with the cables, tight as she could. 
 
   She needed someplace private to think, and get some answers. Luckily it was still early morning, and the place she had in mind wouldn't be open for a few hours. Hammett did a search on her GPS, set her coordinates, and was there in six minutes.
 
   The parking lot was empty; a good sign. Hammett pulled up to the front door, noting the open and closing times. Assuming an employee got here an hour before opening, she still had plenty of time to get some questions answered. Driving around back, Hammett let herself into the building using the tire iron in the trunk of the Lexus. Once she opened the door, she was greeted by an explosion of welcome noise.
 
   Barking.
 
   Hi, puppies.
 
   Hammett went back to the car, heaved up the sniper in a fireman's carry, and took her into the shelter. She found the shower area where the animals were given their flea baths, and set the woman down on the concrete floor, near the drain. Part of her wanted to go exploring, pet some dogs and cats, maybe feed a few. Perhaps she would, when she finished the interrogation. Right now, she had to figure out what her twin knew.
 
   Hammett used several leashes to better bind her intended victim then searched the office cabinets for pet meds, finding a cache. She did a quick cleaning of her shoulder wound, judged it didn't require stitches, and taped on a bandage. Then Hammett kept searching meds until she found the supply of epinephrine. Dogs and cats, like people, sometimes suffered from anaphylaxis and needed cardiac resuscitation, and the Epipen worked similarly for all mammals. It took three shots to wake the woman up, and when she roused, she threw up all over the floor.
 
   Hammett used the hose attached to the wall to wash the vomit away, giving her enemy a cold soaking at the same time. Then she shut off the water, sat on her haunches, and stared at the woman.
 
   The resemblance was startling. 
 
   "You know how this works," Hammett said. "I ask you questions and hurt you if I don't get the answers."
 
   The woman cleared her throat and spat, then said, "Who are you?"
 
   Hammett shook her head. "You're confused. I'm the one who asks the questions."
 
   Hammett reached over to the sniper's bound hands, stretched out one of her fingers, and bent it until it snapped.
 
   The woman screamed. Dogs howled.
 
   "Did you get plastic surgery to look like me?"
 
   The sniper looked at her, defiant. "No. I was going to ask you the same thing."
 
   "The only work I've had done are these," Hammett patted her breasts.
 
   " They look good."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "I always wondered what I'd look like with bigger tits. I guess now I know."
 
   This had to be one of the more surreal interrogations Hammett had ever conducted. Like asking questions of herself in the mirror. "Why do you look like me?"
 
   "I don't know. I've got as many questions as you do."
 
   "But I'm asking the questions."
 
   "Fine. You've established that. So will you let me tell you something rather than asking?"
 
   "Technically that was a question, but go ahead."
 
   "I was adopted."
 
   Hammett had also been adopted. Could the sniper really be her sister?
 
   Now it made more sense why Heath thought they knew each other. He'd banged this woman in Vegas, and had confused Hammett for her.
 
   "Who sent you?" Hammett asked.
 
   The woman hesitated, then said, "We're obviously related. And by the way you came at me, I'm guessing we had similar training. If so, you know I've been trained to resist interrogation for as long as possible, because I know when it's over I'll be killed. But something isn't right here. You're obviously my sister, or a clone. And I don't know why I was sent to kill you."
 
   "Who sent you?"
 
   "I'm Clancy. I work for a government organization called Hydra. I was sent by my handler, who I never met. He's just a voice on the phone. Codename: Isaac."
 
   It was a lot for Hammett to absorb. This woman—probably related—had the same training and worked for the same group.
 
   "Who trained you?" Hammett asked.
 
   "He didn't have a name. I knew him as The Instructor."
 
   Curiouser and curiouser. "How did you know where to find me?"
 
   "I arrived in San Diego yesterday. Isaac called, gave me your location at the rental car place. I followed you to the shop."
 
   "What were your orders?"
 
   "Sanction, with extreme prejudice. But I was told to stay at least a hundred meters away at all times. Now I know why."
 
   Because up close, you'd realize you were killing your sister. 
 
   Targets didn't have faces or features through a scope. They were just walking bullseyes. But Isaac was apparently worried about a face-to-face meet. 
 
   Hammett asked more questions, and Clancy answered. When there was nothing left to say, Hammett took the scalpel from her pocket and did what she needed to do.
 
    
 
   "It's only called a safe house when it's safe," The Instructor said. "If it isn't, flee."
 
    
 
   The flight to Atlanta had cost six hundred bucks. But Clancy, like Hammett, sewed money into the seams of her clothing, and Hammett had enough for the plane ticket, a mediocre airport Denver omelet, and taxi fare to her safe house in Buckhead, with a bit left over.
 
   Knowing her former employer was gunning for her made Hammett edgy, and returning to one of her safe houses was a risky move. But there was only one way to call off the hit—kill Isaac. Even if he wanted a truce, she'd never trust the bastard again. But Hammett didn't know where Isaac was, or even who Isaac was. Only one person in the world, other than Isaac, had that information.
 
   The Instructor.
 
   Of course, like Isaac, The Instructor was also an enigma. Or so he thought. Because Hammett had figured out how to find The Instructor. 
 
   The problem was that the key to finding him was at her Atlanta safe house. And there was a high likelihood Isaac had a reception planned for her when she arrived.
 
   Hammett had the cab drop her off two blocks from her address, in front of a drug store. Inside she bought a Braves baseball cap, a windbreaker, a box cutter, and some cheap mirror sunglasses, and a Chipwich, since she'd been gypped out of the last one back in San Diego.
 
   She put on the hat and glasses, and while eating the ice cream she took a circuitous path to her apartment, spiraling in one block at a time, taking everything in. She pretended to be talking into her stolen cell phone while she walked, stopping often to yell nonsense into it while she was actually checking out parked cars, open windows, and people on the street. When Clancy failed to check in, that would raise red flags with Isaac. If he was smart—and all indications pointed to him being just that—he'd send a team this time instead of a lone hitter. So besides paying attention to singles, Hammett also focused on pairs. 
 
   Was that really two guys arguing sports, or were they killers waiting for her to show up? 
 
   Was  that couple holding hands really married, or were they on the lookout? 
 
   This type of recon was slow and arduous, but in the cat and mouse game the odds were better if you played the cat. Hammett wanted to spot them before they spotted her, and that meant taking her time and being careful. But even as careful as she was being, she almost missed it.
 
   Just fifty meters in front of her house, standing at the bus stop across the street; a woman, wearing jeans and a white poncho wrap which made her upper body shapeless, a floppy sunhat, and sunglasses.
 
   Reflective sunglasses, just like Hammett wore.
 
   The woman spotted Hammett a moment after Hammett spotted her. They stared at each other for a moment as cars passed between them. Hammett knew this woman was after her, knew she was armed, and wished she'd had a more substantial weapon than a drugstore box cutter, having ditched her guns before boarding the flight. She had a weapon cache on the other side of town, in a safe deposit box in a bank in Five Points, but her ID for that box was in her safe house. Bringing a box cutter to a gunfight was just plain stupid, and Hammett was considering sprinting away when the woman did something unusual. She shrugged, held out her palms, and mouthed, "What are you doing?"
 
   Almost as if she recognizes me. Does she think I'm Clancy?
 
   Clancy had spilled her guts about many things during their time together, but she hadn't mentioned working with another female assassin. 
 
   The woman in the poncho began to cross the street, but Hammett didn't detect any threat in her gait or posture. Hammett matched her nonchalant stance, and was grateful she had the sunglasses on because as the women neared, Hammett got even more confused.
 
   This woman looks exactly like me.
 
   She immediately wondered if it was Clancy, but that was impossible. 
 
   Which meant this had to be yet another twin. 
 
   Make that triplets.
 
   Hydra.
 
   Hammett considered the name of her secret government organization. A hydra was a mythical Greek dragon with seven heads. Why seven? Could Hydra have actually trained seven identical women to be operatives?
 
   Hammett bit the inside of her cheek, hard enough to draw blood, and let some dribble down her lips. When the twin approached, Hammett dropped to one knee, feigning an injury. A moment later she was being helped up and led to a car parked on the corner, a Chevy rental. The woman helped Hammett into the passenger seat, then got behind the wheel and buckled up.
 
   "Hit me from behind," Hammett said.
 
   "Isaac said she was good. Did you finish her?"
 
   Hammett nodded and then coughed, spattering the windshield with blood.
 
   "Where are you hit?"
 
   "Hospital," Hammett mumbled.
 
   The woman pulled into traffic. "When did you change your clothes?"
 
   Hammett had the box cutter to her neck a heartbeat later.
 
   "Drive cautiously, no sudden movements."
 
   The woman stayed calm. "You're not Ludlum."
 
   Hammett patted her down, took a Glock 17 from under her poncho, a cell phone, and a Zippo lighter. She did a quick pull of the Glock's slide  to make sure it was loaded, then pressed that into the woman's armpit. "No. I'm, Hammett, your target."
 
   The woman began to laugh. "Hammett? As in Dashiell?"
 
   "Yeah. And your partner's name is Ludlum? I assume after Robert."
 
   "Makes sense. Whoever created Hydra must have liked thriller writers. I'm Forsyth. As in Fredrick, who wrote Day of the Jackal."
 
   Hammett thought of Clancy. Tom Clancy. Their codenames were all spy authors.
 
   "Where do you want me to drive?"
 
   "Turn up here."
 
   "Right? On Alberta?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "You look exactly like me and Ludlum. You're our sister."
 
   Hammett didn't reply.
 
   "So what did you do for blood?" Forsyth asked. She seemed much calmer than Clancy had been. Then again, she wasn't hogtied and having her fingers broken. "Bite the inside of your cheek? I used a variation on that trick once, in Istanbul. Spit the blood in a man's eye to blind him."
 
   "Where is Ludlum?"
 
   Forsyth made a right turn, her driving slow and steady. "We split up two hours ago. Supposed to text each other whenever someone enters your apartment."
 
   "She's covering the back."
 
   A nod. "If it matters, when we took this job we didn't know you were our sister. We wouldn't have taken it if we'd known."
 
   "But when you got close enough to me, you would have figured it out."
 
   "We weren't supposed to get close. Orders. We rigged your apartment with C-4."
 
   "Sensor?"
 
   "No. We were told you were good enough to spot it. Manual detonation, once you went in."
 
   Hammett hadn't found a detonator on Forsyth. "The cell phone? Dial a bomb?"
 
   "No. The lighter. Don't open it unless you want your place destroyed."
 
   "Wouldn't want that. I've got thousands invested in my clothes."
 
   Forsyth looked at Hammett, then began to laugh. Hammett had said it because she'd sewn hundred dollar bills into every outfit, and apparently Forsyth did the same and got the joke.
 
   "How are you supposed to know when I entered the apartment?" Hammett was curious. Her window shades were drawn, the lights off. She'd been planning on slipping in and out in less than thirty seconds."
 
   "Ludlum has a scancorder."
 
   Hammett had heard of scancorders. They were allegedly devices that used microwaves and Doppler radar to detect a human heartbeat from many meters away, including through walls and concrete. Developed in the private sector to search for earthquake victims in rubble, the military applications were obvious.
 
   "I didn't think those existed yet," Hammett said.
 
   "Officially, they don't. Unofficially, they're cool as hell."
 
   She was chatty for someone about to die. Maybe it had to do with working with a partner for a few years. Hammett had always been a lone wolf. She preferred it that way.
 
   "Have you and Ludlum always worked together?"
 
   "Only for the past three years."
 
   "Recruited by The Instructor?"
 
   Another nod. "You're Hydra, too?"
 
   Hammett stayed quiet. 
 
   "Why does Isaac want you dead?" Forsyth asked.
 
   "I had some personal business to attend to. He considered it going rogue."
 
   "Isaac's an asshole."
 
   That was an understatement. It was also personal. If Forsyth had Hammett's training, she'd been taught to offer nothing. Yet both Clancy and Forsyth had given up a lot of intel with very little persuasion. Was it their hope Hammett wouldn't kill them, because they looked alike and were trying to bond?
 
   Or did they actually feel a bond?
 
   Hammett had felt something like a bond with Heath. Enough of one to not kill him when she probably should have. But she didn't know what it was like to chat with a sister. Without wanting to, Hammett thought of her terrible childhood, and suddenly felt an urge to ask Forsyth about hers. Had she had decent parents, rather than a psycho? Friends? Normal relationships?
 
   Hammett had spent her high school prom beating a rival gang member to death with a bike chain, which probably wasn't something many seventeen year old girls could claim. What would it have been like to grow up normal?
 
   "Mathieson is coming up. Left or right?" Forsyth asked.
 
   "Neither. Pull into the next alley, where you call your sister and tell her to bring the bomb in my apartment."
 
   "She won't listen. She'll know I've been compromised."
 
   Hammett knew she could force Forsyth to make the call, but the problem remained. Any weird calls from Forsyth, and Ludlum would be on alert, and much harder to subdue. Besides, even with a weapon, it wasn't easy to maintain control over one person, let alone two. Especially when both had training. Even as Forsyth drove, seemingly at ease, Hammett could see the wheels turning in her sister's head, plotting how to get out of this situation.
 
   The smart move would be to kill Forsyth, impersonate her, and get close enough to Ludlum to kill her as well. 
 
   "You'll need help eliminating Isaac," Forsyth said, no doubt trying to remain essential while knowing her minutes were numbered. "Ludlum and I can help. We've been thinking about leaving Hydra for a while. If Isaac is a hard target, a team will have better odds. Do you still want me to pull into an alley? There's one behind the Quickie Dry Cleaning."
 
   Something pinged in Hammett's brain. The things Forsyth said among the banter. 
 
   Right? On Alberta? Mathieson is coming up. Quickie Dry Cleaning.
 
   Forsyth was telling Ludlum their location.
 
   Hammett grabbed Forsyth's scalp by the hair, checked the right ear, then yanked her head over and checked the left, finding the earpiece.
 
   Shit. They'd been in constant contact, and Ludlum had heard everything. Hammett needed to—
 
   Forsyth made a grab for the gun at the same time she hit the brakes. Hammett bounced off the dashboard, still gripping the Glock. Forsyth—who'd been smart enough to not only play Hammett, but to also put on her seatbelt—wrenched Hammett's wrist and made her drop the gun, which bounced onto the floor of the Chevy. 
 
   Hammett drove an elbow into her twin's nose, breaking it, and then head-butted her in the temple. Human beings had evolved to take head-on punishment well, but they didn't do so good when hit in the side. Hammett's head was fine, but Forsyth's brain smacked the inside of her skull, bringing instant unconsciousness. 
 
   Forsyth's body went slack, and the car began to roll, picking up speed as it went down an incline toward the intersection. Hammett was reaching for the passenger door when the Chevy rear-ended the trailer of a semi-truck at the stoplight.
 
   Both airbags exploded, pinning Hammett in her seat. The white propellant powder hung in the air like smoke, clogging Hammett's nostril and burning her lungs. She found the handle, shoved the door open, and plopped into the street on all fours—
 
   —just as a gun was pressed to the back of her skull.
 
   "Hello, Sis. Face down on the street. Now."
 
   Disoriented from the car ride, Hammett still couldn't help but wonder why Ludlum hadn't killed her immediately. Not that she planned to complain. 
 
   Hammett raised her hands as if surrendering, and then executed a move she'd practiced so often it was practically automatic; she knocked the gun away from her head with her right hand and caught it in both, twisted her body while pointing it away, and pulled Ludlum to the street, face-first.
 
   Ludlum tried to roll onto her side as they wrestled for the weapon, but Hammett had leverage, and strength, and kept applying pressure until her sister's grip gave and the gun fell to the ground.
 
   Hammett searched for it, then catching movement in her peripheral vision, she bunched her shoulder to take a kick that was meant for her head.
 
   Forsyth. That was the problem with knocking someone out. Eventually they woke up.
 
   Hammett rolled smoothly to her feet and reached into her belt for the box cutter. A kick caught her in the side. The cutter skittered across the pavement.
 
   "You chipped a tooth," Forsyth said, fists in front of her and shuffling on the balls of her feet. "And I thought we were bonding so well."
 
   Movement to her left. Ludlum, scrambling for the dropped gun. Hammett did a quick cartwheel, kicked the Glock away, and hit Ludlum with a right cross.
 
   Ludlum blocked, then tried a leg sweep, which Hammett jumped over. She looked right, saw Forsyth moving in, muay thai style. To her left, Ludlum adopted a tae-kwon-do back L-stance.
 
   "You girls want to surrender?" Hammett asked.
 
   They attacked as one, Forsyth with a flying elbow, Ludlum with a side spinning kick. If they'd both connected, Hammett would have been knocked horizontal. But Hammett threw herself into a back handspring, coming up on her feet in time to block a right cross and a spin kick. She backpedaled, ass hitting the rental car, and turned sideways just as Forsyth smashed her foot through the passenger window. Hammett scooped the woman up, WWE style, and bodyslammed her onto the pavement.
 
   Ludlum threw a knee at Hammett's face, but Hammett dropped and shoved upward, sending Ludlum soaring overhead. Then she moved to stomp on Forsyth's head, but Forsyth was already kipping up to her feet. Hammett lashed out with her palm, clipping Forsyth in the chin, and then dropped down on all fours to search for the Glock. It had been kicked under the rental car, far out of reach. 
 
   Time to run.
 
   Getting back to her feet, Hammett sprinted toward the truck Forsyth's car had rammed into. The driver was standing outside of his open door, mouth agape as he stared at the spectacle. She rushed him, clipped him under the jaw, and then swung herself up into the cab of his semi and locked the doors. Then she studied the control console. 
 
   No keys. The driver had taken his keys from the ignition before getting out. 
 
   Hammett checked both side mirrors, saw Forsyth approaching on the right, and Ludlum on the left. Ludlum had found her gun.
 
   Hammett quickly searched the cab for a weapon, but there were too many shelves and compartments and boxes. Eyes scanning upward, she saw a skylight on the roof, the windows hinged to double as an emergency exit. Hammett climbed onto the bed, undid the locks, and pulled herself up. 
 
   Three shots rang out, and Hammett leapt from the cab to the top of the trailer, sighting a white city bus that was heading toward them.
 
   Parkour time.
 
   Hammett put on a burst of speed, trying to judge where the bus would be when she made her leap, knowing it was going to be tight, flinging herself into the air as bullets tore past, sailing into open air with the street four meters below her, and landing on the roof of the bus as it passed.
 
   Hammett stuck the landing, but the bus's speed knocked her sideways, and she began to tumble toward the edge. She splayed out her arms and legs, stopping the roll but not the momentum, and skidded on her chest until she reached the side, her head peeking over just before she stopped.
 
   Hammett watched the road whiz past for a moment, caught her breath, and then inched away from the edge. She turned back around to look for Forsyth and Ludlum, and spotted them climbing into the semi. Hammett frowned, watching as Forsyth started the truck. Apparently she'd found the keys.
 
   Hammett got onto her knees, sighting ahead. Open road, no traffic lights for a few blocks. She looked back at her sisters, and the semi was now in pursuit. Ludlum, gun in hand, crawled out of the cab skylight.
 
   She needed to get off the bus.
 
   "Hey!" Hammett banged on the roof, hoping to get the driver's attention. At the rear, she began to crawl toward the front, slapping the aluminum roof as she went. She had no idea if the bus driver could hear her, but she kept her center of gravity low in case he did and hit the brakes.  
 
   Another pop of a gunshot, and a round buried itself in the side of the bus. The semi roared up alongside.
 
   As she'd done with Clancy, Hammett put herself in her adversaries' minds. They would get close and try to shoot her. If that didn't work, their next move would be to stop the bus, either by pulling in front of it, killing the driver, or blowing the tires. They'd expect Hammett to try to jump off the bus when it slowed down, or get inside.
 
   What wouldn't they expect?
 
   They wouldn't expect Hammett, outnumbered and outgunned, to attack.
 
   Springing up from a crouch, Hammett ran across the roof of the bus and jumped, launching herself face-first at the oncoming semi, arms outstretched Superman-style, sailing over the gap between the two vehicles. Ludlum frantically emptied her magazine, wide-eyed with obvious surprise, her shots failing to connect. Hammett sailed over Ludlum, hitting the trailer on her chest. Hammett bounced, feeling the wound in her shoulder tear open, rolling right off the other side but managing to grab onto the upper side rail with one hand.
 
   As she hung there on the side of the semi-trailer, the street beneath her blurring past at forty miles an hour, the adrenaline kicking so hard she felt her heart would burst, Hammett had a brief, terrible moment of self-reflection.
 
   She didn't wonder what led her to this point. She didn't regret all the horrifying, unjustifiable things she'd done. She didn't wish it all had gone differently. Instead, as she hung there, she had a single, overpowering urge. 
 
   She wanted to set the entire fucking world on fire.
 
   Except for the puppies and kitties.
 
   Gritting her teeth, she forced all the pain, all the anger and hatred and fury, into pulling herself  back up onto the trailer.
 
   Ludlum stood over her aiming the Glock at her midsection, ready to pull the trigger, but Hammett didn't care. If Ludlum shot her, it would only piss her off even more.
 
   The truck began to slow down, edging for the side of the street. Hammett clenched her fists , stood, and faced her sister.
 
   "Don't move! Hands up!"
 
   Hammett put her hands up—holding her fists in front of her, ready to box the shit out of this twin bitch.
 
   Incredibly, Ludlum didn't shoot. Instead, she holstered the gun inside her jacket and spread her palms out. An odd move, considering Hammett was going to rip off her face and feed it to her. She'd heard of a serial killer that made people eat their own faces, and the rage she felt warranted something that extreme. 
 
   "Easy, Hammett." Ludlum took a step back. "We don't have to do this."
 
   "Yes," Hammett said. "We do."
 
   In Hammett's adult years, she couldn't recall ever being scared. She'd been surprised before (it happened often in this biz), worried (once when she'd taken a shih tzu who'd eaten a whole bag of Halloween chocolate to a vet), and resigned to death (the by-product of several enhanced interrogations). But Hammett gave up fear when she gave up playing with dolls. So it was odd to see fear on Ludlum's face, a face that looked exactly like her own. 
 
   "Pussy," Hammett snarled.
 
   Then she attacked.
 
   Ludlum was excellent. She blocked the first salvo of punches and kicks, and even managed to send a few back. 
 
   But Hammett was better than excellent. The Instructor had told Hammett that, pound for pound, she was the second best mixed martial arts combatant he'd ever taught, including men in her weight class. She kept attacking until Ludlum had no choice but to cover up, and then Hammett pummeled the woman down to her knees.
 
   Sometime during the fight the truck had parked, and Forsyth appeared on the trailer top.
 
   She also looked scared.
 
   "Control your fear," Hammett said, quoting The Instructor. "If you don't, you'll die." Then Hammett added a bit of her own wisdom. "But it doesn't matter. You're going to die anyway."
 
   Forsyth held her ground, adopting a kung fu stance, Shandong praying mantis style. 
 
   Hammett didn't bother with styles. She just walked up and beat the holy hell out of her. Hitting and kicking and striking until Forsyth fell to her knees.
 
   "We can work together," Forsyth said, her face already beginning to swell up like Rocky Balboa's at the end of the first movie.
 
   Hammett gripped her hair, pulling her head back to expose her neck. Then she raised her fist to shatter her windpipe.
 
   Suddenly, Ludlum was on her back. And she'd cinched the neck lock, squeezing her biceps to cut off the flow of blood to Hammett's brain.
 
   Hammett spun, but Ludlum clung on. Hammett's vision became narrower, darker, as her consciousness seeped away, and her last thought was these women better kill her because there would be hell to pay if they didn't.
 
    
 
   "Learn to tell the difference between friends and enemies," The Instructor said. "And understand that friends can become enemies, and enemies can become friends." 
 
    
 
   Hammett woke up with her wrists zip-tied behind her and her legs lashed together with—of all things—jumper cables. 
 
   She was being lowered into the semi cab, and as she began to struggle her oppressors dropped her into the sleeping compartment and onto the mattress. Hammett continued to thrash, trying to get out of her bonds, and then one of her sisters was sitting on her.
 
   "Easy. We want to talk."
 
   Hammett went limp. "So talk."
 
   "You're our sister."
 
   "Or your clone. I wouldn't put it past our government."
 
   It was broken-nosed Forsyth talking, her voice sounding a bit nasal, as if she had a cold. "Either way, we have a connection. We shouldn't be fighting. I learned that when I met Ludlum."
 
   "We've all had the same training," Ludlum said. "We've all been through the same shit. And now we're being exploited."
 
   "Think of the money we could make if we went freelance," said Forsyth.
 
   "I don't need money," Hammett said.
 
   "Money or not, do you like being Uncle Sam's bitch? At his constant beck and call, doing whatever he orders us to do?"
 
   Hammett did not. But she kept silent.
 
   "Before I met Ludlum," Forsyth said, "I felt like I'd been running on automatic pilot. I did what I was trained to do, and what I was told to do. But things have changed a lot. You've heard how misery loves company? Being exceptional also loves company."
 
   "We were two before," Ludlum said. "With you, we're three."
 
   "Four," Hammett said, figuring she could play these cards until she was dealt a better hand. "There's another one of us named Clancy. She tried to kill me in San Diego."
 
   "Another identical sister?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   And Clancy, like Ludlum and Forsyth, had apparently bought into this sisterhood bullshit. Genuinely bought into it. 
 
   "Where is she?"
 
   "Still in Cali," Hammett said, straight-faced. "Recovering from the beating I gave her."
 
   "But you didn't kill her."
 
   "No."
 
   "So you feel it, too."
 
   Hammett didn't feel anything. But she recognized a potential asset when it appeared before her.
 
   "Sure I feel it," Hammett lied. "Now untie me."
 
   Forsyth and Ludlum exchanged a glance. And then—incredibly—they untied her.
 
   Ludlum climbed off, sitting next to her, and Hammett felt like this had become some bizarre teenage slumber party. What was next? Pillow fights and talking about boys they crushed on?
 
   Then Hammett felt a gun press into her side. Apparently there were still some trust issues to overcome.
 
   "Can you contact Clancy?"
 
   "Yes. Do you really have my apartment rigged with C-4?"
 
   " Why does it matter?"
 
   "Do you two really want to be free of Isaac and Hydra?"
 
   They nodded as one.
 
   "I can find The Instructor. He can tell us where Isaac is. But I need to get into my apartment."
 
   "Call Clancy," Forsyth said, holding out a cell phone. "If she answers, we'll believe you."
 
   Hammett glanced at the phone, then glanced at the gun in her side, and immediately realized what she had to do.
 
    
 
   "The best defense is a good offense," The Instructor said. "People can't defend themselves when they're dead."
 
    
 
   Hammett recovered a computer hard drive from her safe house in Buckhead—without blowing up.
 
   Written on the HDD was the end result of a blunt force attack on the databases of the NCIC, DoD, CIA, SSA, and NSA. A year ago, while in a vulnerable state and realizing that someday she might need to seek out The Instructor—perhaps to enlist his help, or perhaps to kill him—Hammett had worked for dozens of hours with a police sketch artist, and the best facial reconstruction software, to recreate his face in portrait and profile. Then she used a recognition program to manually scan millions of pictures on various government websites, in order to get a match.
 
   The Instructor had done a good job to hide his tracks, but no one can hide completely. Hammett had known she'd found him, but had never looked at the information. This was a safeguard; if interrogated, she truly had no information about The Instructor. But now that she needed to contact him to find Isaac, she was willing to forsake plausible deniability and initiate contact.
 
   But, coincidentally, she didn't have to. Because the moment Hammett walked into her apartment, the phone rang.
 
   Then again, She knew damn well it wasn't a coincidence at all.
 
   "You know who this is," The Instructor said when she picked up the phone. "I take it you know about the others like you."
 
   "I've met three. Why didn't you tell me?"
 
   "That decision was above my pay grade."
 
   "Are there others?
 
   "Seven of you, total."
 
   Seven. Just like the seven headed hydra from ancient Greece.
 
   "Are we sisters?"
 
   The Instructor chuckled, also out of character for him. "Yes. Did you think you were clones?"
 
   Hammett had heard about a secret government program that involved cloning, but she let the subject drop.
 
   "I also met an operative named Heath."
 
   "I sent him to help you. He says you repaid him by almost bashing his skull in."
 
   "I did more than that," Hammett said, recalling their lovemaking.
 
   "He didn't seem to be complaining. So you know, I tried to call off Isaac. But my political influence isn't what it once was. However, I have a plan to get that influence back."
 
   Here we go. The real reason of his call.
 
   "Let me guess. I'm you're plan."
 
   "You no longer work for Isaac. You work for me."
 
   "Maybe I don't want to work for anybody."
 
   "If that's the case, this will be the last time we ever speak, and I wish you a long and happy life."
 
   It was so incongruous to anything he'd ever said before, Hammett found herself at a loss for words. 
 
   "I can't do anything until I find Isaac," she said, after finding her voice.
 
   "I know. And I'm willing to give him to you."
 
   "But there's a price."
 
   "There's always a price. But this one you shouldn't mind. You eliminate Isaac, and then work for me. And I give you something you've always wanted."
 
   She made a face. "What's that? A house with a white picket fence, two point five kids, a dog, and a husband who works at a brokerage firm?"
 
   "I know you hate the world. It's what makes you the best operative I ever trained. How about global annihilation?"
 
   "I'm listening."
 
   “I have a plan, Hammett. A plan to change the course of the United States, and ultimately, all of civilization. It won't be an easy task. Millions will have to die first."
 
   Hammett didn't need to hear more. He had her at millions will have to die.
 
   "I'm in."
 
   "This won't be an easy one, Hammett. Isaac is a hard target. He lives in a fortress, armed guards and attack dogs, the latest in security. Plus he just assigned himself a new bodyguard. Her name is Follett. She's also your sister."
 
   "Is she good?"
 
   "Very good."
 
   "Does she know she's protecting Isaac?"
 
   "I don't believe so. As far as I know, Isaac hasn't revealed himself to anyone."
 
   "So… who is Isaac?"
 
   "Someone you've heard of. That's why his death has to appear to be from natural causes. You can't go in all guns blazing, because there would be consequences. No foul play. No interrogation."
 
   "How about he just disappears?"
 
   "Trust me. You don't want the Secret Service following the trail back to you."
 
   "Why would they be involved?"
 
   "Because Isaac is the senior senator from Illinois, and the Democratic majority leader.  Samuel Burling."
 
    
 
   "A chain is as strong as its weakest link," The Instructor said. "A good team has no weak links."
 
    
 
   Seventy-six hours later, Hammett sat at the kitchenette, pouring over the blueprints to Burling's mansion while Clancy—broken finger in a splint—snipped away at Hammett's hair with the skill of a master stylist. 
 
   The four Hydra sisters were in Ludlum's safe house, an apartment in the Illinois city of Aurora. Ludlum and Forsyth were on the sofa, surveillance photos spread across the coffee table before them. They'd spent the last two days getting intel on Burling's residence in nearby Naperville, and had gotten some long lens shots of his property from various angles, along with recent satellite photos, and Secret Service and guard details and routines. Clancy had also hacked into the database of the company that had installed Burling's burglar alarm and security system.
 
   "He's got cameras everywhere except the bathrooms," Forsyth said. "Paranoid little bastard."
 
   "Then we hit him in the bathroom," Hammett said. "Did we get the coke?"
 
   "Meeting a dealer tonight," Ludlum answered.
 
   "Kill him when it's done. No loose ends," Hammett told her. "How about the wand, cameras, and earpieces?"
 
   "Also tonight," Forsyth said. "Burling's security detail routinely scans for radio transmissions, but these will run on an encrypted WiFi network, through a laptop. But even with boosters, the range is limited. You'll need to be on the grounds."
 
   "That's my problem," Hammett said. "I'll deal with it."
 
   "Burling has two armed men on premises. One guarding his room. One at the gatehouse.  Two roaming. Plus Burling has a dog. Pit bull. Maimed an electrician visiting the house last year. Burling's people covered it up, paid the guy off so the media didn't find out. It's a killer, Hammett."
 
   "That's my problem," Hammett repeated. "I'll deal with it."
 
   But that wasn't her only problem. Hammett glanced at the counter, at the picture of her sister Follett, her hair cut into a Louise Brooks-style 1920s bob, complete with bangs and side curls, taken yesterday while reconnoitering the estate. According to The Instructor, Follett was the only student who scored higher than Hammett in hand-to-hand combat. Also according to The Instructor, Follett was to be recruited, not killed.
 
   That wouldn't be easy. But Hammett had been tinkering around with an electronic device that could help get her close, and if she refused to be persuaded Hammett would also be bringing a Taser X26.
 
   The only thing left for them to do was finish the haircuts, get the drugs and gear, and steal a cab.
 
   "The guards switch at two am," Hammett said. "That's when we'll hit him."
 
   She turned her head to look at Forsyth, and felt the pinch of Clancy's scissors as they poked her ear. Hammett met Clancy's eyes, watched them widen.
 
   She saw fear. And she liked it.
 
   For the past three days, Hammett had been watching her sisters bond. A trend that would likely continue once Follett joined them. And although Hammett joined the conversation occasionally, she mostly felt like a visitor at a zoo, watching strange animals interact behind a thick wall of Plexiglas.
 
   These women had her training, and were very good at what they did. But Hammett viewed their need for camaraderie and acceptance as something odd, something foreign. She didn't feel a part of their clique.
 
   Seeing the fear in Clancy, Hammett understood why.
 
   Hammett wasn't their equal.
 
   Hammett was their superior. 
 
   As Machiavelli said, it is easier to rule with fear than love.
 
   "Careful, Sis," Hammett said. "Remember, I'm doing you next."
 
   Clancy stiffened, no doubt imagining the ramifications. Then she nodded and went back to work, her hands having developed a slight tremor.
 
   Hammett hid her smile. If she couldn't bond with her sisters, she'd at least enjoy terrifying them.
 
    
 
   "All good plans anticipate factors down to the smallest detail," The Instructor said. "But even the best laid plans go astray."
 
    
 
   Clancy drove the quartet half a kilometer away from Burling's estate, and dropped Hammett and Ludlum off alongside a copse of trees that lined the private street. Then she continued to take the stolen taxi cab up to the front gate, dropped Forsyth off, and did a U-turn to come back around.
 
   The night was cool, dark, quiet. It smelled like the Midwest suburbs, a unique mix of woodsy and urban.
 
   Ludlum set up her scancorder, the Doppler radar part similar to a handheld bullhorn, and pointed it at Hammett to get a base reading on her heartrate. 
 
   Hammett logged into the encrypted WiFi on her laptop, and three video images came up, each taking a third of the screen. Besides the suppressed 9mm Beretta ankle carries, each of her sisters wore a silver brooch on their Anne Klein jacket. The brooches hid pinhole cameras and microphones, battery powered and transceiving via a dongle. Coupled with the earpiece she wore, Hammett could see what they saw and hear what they heard. They began to walk toward the guard house, moving close to the fence and out of sight, Hammett keeping one eye on the road, the other on the laptop.
 
   "Hey, I know you." Forsyth played drunk like a pro as she stumbled up to the guard's gate.  "You in the mood to party, cowboy?" 
 
   Forsyth held a half-full whiskey bottle out to the guard. They'd watched the shift change two minutes ago, using field glasses from a hilly vantage point a kilometer away, and it was unlikely the guard had even settled in yet. He was a young guy, under thirty, fit and trim in his rent-a-cop uniform. One of Burling's private troops, not Secret Service. 
 
   "You know I can't drink on duty."
 
   The man shrugged and smiled, and in the light of the guard post Hammett noticed a gold wedding band on his left hand.
 
   "I've had plenty to drink," Forsyth slurred and leaned against the booth's open window.
 
   "I can see that."
 
   "I'm not really in the mood for more. You want to know what I am in the mood for?" Forsyth opened her coat and started fiddling with the buttons on her blouse. The lapel of her jacket blocked the camera's view, leaving Hammett with nothing but audio. 
 
   "I'm in the mood to get naked, that's what I'm in the mood for." Forsyth said, answering her own question.
 
   "I'm sorry, Ma'am, but you need to keep your clothes on."
 
   "Is that a rule?"
 
   "I'm afraid it is."
 
   "Looks like I broke it." She giggled. "And look at this. I broke it again!"
 
   "Please, put your clothes…"
 
   "Oh, come on. Don't be such a stick in the –" Forsyth giggled, and judging from the bobble of the camera, she stumbled. "Oh, no."
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "Oh…."
 
   Hammett heard the sound of a door opening, then more ruffling of Forsyth's jacket and a flash of a uniformed chest.
 
   "Oh, wow," Forsyth cooed. "You really are a stick. But not in the mud."
 
   "Ma'am, I'm…"
 
   "I'll say."
 
   "…married."
 
   The sound of a zipper and jingle of a belt buckle.
 
   "Does your wife do this to you?"
 
   "Ma'am, please."
 
   "Oh, I aim to please."
 
   "I can't…"
 
   "Oh, no. You can. Trust me. Look at the size of this thing."
 
   Another flash of an image, this time a bare, hairy thigh.
 
   "Let me just…."
 
   "Uhh…umm…oh my God."
 
   "Want me to stop?"
 
   "What? No. God, no."
 
   "Worried someone will see?"
 
   "Uh, yeah. Come here."
 
   The sound of a door opening and closing came over the mic, then a flurry of movement and the camera's view cleared, Forsyth having slipped out of the coat. She laid it down inside the guard house, the camera showing not only her nudity from the waist up and the guard's from the waist down, but a nice view of the security monitors behind him.
 
   With a wink directly into the camera lens, Forsyth turned back to her work.
 
   "Nice view," Hammett said into Forsyth's earpiece. Looking past the impressively-endowed guard, she focused on the three screens behind him. Each split to show a dozen different feeds, for a total of thirty six camera views. With this vantage point, Hammett knew where every exterior guard and camera was located. 
 
   Things got more complicated inside, one room looking pretty much like another. Although Hammett had committed the mansion's floor plan to her eidetic memory, the rooms on the monitors were labeled only with numbers, and as a result, she could place only the kitchen, dining room and other distinctive rooms into the map in her head. No matter. With the scancoder, they should be able to sort things out. 
 
   The only problem she could see was that Forsyth seemed to be enjoying her work a little too much.
 
   "Make it last," Hammett warned. "He's young."
 
   "Oh, yes," Forsyth said around a full mouth.
 
   Hammett glanced at her other two sisters. "Let's move."
 
   Guided by the guard house security monitor, the three chose a spot along the fence partially obscured by the branches of a large oak. They were over in seconds, landing amidst a garden on the other side.
 
   One obstacle down.
 
   At least twenty to go.
 
   She nodded to her sisters, who took position behind her, then reached into her pocket and pulled out the dog whistle. She blew it, the sound silent to the human ear, and then waited.
 
   Seconds later, the sound of running and panting reached them in the darkness.
 
   "Remember, ignore him, don't look him in the eye. We might smell enough like Follett that he'll accept us."
 
   The dog came into view. Even in the shadows, Hammett could see he was a beauty. Black, with a white throat and chest, he looked elegant yet powerful. Not one of the many pit bulls half maimed and scarred by dog fights, but a well-cared for animal with perfectly formed ears and a beautiful dished face that reminded her of an Arabian horse.
 
   He stepped close, sniffing the air.
 
   Hammett smiled, radiating control and calm, not showing her teeth. Dogs took that as a sign of aggression.
 
   Good dog. Maybe she'd take him with her after they did away with Isaac. Her lifestyle wasn't any more conducive to owning a pet than it had been when she'd dropped Rod's kitty off at the shelter, but she toyed with the idea often. Her sisters could have each other. All she needed was woman's best friend.
 
   The pit bull sniffed, then growled, low in his throat. His body went stiff.
 
   "Everyone stay still. He's going to attack."
 
   Then the animal lunged.
 
   But as fast as the dog was, Hammett was faster.
 
   She grabbed for him, instinctively going for his lower jaw, sticking her hand into his mouth holding tight, forcing it downward to keep him from biting.
 
   He settled back on his haunches, ready to give his muscled body a shake. If he did, she wouldn't be able to hold him, not even her strength and practice would save her from his teeth.
 
   He didn't get the chance. Her sisters closed in around the animal, as they'd planned. Each grasping a back leg, they lifted the solid mass of canine muscle into the air, rendering him powerless to do anything but writhe and growl.
 
   "Quiiiiitttttt," Hammett said, her voice quiet and firm. "Settle down."
 
   In her experience, dogs responded best to calm strength. Except for a rare few, dogs didn't prefer being in charge. A confident pack leader relieved them of the responsibility and made them feel secure. As luck would have it, Hammett was a natural alpha, and dogs seemed to sense it.
 
   This beautiful creature was no exception.
 
   Slowly he stopped struggling. Then he relaxed. And when Hammett nodded for her sisters to lower him to the ground, he rolled onto his back, offering his belly.
 
   Releasing his jaw, Hammett pulled a dog treat from her pocket, one of those smelly ones canines adored, and fed it to him. Then she rubbed his chest and scratched behind his ears.
 
   So far, so good.
 
   When Hammett checked the laptop, she was relieved to see that Forsyth still had the guard occupied, and she had to admit, a little impressed to see how flexible and inventive her sister was. She could also see the exterior guards were clear for the moment. 
 
   Ludlum gave Hammett the scancorder, then awaited her order.
 
   "All right, go," she told her and Clancy.
 
   Clancy and Ludlum bounded through the garden, staying among the trees. When they reached the edge, Hammett gave them another all clear, and they dashed for a small retaining wall near the house.
 
   Hunkering down beside the dog, Hammett swept the house with the scancoder and compared the findings with the security camera images from Forsyth's sex booth.
 
   Hammett opened her audio feed to both Clancy and Ludlum. "Burling is in the master bedroom and a single Secret Service agent is outside his door."
 
   "Check." Ludlum whispered.
 
   Clancy echoed.
 
   "Follett is in the next suite, door to the right of the master bedroom. She's lying down, maybe sleeping. Lights are out and I can't tell. I'm also picking up three guards. One in the kitchen, same uniform as two outside. Guy must be getting a snack. No one is in the room with the security camera feeds." Hammett double checked all the guard's positions. "Move. Now."
 
   "Affirmative," both sisters said in unison, creating a strange, stereo effect in Hammett's ears.
 
   Christ, they even all sounded exactly the same.
 
   The two ran for the house, the video feeds from their jackets bouncing with each stride. Clancy made for a patio door on the first floor, just outside a spacious living room area. Ludlum dashed to the front door. Then both of them set about picking the locks.
 
   Hammett looked back to her view of the guard house security monitor where Forsyth straddled the guard, her feet propped on either side of the L shaped desk. Head thrown back and hands gripping his shoulders, she raised and lowered herself over him, one knee blocking Hammett's view of the screen where she'd last seen the exterior guards.
 
   Hammett opened Forsyth's audio channel. "Hey, Jenna Jameson, move your damn knee."
 
   A whistle trilled from somewhere near the house. The dog responded, perking his head toward the sound and whining.
 
   Hammett glanced back at the video from Clancy and Ludlum's camera brooches. Neither was yet inside.
 
   What was taking them so long? Hammett would have been able to pick those locks five times over by now.
 
   "Sorry," she told the dog, and held his collar. Better to have the guards' attention focused on the garden than the house.
 
   When she checked the laptop again, Forsyth was leaning forward, the stud muffin guard taking care of her from behind, the monitors free and clear.
 
   Back on the lawn, the two guards stood together, probably trying to figure out what might have happened to the dog.
 
   Clancy slipped inside, then Ludlum.
 
   Hammett dug into the dirt of the garden with one hand and gently wiped the moist loam on the dog's white snout and front paws. "Sorry, buddy. But I have to give them an explanation of what you've been up to. Now not a word, okay?"
 
   He looked at her as if he understood.
 
   She released his collar, and when the next whistle came from the guards, he bounded off.
 
   Hammett returned her attention to the laptop. Clancy was visible on the security monitor. She sat with her legs stretched out on a sofa, a book in her hands. Her own video feed revealed she was reading The Hunt for Red October.
 
   Funny girl.
 
   Ludlum, on the other hand, was nowhere to be seen on the security monitor. Her own monitor showed a powder room decorated in burgundy, ivory, and gold.
 
   "Ready for you," Hammett told Forsyth.
 
   Forsyth was now standing in front of the guard, one ankle braced on his shoulder. She leaned to the side, peering around him. "That's weird."
 
   The guard continued, as if he hadn't heard a word.
 
   "I said, that's really weird," she shouted. "I'm on the security cameras, I'm in bed and reading. Those images had to be taken earlier today."
 
   Blood apparently returned to the head on top of his shoulders, and the guard untangled himself from Forsyth and spun around to look at the monitors. "Holy shit. Someone must have replaced the feed with prerecorded video, like they do in all those bank robber movies."
 
   Hammett had to smile at the movie reference. Any security system worth its money had safeguards against that. But she'd been counting on the guard's inexperience for her plan to work. Good to know she'd gambled well.
 
   "I'll bet something is just wonky with the system," Forsyth said.  
 
   He picked up a radio and hit the call button. On the security monitors, the guard snacking in the kitchen and the two outside simultaneously grabbed their radios.
 
   Hammett gave Clancy and Ludlum each a quiet, "go," and then keeping an eye on her laptop, she headed closer to the house, reaching the spot she'd chosen earlier, a greenhouse sheltered from the rest of the property by fragrant vines of Japanese hydrangea. She entered through the plastic door, the temperature inside at least fifteen degrees warmer, Hammett's nose assaulted by dozens of flower scents; roses, peonies, freesia, lavender, lilies. Less prominent were onions, garlic, peppers, mint, thyme, parsley, basil. And over everything, the smells of mulch and organic fertilizer. She placed her equipment on a tray of geraniums, and dug out her sat phone and voice modulator as she checked the others' progress.
 
   Forsyth was holding the guard's cock as if it was a leash, keeping him from leaving the booth. "Oh, come on. They can handle it. Look how close you are. It won't take long to finish."
 
   She dropped to her knees, took him into her mouth, and the guard groaned.
 
   Good answer.
 
   Clancy approached the master bedroom, the Secret Service agent giving her a nod as if he clearly recognized her as Follett. "I need to see him," she said, a slight whine in her voice.
 
   "I can't let you in."
 
   "Why don't we let Mr. Burling decide that?"
 
   "He's sleeping."
 
   "I hear a television."
 
   The agent paused, as if listening.
 
   "He's not going to like it if you keep me out. Trust me on that." Clancy played with the buttons on her blouse, clearly suggesting the reason she was there.
 
   The agent sighed, apparently knowing enough about his charge to know she was likely right about the trouble turning her away would cause.  "Okay, I'll check."
 
   Easy peasy. Her sisters were damn good. Not quite in Hammett's league, but close enough for government work.
 
   She smiled at her own joke.
 
   Ludlum was meeting the two exterior guards at the kitchen door. "What's going on?" she asked.
 
   "Someone might have spliced into the security camera cables with video of you from earlier in the day."
 
   "What? Like some caper movie?"
 
   "Yeah. We might have a breach."
 
   "Should be easy enough to tell," Ludlum said. "Let's go take a look."
 
   The three made their way down the hall where the midnight snacking guard was about to enter a code on a keypad in a reinforced steel door.
 
   "It would be tough to breach that," Ludlum said.
 
   Hammett watched the guard punch in the numbers, automatically committing them to memory. Ludlum probably had a photographic memory as well, so she could handle it if needed, but there was nothing wrong with having a back-up just in case something went wrong.
 
   They opened the door, and Ludlum and the three guards filed inside.
 
   Checking Clancy, Hammett made sure she'd gotten inside Burling's suite before she made her move. Clancy had, and she was already kissing and teasing a very interested Burling, leading him toward the bathroom.
 
   Show time.
 
   She pulled out an encrypted cell phone equipped with voice modulator, similar to the one Isaac probably used, and punched in the number The Instructor had provided.
 
   One ring.
 
   On the computer screen, Follett's dark form jolted into a sitting position. Switching on the bedside lamp with one hand, she grabbed her phone with the other and held it to her ear.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Is Mary Novak there?" Hammett said, using one of Isaac's codes, the modulator lending her voice a robotic sound almost identical to his.
 
   "I'm sorry, she's driving to Nashville for the weekend. Visiting the Opry."
 
   "The Opry is nice. My friend Paula loves it."
 
   "You have something for me?" Follett asked.
 
   "I've left a package for you."
 
   "Location?"
 
   "You'll find it in the greenhouse in the east garden. You need to pick it up now. Don't let anyone see you leave. Understand?"
 
   "Affirmative. But won't the security cameras pick me up?"
 
   "I've taken care of that problem. But you have to leave now. Use the window to avoid the Secret Service agent in the hall."
 
   "On my way."
 
   Hammett disconnected the call, figured she had at least two minutes before she needed to prepare for Follett's arrival, and then she checked her sisters' progress on the laptop. 
 
   The guard with Forsyth was on top of her and already grunting his climax. Not good. 
 
   "You have to keep him there longer," Hammett said in her sister's ear.
 
   Forsyth nodded. "That's right. That's right."
 
   If need be, Forsyth could always force the issue, knocking him unconscious, then convincing him he'd hit his head. But coupled with Burling's death, the odds of anyone believing this kid happened to have that kind of an accident on the same night were astronomical. This would be a tough enough sell as it was.
 
   Hammett glanced to the others, hoping their timing was better.
 
   The security room that Ludlum had entered was not covered by a camera, but the one on her jacket lapel showed the three guards all checking the cables and her palming a degausser wand that was half up her sleeve. Looking a little bit like a flat curling iron, the wand was powerful for its size, could scramble the security recordings in short order, wiping the hard drives. Of course, degaussing didn't actually erase data, but it changed the alignment of magnetic data storage systems so that the data itself was unrecoverable.
 
   When Ludlum was finished, there would be no record of Follett's four duplicates ever having been at the house. And if the rest of the night went as planned, and The Instructor came through on his end, no one would look deeply enough into Burling's death to realize Follett was in so many places at the same time. Especially since no one but Isaac knew who Follett really was.
 
   On the next section of the laptop screen, Clancy had stripped down to nothing but a thong and draped her jacket in order to give Hammett a good view. For a second, Hammett marveled at Clancy's body, identical to Forsyth's, identical to hers, in every detail; even down to the mole just below the nipple of her left breast.
 
   Amazing.
 
   Then she focused on that bastard Burling.
 
   The man she knew as Isaac.
 
   Completely naked but only half aroused, he looked fairly fit for a middle aged guy. He showed a few signs of his obvious zeal for partying, the broken capillaries crisscrossing his nose, a little puffiness under his eyes. But all in all, he had the waxed and groomed sheen of a metrosexual man with power.
 
   Clancy stroked his still soft length, then fashioned her lips into a pout. "I have just what you need, baby."
 
   "I'll bet you do. I have to say, you're the best bodyguard I've ever been assigned. What branch of the government did you say you worked for?"
 
   "Right now, I'm working for you. And I'm very good at my job."
 
   Hammett shook her head. How many double-cross and sexual entendres was that? Four at once? Clancy knew Burling was Isaac, and Burling thought Clancy was Follett, whom he assigned to guard himself. If it got any more complicated, it would become some sort of Shakespearean farce.
 
   Clancy grasped the necklace draping between her breasts. A small cylinder-shaped piece of amethyst, the pendant wasn't actually stone at all. She gave the end a twist, and it detached from the chain. Then she held  out the cocaine to Burling. 
 
   "This stuff is dynamite. A nice little pick me up." She toyed with him as she said the words.
 
   He screwed off the cap and pulled out the tiny spoon attached, covered in white powder. "Oh, you know what I like, don't you?"
 
   Clancy giggled, keeping her hands stroking as he snorted the cocaine into one nostril then the other.
 
   Hammett scanned the garden. No Follett, she checked Forsyth. The last thing she needed was the guard she'd been taking care of wandering around when Follett showed.
 
   Forsyth and her Romeo were sitting on the floor, Forsyth pushing her bottle of whiskey to his mouth.
 
   He finally took a few gulps then shoved her hand away. "I've got to go."
 
   "What? I didn't even get mine."
 
   "Some other time, babe."
 
   "Really? You're one of those guys? Your poor wife."
 
   "Listen, I'm sorry, but I've got to do my job."
 
   She set down the whiskey. "You're right. And your job right now is to get me off."
 
   In a flash of movement, Forsyth had the guy's back pinned to the floor. Holding his shoulders down with her feet, she lowered herself down onto his mouth.
 
   "Well," said Hammett into Forsyth's ear piece. "That's one way to shut him up." 
 
   Hammett figured she had at least another thirty seconds before Follett arrived. She aimed the scancorder to her left. One and the dog, just standing there. Maybe having a smoke. To the right—
 
   —Follett threw open the door and attacked the moment Hammett read her heartbeat, leaping through the air in a Muay Thai cobra punch. Hammett barely had time to lean back, and Follett pulled the strike and actually ran up Hammett's body like it was a tree, placing a foot on Hammett's thigh and driving a knee into her chin.
 
   Hammett tumbled backwards, knocking over a crate of vegetables and spices, the bright stars in the night sky shining through the glass roof joined by the ones swimming in her vision.
 
   She managed to roll into a crouch, reaching for the Taser X26 in her belt holster, raising it and having it immediately batted aside, coming lose from her grip and falling into a bed of flowers. Then Follett began to rain down punches.
 
   Hammett tried to catch a wrist, but Follett was too fast and too strong. Hammett went for a foot sweep, and Follett side-stepped it and then sun-kicked Hammett in the cheek.
 
   She rolled with the impact, coming to her feet, instinctively throwing a punch that hit nothing but air.
 
   "Follett, stop," Hammett said. "Paula just got back from Queens."
 
   Follett paused at the code. "Who are you? Isaac?"
 
   Hammett considered saying yes. But she hadn't been privy to the conversations Isaac had had with Follett, and didn't want to be caught in a lie.
 
   "I'm Hammett, your twin sister. The Instructor sent me. We both work for Hydra."
 
   Hammett was hit in the eyes with six hundred lumens. A tactical flashlight. 
 
   "Jesus, you look just like me."
 
   "Light off," Hammett said, shielding her face from the glare. "We don't want to attract the guard."
 
   "He knows me."
 
   "And how will he act if he sees two of you?"
 
   Follett switched off the beam. Hammett kept her hands up where Follett could see them.
 
   "I was ordered to recruit you." Hammett studied her, and didn't see her concealed carry. Which meant it was either in an ankle holster under her jeans, or tucked into her waistband at the small of her back. "Are you armed?"
 
   "Of course I'm armed. And I don't work for The Instructor."
 
   "You do now."
 
   Follett shook her head. "Isaac is my contact. If you really did have the same training I did, you know The Instructor told us to trust no one, including him."
 
   "Things have gotten complicated. Isaac has been compromised."
 
   "And I'm supposed to take your word for that?"
 
   "Not just mine. There are more of us."
 
   "Of us?"
 
   "Us. Sisters. We're septuplets."
 
   "Bullshit."
 
   Hammett's back stiffened. The defiance and mistrust she sensed in Follett were no doubt a prelude to another attack. 
 
   "Isaac was my handler, too. He tried to kill me. The Instructor is taking Hydra away from Isaac. That's what tonight is about."
 
   "Why try to recruit me here? Now? Why did you…"
 
   Hammett saw her put it all together. 
 
   "This is a sanction," Follett stated. "Are you saying Burling is Isaac?"
 
   Hammett nodded, watching closely for a change in her sister's stance.
 
   "Bullshit. He's just a senator."
 
   "He ordered you to guard him, to protect him from us. You're an assassin, Follett. We all are. How many times have you been ordered to protect a politician?"
 
   "I… I need to talk to Burling."
 
   Shit. Hammett read it in Follett's posture, heard it in her tone. She'd slept with him already. Possibly even liked him. And now an alleged twin she'd just met was going to compromise Follett's mission and challenge Follett's direct orders. Hammett immediately realized she was going to lose this argument, and that Follett was going to draw her weapon and shoot her. After all, it's what she would do if the roles were reversed.
 
   So—tempting fate for the third time in as many days—Hammett ran directly at a sister who was trying to shoot her.
 
   Follett drew like an old West gunslinger, the weapon appearing in her hand so fast Hammett didn't see the movement. But she'd anticipated it, getting into Follett's head, predicting exactly where the gun would be when it came out, striking at that spot.
 
   Hammett's fist connected with the inside of Follett's forearm, a two-knuckled blow that hit both the ulnar and median nerves. Her hand opened on reflex, and Hammett kicked the weapon away then spun around, catching Follett on the cheek with the back of her fist.
 
   Follett staggered back, putting up her hands to defend herself, and Hammett attacked her body like it was a heavy bag; left kidney, right kidney, stomach, ribs, ribs, finishing up with an uppercut. 
 
   Follett slipped the last punch, then lowered a shoulder and sprang forward, driving Hammett to the ground.
 
    Hammett was better at sparring than wrestling, and according to The Instructor, Follett was a near-unbeatable grappler. She immediately proceeded with a full mount, a maneuver Hammett recognized from Brazilian jiu-jitsu. Once in the power position, Follett immediately began to work her knees up into Hammett's armpits, ready to apply a stranglehold or an arm bar.
 
   Hammett couldn't let that happen. If she did, she'd get bones broken at best, choked to death at worst. 
 
   Follett was up too high to bridge her over with a raised knee, and she was moving down to cinch the neck lock. 
 
   Electrified with panic, Hammett almost made the mistake of trying to claw at Follett's face, which would just give her sister more leverage and a stronger advantage.
 
   Remember, it's not about lifting your opponent. Just lift your own body to escape. 
 
   Hammett slipped her right elbow under her sister's thigh and managed to get her left shoulder up. Then she swung her foot over Follett's leg and locked her ankle, at the same time grabbing her armpit and rolling over.
 
   Reversal, Hammett on top.
 
   Unlike her grappler sister, Hammett didn't attempt a hold or lock. She knew she couldn't win on the ground against a superior opponent. So instead she opted for an escape, kicking her legs away, getting to her feet—
 
   —Follett caught her foot--
 
   --and Hammett face planted onto the dropped crate of vegetables.
 
   Twisting onto her back, Hammett reached out one hand for Follett's inevitable mount, the other groping through the scattered vegetables for something she hoped would be there.
 
   Still grasping Hammett's leg, Follett bent it sideways and dropped onto Hammett, knocking away her arm. Then she went for an unconventional move, driving her knee into Hammett's neck.
 
   As unconsciousness zeroed in, Hammett's free hand found what she sought. She squeezed, then flung it, jalapeno pepper seeds, pulp, and juice splattering across Follett's face. 
 
   Follett continued to press down, apparently trained to ignore the pain just as Hammett had been. But she couldn't open her eyes with capsaicin in them, and Hammett lifted her leg and to the side—not dissimilar to the yoga position Eka Pada Koundiyanasana 2—and was able to reach the Beretta in her ankle holster.
 
   Hammett shot Follett in the shoulder—the suppressor screwed into the barrel making a sound like a wet cough—and when her sister recoiled she sat up and smacked the butt of the gun into Follett's forehead.
 
   Follett fell backward, onto her ass. Hammett, sore as she was, kipped up and kicked Follett in the side of the head. Then she sighted the dropped Taser, scooped it up, and shot her in the leg with it, giving her a ten second pulse burst.
 
   Follett seized, and when the neuro muscular incapacitation and subsequent pain ended, she once again tried to sit up and attack. Hammett gave her a fifteen second jolt, and finally her sister passed out.
 
   That was one tough bitch. 
 
   Exhausted and more shaken than she wanted to admit, Hammett took advantage of her unconsciousness and bound her hands and feet with plastic zip lines. Then she recovered the laptop. A quick glance showed Clancy hovering over a spasming and naked senator, the secret service agent by her side calling for an ambulance.
 
   That seemed to be going well. But what else was to be expected when good quality cocaine was blended with good quality strychnine? If Clancy had followed protocol, after Burling began to seize she'd blown more up his nostrils, ensuring his demise. A thorough autopsy would discover the poison if it was tested for, but The Instructor said he'd take care of that end. Besides, this death by natural causes bullshit was tough. If they'd wanted something completely undetectable, they should have hired that half-Japanese assassin Hammett had heard rumors about.
 
   Forsyth was still in the security booth, only this time she was wearing her bra and panties and pulling on the rest of her clothing. The guard was passed out on the floor, the bottle of roofied-up whiskey next to him. Shrugging on her jacket, Forsythe pulled a half empty, whiskey bottle from her bag and switched it with the drugged bottle.
 
   All going according to plan there, too.
 
   Ludlum, on the other hand, was still in the security room with her degaussing wand.
 
   "Ludlum?" Hammett said into her earpiece. "Get the hell out of there."
 
   The shriek of an ambulance pierced the night.
 
   "Hurry," Hammett added.
 
   "I got nothing," one of the guards said, Ludlum's camera showing him on hands and knees on the floor.
 
   Hammett heard Ludlum give a dramatic sigh. "The whole damn thing seems screwed up.  I'm going to call the security company. If you two figure it out, give a yell."
 
   Back up in the master bathroom, the Secret Service agent was heading out the door.
 
   Shit.
 
   "Keep him there, Clancy," Hammett said. "A few more seconds."
 
   "Where are you going?" Clancy asked.
 
   He paused. "I have to let the guard at the gate know."
 
   Hammett glanced back at Ludlum's progress. "Out through the living room. Now."
 
   "Listen," Clancy's voice trembled. "I know I'm supposed to be able to handle this, but the senator and I, we're close, and I just…" She covered her face with her hands, and when she looked up, tears trickled down her cheeks. "You have to take care of him."
 
   "I need to—"
 
   "I'll call down to the gate. Please. I'm a mess. I can't do this."
 
   Hammett held her breath.
 
   The agent nodded, and switched places with Clancy. Grabbing her phone from her jacket, Clancy slipped it on and made the call, pretending to talk to a man who was passed out on the floor of the guard booth.
 
   Hammett let out a breath. That was too damn close.
 
   The siren grew louder. Red light pulsed over the garden as the ambulance raced past. When they reached the gate, Forsyth motioned it through, wearing the guard's uniform jacket, his hat shielding her face.
 
   The emergency caravan moved up the driveway to the house, and Hammett heard breathing from the edge of the lawn.
 
   "Just in fucking time."
 
   Ludlum followed her voice, coming to a stop next to Follett's limp body. "She dead?"
 
   "Unconscious. Help me carry her. We don't have much time."
 
   Ludlum taking Follett's shoulders and Hammett her feet, they carried her to the gate and slipped through. Forsyth was waiting on the other side with the cab. Two seconds to throw Follett in the trunk and pile in, and they were on their way.
 
   Sitting in the passenger seat, Hammett checked the laptop. Now there was only one feed left to watch, Clancy's. The remaining sister followed the paramedics as they wheeled Burling out the door and loaded him into the ambulance. She climbed into the passenger seat and the Secret Service agent rode in the back with the senator.
 
   Behind the wheel, Forsyth took an alternate route to the hospital and parked on a side street about three blocks away. Now there was nothing to do but wait.
 
   While Ludlum and Forsyth reviewed each step of the op, then chatted about the booth guard's anatomy and their favorite sexual positions, Hammett watched the laptop. She was the only one not surprised when Clancy rapped on the car window ahead of schedule. Ludlum let her in the back seat.
 
   "He's deader than hell," Clancy said.
 
   Hammett smiled. Shouldn't have fucked with me, you bastard. 
 
   They drove to a safe house in Milwaukee that The Instructor had arranged. And when they arrived, the four circled to the back of the cab and opened the trunk.
 
   Follett blinked at the light of morning, streaming clear and fresh over Lake Michigan.
 
   "Welcome to the club, Sis," Clancy said.
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Vice President Ratzenberger sat at the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. The President was off doing some international bullshit, giving Ratzenberger much-needed private time. He came in here often when the Commander in Chief was away. 
 
   Imagining the future.
 
   He put his feet up on the desk, ankles crossed, and dialed the secure number.
 
   "This is The Instructor," came the monotone pick-up.
 
   Ratzenberger frowned. He didn't like this man, or his methods. But he appreciated his results.
 
   "How's our little project going?"
 
   "Hammett and her sisters have been briefed and are on board."
 
   Ratzenberger was surprised. "No problems?"
 
   "I didn't train them to cause problems. I trained them to solve problems."
 
   The Vice President was surprised by their level of commitment in the line of duty, considering what was being asked of them. But then again, what was the point of patriotism other than to make sacrifices for your country?
 
   "And that asshole, Burling?" Ratzenberger asked. 
 
   "You mean Isaac?" The Instructor chuckled, then used his electronic gizmo to change his voice. "Our people are performing the autopsy. It will be called a cocaine overdose. You not only got rid of a powerful rival, but you've discredited him as well."
 
   It had been a masterstroke to use Hydra to eliminate Burling by telling them he was their handler, when The Instructor had been Isaac all along. Like being a double-agent for the same side. But even if they never found out, and even though their commitment seemed assured, Ratzenberger still had some doubts.
 
   "You aren't concerned this is getting out of control? I saw the things Hammett has done, on the news. She's seems like a wild card."
 
   "There are safeguards in place."
 
   "I know you said Chandler is formidable," Ratzenberger said. "Is five against one enough?" 
 
   "One and a half, if you count her handler."
 
   "Can she be recruited as well?"
 
   "Chandler? No. She's… different. The best way to deal with her is to proceed as planned."
 
   "So we're going to do it."
 
   "It's best for the country, Mr. Vice President. We've discussed this."
 
   Ratzenberger bit his lip. This was incredibly risky. But the nuclear strike was an easier and less-lethal alternative to releasing the disease. And Hydra Deux was still prepping.
 
   "Keep me posted," he ordered.
 
   "Of course."
 
   The Instructor hung up.
 
   Ratzenberger leaned back in the Executive chair and closed his eyes.
 
   Soon, the fate of the world would be left to a few specially trained operatives. And Razenberger's legacy, his destiny, was intertwined with that fate.
 
   So many ways for things to go wrong.
 
   So many ways for things to go right.
 
   The Vice President imagined a nuclear strike. 
 
   The mushroom cloud. 
 
   The burning.
 
   The radiation.
 
   Then he thought of millions of people, blood streaming from their eyes, coughing out bits of lung tissue.
 
   "Dear God," he prayed. "Let me know I'm doing the right thing."
 
   God didn't reply.
 
 
    
 
   End
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Codename: Chandler saga continues in FLEE. While each story can be read as a standalone, here is the chronological order for the series:
 
    
 
   HIT
EXPOSED
NAUGHTY
FLEE
SPREE
THREE
 
   FREE (coming in 2014)
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