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        New York City

      

      

      

      The club smelled of sex and adventure, and Tyrus Flanagan was in the mood for both. A lawyer by trade, a CEO by dint of years of hard work, senior partner of arguably the biggest, most lucrative law firm on the face of the planet, Flanagan worked hard and he played hard.

      This...this was pure play.

      The music pulsed as Tyrus nodded along idly, sipping a Vodka Collins, his preferred drink. The lighting was about fifty percent too low for his eyes, but he didn't care. Flanagan was in his mid-fifties, so the dark was his friend in this environment. Nodded past the bodyguard into this exclusive club by virtue of his relationship with the owner, he was well aware that he was outside the usual age range in a place like this.

      They played the latest music; he preferred classic rock. They served new concoctions dreamed up by mixologists who were being born as he set out building his firm, he stuck with the classics, drink-wise. Martinis, the Collins, stuff built around top-shelf vodka. Flanagan was a product of his age, and he'd accumulated the wealth that allowed him to say “Hell no” to anything produced after 1999, which was the end of the cultural universe, for his purposes.

      But Tyrus Flanagan did like one thing that came along after 1999: the women. Which was why he was willing to brave this club, with its shitty, pulsating music, and its $25 artisanal cocktails.

      Because this club was the hottest ticket in New York for the 21 – and under, with the right fake ID – set.

      Long days at the office left Tyrus tuned up. Muscles taut, mind focused on the thousand endeavors of law and power that he worked on with all his attention and focus – during the day and into the nights, anyway. Once he'd quit for the night, the vodka helped turn the volume down on a world that seemed a little too real for him at times. He exercised influence in his work to accomplish his goals, but in his off-hours, he needed to exercise it even more in order to achieve his personal goals.

      He had just such a goal tonight, as the beat of...whatever the hell this was...ran through his bones. Thank God for the Vodka Collins. Really, the music here gave him a headache until he got to his second or third drink. Then he started to appreciate it. Lightly, though. The appreciation would fade as soon as sobriety kicked in, and as he took his morning snort to wake up and shake off the hangover.

      Colored lights flashed in front of him as Tyrus sat at a corner booth, watching the pretty girls dance. He wore a smile, glass almost to his lips. He'd reached the point in the evening where he was sipping, staring, trying to decide on his choice of prey. This was the tough part. They were never much interested until they found out who he was, what he could do for them.

      There wasn't a high-status person in New York state that Tyrus Flanagan couldn't find a professional connection to. Admissions officers at every college. HR administrators at every major corporation. Casting directors, both here and in LA. Hell, he even had connections in DC and Silicon Valley now, thanks to his membership in the Network.

      Cable news? Check. He knew Chris Byrd, check, a top anchor at NNC. Listened to by all the right people.

      Print press? Morris Johannsen, editor of the Washington Free Press, the third biggest newspaper by circulation in the nation.

      New media? Dave Kory, head of Flashforce.net, the premiere web news service.

      Jaime Chapman, head of Socialite, the world's largest social network, and FindIt, the top search engine now that Inquest had cratered. He had some other bullshit companies, too, though Tyrus couldn't remember them off the top of his head. Nor did he care.

      The FBI Director, Chalke. Boom. Huge get. The corridors of government, open to him.

      And the top lobbyist in DC, soon to be National Security Advisor. Sure, Bilson was on the outs with them over this China business, but he'd be back in the fold soon enough.

      All those connections and more, accumulated over thirty years of working with the elite of America and the world, all at his fingertips. He had his feelers out, his personal assistant Greta was out on the floor, acting natural, until he signaled who he wanted to talk to. She'd make the introduction, make the arrangements. She was their age, and it came off a lot less intimidating to be eased into the situation by someone who wasn't a fifty-plus guy swilling Vodka Collins as he stared at women thirty plus years his junior.

      This was power, Tyrus thought as he took a swig of his drink, the harsh aroma of the vodka overpowering his senses for a moment. This was the fruit of his labors, plucked for his enjoyment nearly every night. What was it that Kennedy had said about the formula for a good life? “The exercise of vital powers, along lines of excellence, in a life affording scope.” Something like that.

      Well, Tyrus was about ready to exercise some vital powers and bring a young lady to his bed for the night. Occasionally longer than a night, but usually not longer than a week. His favors corresponded with the duration of his enjoyment of her. After a night, she'd receive an introduction – even an enthusiastic recommendation – a door opening of her choice. A week? She might get a nice vacation, too, maybe a couple more doors opened. More than a few girls of this age had been set up to enter a life of luxury thanks to Tyrus Flanagan's efforts. A ticket to ride the bullet train to the top, a cab onto easy street.

      It intoxicated him even more to ponder how life-changing, how life-making for these girls a night with him could be. If they only knew, they'd be lining up to him instead of him having to send Greta out to cull one from the herd for him.

      But there was power in being the chooser, not the chosen. And Tyrus liked the power more than the flattery of seeing them all beat a path to his booth.

      So...which one would it be? That willowy blond with the perfect legs, the narrow hips? Mmm, too boyish for his liking. Her hair was a shade too short.

      What about that brunette with the nice bosoms? That was tough in this age bracket. Go too young, they didn't have enough time to get a little meat on their bones. She was good, though. Implants? Maybe. Not that it mattered for his purposes, but it suggested she might have daddy's money behind her and thus have no need of his favors. Pass.

      Hmmm. There was a redhead by the bar. Low cut dress. Perfect hourglass figure. Skirt ended at mid-thigh and in the flashing neon he could see smooth legs, creamy thighs, perfect calves. Her hair was beautiful, layered. She'd spent real time on it, and it showed. Her shoulders had some definition to them, too. Not that he was into butch chicks, but this gal took some time on herself. He was waiting for her to turn, intrigued by what he'd seen, but unwilling to commit without seeing the face.

      The face...vitally important. Sure, he'd lowered his standards a time or two, gone for a butterface. “But her face!” Tyrus chuckled, sipping his drink, watching the redhead. A classic joke. He'd lived it, though. He possessed a light switch, after all, the great equalizer for such occasions.

      The redhead turned, a martini glass in her hand.

      Tyrus blinked.

      A knockout. Body, face...Flanagan thought he might swoon right there.

      His signal to Greta was not subtle, but it got the point across. With that, she immediately cut through the crowd and, without once circling, honed in on the redhead.

      Tyrus watched, anticipating. He caught the initial lean-in, watching Greta talk to her. She was making the contact. Soon enough, she'd make the pitch.

      Then Tyrus would have his answer, and the redhead would have her dreams come true. After all, what was one night with an older man when compared with the promise of having everything you ever wanted delivered unto you?
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        Sienna Nealon

        Washington DC

        One Week Later

      

      

      

      “Whoa!” My Uber driver didn't even bother playing it cool as I popped into the back of his Honda Civic. “You're Sienna Nealon!”

      “Yeah,” I said, slamming the door on the cool Washington DC night. I'd just stepped out of my apartment and hurried to the car. It wasn't cold, being a mid-May evening in the US capital, but after sundown it had gotten chilly. I wore my usual steel-toed boots, work pants, blouse and a jacket, but still felt it creeping through my clothing. Something about the humidity in this city conducted both heat and cold, and the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up.

      To be fair, though, that might have had something to do with the call I'd gotten that brought me into this car rather than the weather.

      The Honda smelled lightly of cotton candy, the artifact of my driver's vaping habit. No normal person would have picked that up, but I was metahuman, and my senses were enhanced, making the traces of sugary sweetness stand out, wafting off the cloth seats. The overhead light clicked off, leaving my driver shaded by the car's instrument panels.

      He just stared at me, his mouth moving as he tried to compose a thought.

      Impatient to get started, I figured I'd push him the direction I wanted to go rather than wait for him to stutter something dumb and then get embarrassed. “What's your name?” I asked gently.

      “Andrew,” he said, flushed with pleasure. Of course, I knew this from the app, but hey, pleasantries observed and all that jazz. He was young, mid-twenties, with glasses and a t-shirt that had a technical diagram of the Millennium Falcon on it. Cute.

      “I need to get to a crime scene,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “It's after midnight. Help me, Andrew-wan Kenobi. You're my only hope.”

      His smile cracked wider across his smooth face. I'd appealed to his geek heart. “Those are the magic words,” he said, and popped the Honda into gear, slipping away from the curb.

      Thank God. I could probably find another ride at this time of night, but it'd take time. Which I didn't have.

      “So...” Andrew said, glancing at me in the rearview. I put down my phone. No chance I was going to get quiet time to collect my thoughts and chill on the way to this scene. Sure, I could have been rude, but frankly I'd accumulated enough bad ratings from drivers over the years that I kinda needed to be on my best behavior to not get kicked off the app.

      But at least I hadn't killed any of them. Yet.

      “Yes?” I asked, smiling politely. Curse my lack of an official FBI vehicle. Whatever. Parking sucked on my street anyway.

      “I saw you on the internet,” he said. I had a feeling he might replay this stretch of the conversation later and die of embarrassment, but for now, he kept talking. “With the video. For the Chinese kidnapping thing.”

      I blinked. That had been less than 24 hours ago, as hard as it was for me to believe. What a frigging day.

      “You got 'em, though,” he said. “I heard about the ship you seized. With all those Chinese people kidnapped on them.”

      “Ships,” I said. “Plural. We got a bunch more going out of other ports.”

      “Whoa,” he breathed. “That's crazy. And it was really China that did it?”

      “The Chinese government, yeah,” I said, eyeing the darkened screen of my phone. I held back the fact that they'd tried kidnapping me, personally, for purposes of harvesting my eggs to build a loyal, Chinese succubus army. The fact that the People's Republic had crafted a scheme to breed me like a dog was not lost on me. In fact, it was the sort of thing I was unlikely to forget. Ever. Especially since, in my darker contemplations, I had strong feelings about that plan, about all the things that would happen in the course of that plan – to me, personally – and afterward, as well.

      “That's amazing,” Andrew said. “I always thought China was one of the good guys.”

      “It's usually not that black and white,” I said, and he gave me a blank look in the mirror. “For governments, I mean. But in this case, China's government is definitely not a 'good guy.'”

      “Oh,” he said, sounding vaguely disappointed. “I just finished reading The Art of War. By Sun-Tzu, you know?”

      “Really?” I asked. “I thought that was Martha Stewart's autobiography.”

      His face scrunched up in confusion. “Huh?”

      “Kidding, Andrew. I'm kidding.”

      “Oh.” He laughed, then the confused look returned. “Who's Martha Stewart?”

      “Never mind.”

      We lapsed into a silence that I knew wouldn't last. It didn't.

      “Have you ever read The Art of War?” he asked.

      “Yep,” I said. My mother made it required reading, up there with Von Clausewitz and Victor Davis Hanson. “Been a while, though.”

      “Very cool,” he beamed. The light ahead of us turned green just before we got to it, and he cruised the Honda through the intersection. “I liked what he said about knowing yourself and knowing the enemy. That was some powerful stuff. Really sent me on a journey of self-exploration.”

      “'Know the enemy as you know yourself, and in a hundred battles you will never be in peril.' That's a good one,” I said, nodding along, trying to put the minimum amount of effort into the conversation.

      “Yeah, that's it! Wow, you really do know Sun-Tzu,” he said. “You got a favorite quote?”

      I glanced at my phone, flaring the screen to life in the darkness of the Honda's back seat. We were three hundred feet from my destination, and the flashing of police lights was already visible, along with the big, orange-and-white barricades. The crowd was light, given the hour, only a few press on hand. He brought the car to a stop, apparently surprised that we'd run into a crime scene, even though I'd warned him that was where we were going at the outset.

      “'Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night,'” I said, opening the Honda's door and stepping out, “'and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt.'”

      He leaned back over the seat, staring at me, utterly perplexed. “What?”

      “My favorite Sun-Tzu quote,” I said, looking back at him, holding the door open.

      “That's the most Sienna Nealon thing I've ever heard,” he said in quiet awe. “Can I get a selfie with you?”

      “I gotta go, Andrew,” I said, and gently shut the door. I gave him a wave, though, as I dodged my way through the crowd. A sergeant from the DC Metro police lifted the police tape so I could duck under it, and I entered the tall glass-and-steel structure of the building, butterflies churning in my stomach at the knowledge of what I was about to find.
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      I stepped out on the floor of Russell Bilson's condo and found myself in a flawless, slick, nearly brand-new hallway. It wasn't hard to find his door. It was the one with cops just hanging around like flies on an old piece of fruit. DC Metro PD didn't stop me on my way in, nor did I have to flash a badge to enter. Everyone knew who I was, and everyone knew I'd been summoned.

      “Agent Nealon,” said a grimacing, big guy in a rumpled suit as I came in. His hands were on his hips, and his badge hung over his belt. He had the extra pounds that detectives and older men had a tendency to accumulate. He was both, so he'd gotten the two-fer. Didn't hold out his hand, but I didn't pick up an unfriendly vibe from him. He just looked like he was annoyed to be on nights, and to be fielding this particular case. “I'm Severson. Homicide.”

      “Hey Severson,” I said, giving the place a quick look. Bilson had lived in a swank building, and his condo matched the exterior. Everything reeked of modernity and taste, from the glass kitchen table to the white cabinets and sandy white wood flooring. “Want to play the highlight reel for me?”

      “Is this your case?” Severson asked. Now he was adding the customary suspicion a detective in his position tended to throw anytime something unfamiliar came up.

      “I don't know about 'mine,' but it's definitely going to the FBI,” I said. “The vic had just been nominated to be the president's National Security Advisor.”

      Severson looked like he was chewing the inside of his cheek as he thought. “Isn't that Secret Service's purview, then?”

      “Hell if I know,” I said, restraining a sigh. “But I knew the guy, so I got the call. You want to give me the heads up or what?”

      I could tell by the look on his face that he didn't, and not because he wanted it for himself. It seemed more like he'd be happy to shed this from his workload, but I suspected he feared it'd boomerang back on him after he wasted his time showing me around the scene. And given me time to screw up the scene, too. “This way,” he beckoned me to the balcony.

      Bilson's living room wall was an impressive series of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over Washington. In terms of city views, it was in the top five I'd ever seen, easily, and I included my time in various New York penthouses of the rich and famous in that list. Double doors opened out onto a railed balcony, with the rails being extra thin so as not to obscure the fabulous view.

      DC sparkled beneath us. Bilson's building was one of the tallest buildings in the DC city limits. This was a short town compared to Manhattan or even Brooklyn, lately, but Bilson's residence was one of the new crop of higher-rise-style glass-and-steel that seemed to be cropping up in between the rehabbed hipster fodder buildings that were ubiquitous in DC.

      “Rifle shot, near as we can tell,” Severson said simply as we walked outside. The body was covered by a sheet, red stain barely there in the middle of the chest. Not much leakage, which told me he'd been dead for a while, his blood settled, by the time they covered him up.

      “Who found him?” I asked, feeling more than the weather chill me as I stepped up to the body. Staring down at that white sheet, there was a lump in my throat.

      “Half the city heard the shot,” Severson said, then beckoned me past the corpse. I followed his pointed finger without moving; there was a trail of blood that led to the edge of the balcony and dripped over. “Neighbor below was enjoying a romantic evening with a date. Heard it, they came out to see what was going on and lingered after that. Guess he was trying to impress her. Drip hit her shortly after, killed the mood. He dialed 911.”

      “Rough luck for his love life,” I said, eyes following the blood trail back to the white-sheeted body. Then I lowered my voice. “Rougher luck for Bilson.”

      “You think this is a political assassination?” Severson asked, jarring me as I stared at the sheet.

      Part of me wanted to stoop down, lift the sheet...to look Bilson in the dead eyes. “I don't know,” I said. “Can't ever recall hearing about a National Security Advisor being assassinated.” I paused. “Or any government official, at least in recent memory.” Part of me wanted to look at Bilson, part of me didn't. “Where'd the shot come from?”

      Severson pointed straight out to a building in the distance, similar in height to this one. “Forensics will have to say for sure, but I assumed there, so I sent some uniforms to take a look at the roof.”

      “Don't keep me in suspense, Severson. What'd they find?”

      “Not much,” he said with a shrug. “Forensics is taking a look, but there wasn't anything definitive. No rifle, no shell casing. Residents did report hearing the shot, and one says that yeah, it sounded like it came from the roof. For whatever that's worth.” It wasn't worth much.

      “Anything else of note?” I asked, looking around.

      Severson did a little glancing of his own. “Not a lot, no. Looked like he was just admiring his view when it happened. Got him right through the heart, so he didn't suffer long.”

      “Shame it couldn't have been through the head.” Severson fired a questioning look at me. “Because of the suffering.”

      “Right.” That put him back at ease. Bleeding out, even from the heart, wasn't a fun way to die. Speaking from experience. I pointed at the building in the distance. “Assuming that was the sniper's perch...what's the distance on that?”

      Severson peered at it. “I don't know. Just a sec.” He pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Lazlo? Hey, what was the travel distance to that building? Thanks.” He put his phone down. “Two miles.” Then his eyes wobbled and forehead wrinkled as he did the math, then he did a double take looking at the building. “Figured it's gotta be at least a mile, as the crow flies.”

      “Yep,” I said, staring at the point in the distance.

      “That's no low-grade loser with a rifle, if it did come from there,” Severson said.

      “No, it isn't,” I said, feeling the first stirrings of tightness in my chest.

      “I mean...shooting a man dead center in the chest at a mile plus?” Severson's eyes were wide as he contemplated the shot. “That's...”

      “It's a professional,” I said, jaw tightening as I followed his thought to its natural conclusion. As if there'd been any doubt when the newly appointed National Security Advisor had turned up dead hours after getting announced. “This was an assassination.”
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        Jaime Chapman

        Mountain View, California

      

      

      

      There was always that moment of gripping twilight when Jaime Chapman got woken up by his phone. Not quite ready to re-enter the real world, but aware he was being called, he only fought it for a moment before surrendering, stirring himself out of his bed, and grasping at his phone.

      It's time to play!

      He swore, tempted to toss the damned thing aside. But the Network had its nominal areas of importance, and they were in the midst of a crisis, so Jaime dutifully unlocked the phone and jumped right in.

      And a moment later, he was glad he took it seriously. This time.

      CHALKE: Bilson's dead.

      BYRD: lol whut

      KORY: ?

      JOHANNSEN: Seriously?

      CHALKE: Off the record. No deep background, nothing. Shake this loose from other sources, media people, it does NOT come from me. He was found dead by DC police an hour ago, shot through the heart.

      “Holy shit,” Chapman breathed.

      In a way, this was good news. Bilson had been on the outs with the Network, after all, going his own way on China. His death sort of cleared up a loose end for them.

      On the other hand...

      CHAPMAN: Who did it?

      That was the question. If it was one of them, acting independently, maybe they needed to be praised for taking initiative. Maybe they needed to be chastised. At the very least, they warranted watching.

      And if it was someone else...well, questions needed to be answered.

      No one said anything for a long moment. If they'd been sitting together in person, Chapman would have called it a guilty silence. But chatrooms didn't lend themselves well to that sort of speculation, given it was typing instead of talking. They could all be sitting in stunned silence, unsure what to say or how to position their response.

      CHALKE: Not sure. Nealon is there now, looking over the scene. I'm on my way in. Preliminaries indicate it's a planned hit unless he caught a random bullet flying through DC. Not impossible, but improbable.

      Chapman would go so far as to say impossible. DC may have had a crime problem, but the idea that it would randomly hit Bilson on today, of all days, when so much had happened to make him a person of interest and attention, was beyond improbable.

      CHAPMAN: This was no accident. Someone did this on purpose. We need to know why, and if it jeopardizes our position.

      Straight to the point. Chapman wasn't much interested in the human component of Bilson. He worried about exposure, pure and simple. Grieving could be left to the people who knew Bilson and loved him. If there were any of those.

      FLANAGAN: You're an endless font of compassion, Chapman. Lol.

      CHAPMAN: Sentiment can wait until later. One of our own has been taken down. If that came from within the group, we can talk about it. If it came from outside, we need to know if it's a threat.

      He finished typing out his thoughts as they came, and paused to wait for their responses. Chapman didn't much care if the others thought him cold. Someone needed to be cold about this. Someone needed to be during every crisis, and this certainly had the budding characteristics of one. Piled atop the China catastrophe, this had all the hallmarks of making things much worse for all of them.

      Or better, depending on how recalcitrant Bilson had proved in days to come. They'd never know now, of course. Worse, in Chapman's estimation, was that his expertise was going to be hard to replace in the group. Chalke may have been a Washington insider, but she wasn't half as well versed in the politics as Bilson. And Flanagan, while connected with many of the major players through his firm, wasn't as immersed in the day to day slime of that city, being up the Acela in New York.

      Chapman tapped his foot, waiting. Surely someone would take credit for this. If not...

      ...Well, they had a problem either way. It was just going to be correspondingly larger if no one claimed responsibility.

      CHALKE: I'm only a few minutes out. I'll let you know what I find when I get out of the scene.

      KORY: Has anyone actually heard of a political official in America being assassinated since...like...Abe Lincoln or whatever?

      Chapman sighed. Leave it to the millennial “journalist” to voice his ignorance.

      JOHANNSEN: Successfully assassinated? No. And never at such a comparatively low level, at least that I recall. And the last major political figure to be successfully assassinated in America was actually JFK...you toddler.

      KORY: We can't all be dinosaurs who saw the asteroid descend, Johannsen. Some of us were born after the second World War, you know.

      Chapman let out an irritable sigh.

      CHAPMAN: Now's not the time to give in to rancor. We need to know if we've been attacked, if we've got exposure. That's all that matters. Petty squabbles in our own ranks do us no good.

      FLANAGAN: Agreed. If this is an attack, we need to circle the wagons, not become a circular firing squad.

      Exactly what Chapman was thinking. He stared at the little text box, waiting, but no one said anything. All circulating in their own thoughts, waiting for whatever news came next, he expected. He certainly was.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      Heather Chalke entered the Bilson crime scene with all the subtlety of a tornado entering an old barn. She came at the head of an entire team of forensics personnel, clad in the Tyvek suits that were so ubiquitous at crime scenes, designed to keep their own hair and fibers from being added to those already within this confined space.

      “DC police, this is a federal crime scene,” Chalke shouted, top of her lungs, probably waking up the people in the basement apartment. “You are requested and required to turn over all evidence and leave immediately.”

      Severson gave me an acidic look. We were still out on the balcony, but Chalke had not bothered with quiet. “You know this was going to happen?”

      “Oh, chill out, Severson,” I said. “You've got other donuts in the oven.”

      Severson's eyes flashed as my crack hit home. “FBI pricks,” he muttered under his breath as he adjusted his belt and headed for the door, joining the shuffle of exiting locals. At least he hadn't put up more of a scene.

      Chalke steamrolled her way through the retreating DC officers, eyes locked on me. She looked like she had a purpose, an urgent impatience, and her usual giant steel rod firmly in place up her ass. Lucky I was wearing a ponytail, or I had a feeling she'd have chewed me out for contaminating the scene.

      Just kidding. Heather Chalke had never needed a pretense to chew me out.

      “What have you got?” she asked, about as brusque as I'd come to expect from her.

      “Conjecture,” I said. “And a cold corpse.” I pointed to the building in the distance. “You need to get forensics over there. That's where we speculate the shot came from. DC has officers on scene, so it's cordoned, but–”

      Chalke cursed under her breath. It was never gentle curses with her, either, always a string of the absolute worst, most offensive profanities known to woman. “You think the DC police might damage the scene if I leave them to it?”

      “Probably not,” I said, frowning at her leap. “They might be mad about you seizing their case, but I doubt they'd descend to that level of unprofessionalism. I just meant it'd be nice to get forensics working on the scene. See if they can establish whether that was the vantage point the shooter used.”

      Chalke's eyes flashed as she contemplated that for about a second. Then she waved over another agent. “See that building? DC police has a cordon on it. Go take it over and get a forensics unit looking for anything – hair, gunpowder – whatever. Got it?” A nod was her answer, and he was off, leaving me alone again with my boss on the balcony.

      I spared another glance for the sheet-covered figure at the edge. The red spot wasn't growing. In fact, it was turning brown with time and exposure to the air. I still hadn't looked Bilson in the face. You'd think with as many corpses as I'd seen – hell, as many as I'd made – looking him in the dead eyes wouldn't bother me.

      You'd be wrong.

      “He was working with you on this China business,” Chalke said, and there was a powerful undercurrent there. “Did it get him killed?”

      “I don't know,” I said. Who could gauge how far China would be willing to go to send a message? They'd just laid a trap for me on a boat off the coast this morning, after all. No one would have predicted that yesterday.

      “We need answers,” Chalke said, dropping her voice to a whisper. “If this was an assassination...it's going to have political ramifications. Diplomatic ones.” She paused. “Military ones, maybe.”

      I gulped. Quietly.

      “You're running the investigation,” Chalke said. “And you'll report directly to me.”

      I tried to control the widening of my eyes. “I'm...uh...this doesn't look, on the face of it, like a metahuman crime.”

      Chalke stared across the gulf between Bilson's building and the one we'd speculated was where the sniper took the shot. “Could a human shooter make that?”

      I checked the distance again. “A good one, yes.”

      “And if they were metahuman?”

      I sighed. “Then a slightly less skilled one could have made it, sure.”

      “You're on this,” Chalke said.

      “I don't have a partner,” I said, throwing up whatever objection I could. “One's on shooting suspension, the other...”

      “I've already removed Agent Hilton from suspension, because this is an emergency. You're running with this. It's not just me calling for it.” She looked down at her phone, which was buzzing. “Hang on.” She walked away, answering deferentially as she did so.

      “Ma'am?” One of the plastic suit-clad forensic workers was speaking. I looked around, trying to make sure he was talking to me. Apparently, he was, so I shuffled over to where he stood, next to a beautiful antique writing desk that faced out onto the balcony. I guess Bilson had gone with one old-school piece in his modernist decorating scheme.

      “What'd you find?” I asked, making my way over to him. I wondered if he'd discovered something the local PD had missed, or if they just hadn't gotten around to this area yet.

      “Not sure, exactly,” the forensics guy said, gesturing to the desk. It was a smooth, pretty, well-finished maple, with clean grain lines and a dark stain. It contrasted nicely with the brighter, plainer modern colors of the sleek condo. On the surface was a leather-bound diary.

      I took a proffered set of latex gloves from the forensics guy and snapped them on, opening the diary right in the middle and reading the first paragraph.

      Of course, Tech-head didn't agree. He's always buried in his machines and mission, so sure that his technocracy is the future of power. Well, he's not living in the now, that's for sure. Director agrees with me. She's clear on what power really is, at least in the now. Media Mogul and Pretender are like dogs in the background, gobbling up the scraps we throw. Tech-head doesn't understand their purpose, either, the power they wield to inform or misinform. He's so sure of his place, of his ability to control all, that it never crosses his mind that there are gaps in that control...

      “Hey, tell me something,” I said, reaching out a hand and brushing the tech's sleeve up. It wasn't a subtle move, but it didn't need to be. I planted the surface of two of my fingertips on his wrist and left them there, pretending it was absent-minded. “Was anyone else over here before you came in?”

      “Huh?” He looked at me, then at where my fingers rested against his wrist. “No. And why are you...?”

      “Another question,” I said, cutting him off without much in the way of patience or mercy. “Did you read this?”

      “What?” He looked around; no one else was close to us, the next nearest tech over in the kitchen. “Why are you–”

      His gasp wasn't quiet, but he wasn't feeling the full force of the burn yet. My powers were working on him, and I pocketed the diary from the desktop, swiftly, with my free hand and then caught him with it as his legs slightly buckled.

      Leaping into his mind, I restricted myself to his memory of the last thirty seconds, erasing it neatly by transferring it to my own mind. All thought of the diary vanished, along with his alarm at me touching his skin.

      That done, I quickly caught him before he stumbled further, wrapping a hand around his sleeve, any need to touch his skin gone like his memory of what had just happened. “You okay?” I asked, pouring on the fake concern.

      He looked around, blinking under his goggles, disorientation showing through in the crow's feet around the edges. “Yeah. I got lightheaded there for a second.” He looked at my hand, wrapped around the sleeve of his wrist. “Think I got it, though.”

      “You sure?” I kept my voice cool, but let him loose. He didn't stagger, because now that my power wasn't draining him, he was probably almost back to a hundred percent. “Thought you were going to keel over.”

      “Probably just overcaffeinated and under-rested,” he said, shaking it off. “I should get back to work.”

      “Let me know if you find anything,” I said, forcing a tight smile. I glanced to the kitchen to see if the forensic worker there had seen any of our exchange. Her back was to us, still.

      I ran a hand over Bilson's diary, buried in the pocket of my coat, a mere lump hidden away. The reference to Director had been obvious, at least to me.

      Chalke.

      He'd documented his experiences with the Network. And now I had a glimpse into their world, written by the hand of a dead man.

      With a quick glance around his living room, I found nothing going on of interest. The forensics team was still going over the place. Chalke was on the phone with someone in the hall. She was being extremely deferential, which told me who it probably was, unless she was a secret sub on the side, talking to her dom.

      I made my way back out on the balcony. Looking down at the stained sheet, I lingered before finally stooping down and throwing it back.

      There lay the earthly remains of Russell Bilson, in all their decaying glory. Not that he'd decayed much yet in the couple hours he'd been dead. His face was frozen in a pained rictus, eyes open. They looked so much different than when he was alive, though. All the light, the intelligence that had shone in them...that was gone.

      Bilson had been a brilliant son of a bitch. I would have given him that grudging credit even if he hadn't been dead at my feet. He knew his game, and was an amazing operator at politics. The fact he'd come around to my side just today and betrayed the Network wasn't lost on me. Even with this diary, though, I was left with a million questions. Hopefully it would answer some of them.

      Not nearly as many as the man himself could have answered if he'd lived, but still.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and brushed my fingers down over his eyes, shutting them. It was the least I could do. Then I covered him back over with the sheet.

      “You're going to catch the person responsible for this, though, aren't you?” Chalke was standing at the doorway to the balcony, face indecipherable. She must have caught my last courtesy to Bilson, though what she thought of it was not clear.

      I nodded, letting my resolve show.

      “Good.” She jerked her head toward the door. “Come on.”

      My eyes flitted left and right, looking for escape. “Uh...where?”

      Chalke didn't bother to grace me with a look as she continued her stroll toward the door. “The White House.” I shouldn't have been surprised; I'd heard her talking on the phone to someone so nicely, after all. It couldn't have been someone lower than her, or she wouldn't have bothered being polite. “We're briefing the president in twenty minutes.”
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      The keys didn't fit the lock of Julie Blair's front door very easily. They scratched across the metal surface as she probed, trying to slip them in quietly, penetrate the guts of the thing without making too much noise. It was the middle of the night, after all, and, funnily enough, everything she'd just thought about what she was doing? Left Julie a little randy.

      Maybe it was the Cosmos she'd had, an endless supply that kept coming to her throughout the day. She'd started drinking after Betsy Suffolk had asked the Secret Service to escort her out of the Old Executive Office Building. Sure, she could have gone home, but she'd just been fired – unceremoniously – from the job she'd given everything to.

      She hadn't seen her kids in the light of day for weeks.

      She hadn't felt the touch of her husband in that way – that key into her lock way – in...God, so long.

      Oh, and the idea of being able to get another job, a good one, after getting fired from the White House Communications office? Not happening in this town. Not in this rumor-monger town, where everybody knew everybody in the biz, and had probably already heard whatever story was being attached to her.

      Which was funny because Julie...Julie had no idea why she'd been fired.

      Finally, she got the key in the lock and turned it. Wrong way. God, maybe she should give men more credit. This was tough!

      With a click the door opened and she shuffled in, dropping her bag beside the door. It made a thump, but not too loud. She accidentally kicked it with her foot – that was louder, but still not too bad – and she shut the door behind her, letting loose a stray giggle for some reason as she did so. Oh, right – the giving men more credit for insertion after failing so hard with her keys so many times. That was funny to her addled mind.

      “Julie...?” Dom's sleepy voice wafted across the living room.

      She turned. He was a shadow in the dark, a silhouette with some street lamp down the block shining just enough through the obfuscation of the curtains that she could recognize his outline. “Hey,” she said, slurring a little. Just a little. “Hey you.”

      “Are...are you drunk?”

      “No,” she said, immediately and most vociferously. Then, “Maybe a little.”

      Dom clicked the light switch and Julie almost fell over trying to shield her eyes from the surge of invasive brightness. “What in the hell is going on?” he asked. “It's the middle of the night!”

      Julie took a couple steps and plowed face-first into the couch. It moved a little, but she managed to bury her eyes into the pillow at the end. Something sharp and uncomfortable was pushing into her stomach. She shoved a hand beneath her and came out with a little plastic figurine. Wasn't that Noah's Treasure Z or whatever? Treasure X. That was it. She flicked the figure away with no more concern for it now that she remembered the name.

      “Julie?” Dom asked. He was looming over her now.

      “Hmm?” Julie didn't raise her face. Part of it was the light.

      The other part...

      “Julie,” he said. “You're drunk.”

      What to say to that? “Okay, yes. But only a little.” She held up a hand, pinching her thumb and forefinger centimeters apart. “Tiny little bit.”

      “Why are you drunk?” God, he was just not going to let her sleep, was he? And she was soooo tired.

      Of that job.

      Of this day.

      Of questions.

      “Don't worry your pretty little head about it,” she said, giggling as she sat up, braving the light. She grabbed him by the belt – well, it should have been a belt, if he'd been clothed. She got the waistband of his tighty-whities instead. “C'mere, you.”

      “Uhhhh...uhmmm...” Dom said, but he did come there. He sat on the edge of the couch and Julie rolled to make room for him there. Didn't even have to rip his briefs down. “What is the matter with you?” he asked, and boy wasn't he just SO CONCERNED.

      Something in Julie snapped, and she let it out. Didn't even mean to. She'd meant to pull those undies down and...

      Instead, she said, “I got fired.” It just popped out.

      And then any desire to do anything sexy with keys and locks just disappeared as the wave of tears she'd been holding back rushed out, and she cried into the couch cushions, unable to even show her face to her husband.
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      “If I spend any more time here I'm gonna need someone to make up the Lincoln Bedroom for me.” I yawned as I stepped out of Chalke's FBI SUV next to the West Wing of the White House.

      Chalke didn't say anything to my musing, but her jaw tightened. Clearly unimpressed with my rising starriness.

      Or jealous. It could have been jealousy.

      We were cleared through security in minutes, the Secret Service again seizing my cell phone but leaving me with my guns and knife. They did glance at Bilson's diary, and suddenly I was thankful I'd chosen a different security lane than Chalke. The guy who searched me handed it back with barely a look, once he was sure there was no bomb hidden in its pages.

      “Keep your briefing on point,” Chalke said as we made our way through the small, cramped corridors of the West Wing. “'We don't know anything yet. We're working on it, sir. We'll let you know as soon as we have answers.'”

      “That's all true,” I said.

      Chalke fired me a barely-restrained look that had at least fifty megatons of rage waiting beneath the surface. “Of course it's true. You don't think I'd ask you to lie to the president, do you?”

      “Not what I meant,” I said, “I was just suggesting that occasionally we might...soft-play things to allow for certain...uh...political questions to be...open-ended.”

      Chalke's eyes narrowed. “That doesn't make any literal sense, but I'm pretty sure I know what you're suggesting, and you'd be well advised to not think that. This is a deadly serious crime and we will find the answers to it, diplomatic consequences be damned. You understand?”

      It seemed clear: if China was continuing their bad behavior by assassinating Bilson at the moment of his ascendancy because he was a China-hawk convert, we'd report it and let the chips fall where they may. Which was an interesting shift of position for Chalke, and, by extension, I assumed, the Network. “Yes, ma'am,” was all I said, though, as we made it to the secretary's office and were shown straight through into the Oval Office.

      Every time I came in here, the relative smallness of the office struck me. It wasn't nearly as big or airy as it appeared in movies, and it seemed even more crowded tonight. President Gondry was in the sitting area with a guest already across from him. I caught her in profile and recognized her immediately by the perfectly coiffed reddish-brown strands.

      “Agent Nealon,” the president said, rising to meet us. He shook Chalke's hand, then mine, in quick succession. “Have you had the pleasure of meeting the VP?”

      I turned to Vice President Sarah Barbour to find her looking at me with very calm and assessing eyes. “No, ma'am, I don't believe I've had the pleasure.” I took her hand quickly, as I did with everyone I didn't want to steal memories/the soul from, and kept eye contact. She was in a pantsuit with a navy jacket, and her shoes were on point, heels that walked the line between professional and stiletto in a way I didn't think I could ever pull off. She wore a tasteful gold chain around her neck, and her earrings matched it perfectly.

      “Agent Nealon,” VP Barbour said, keeping those probing eyes on me as long as possible. “I suspect our mutual reputations proceed us.”

      “Yes, ma'am,” I said, and she gestured for me to sit on the couch next to her. I did, and Chalke shuffled into place next to President Gondry's chair. It occurred to me in that moment that every meeting I'd been in with Gondry of late had been three women to his one, lone dude. Those were good numbers for the second bachelor president we'd had in a row, but I tried not to read anything into that.

      “So...they got Bilson,” Gondry said without any more preamble. “The bastards.”

      “Sir, it's a little premature to draw conclusions,” Chalke said, cool as steel.

      “Oh, I won't act on them, Director,” Gondry said, a little flare of anger shining through in his eyes, “but be assured I'm drawing conclusions. How can we not, with but a little reason at our disposal? This is simple cause and effect: we hit China with sanctions for their blatant kidnapping schemes this afternoon, and they take out my newly-appointed National Security Advisor. I mean, you couldn't draw a more perfect line. I stood there and credited the man with my turnaround on China policy and they went and crossed him off!”

      “We don't know that for sure, sir,” I said, after catching a glance from Chalke that said, You talk to him! “Bilson's been a political operator for a long time. Speaking as someone who's been on the receiving end of one of his smear campaigns, I'm guessing the man's made his share of enemies domestically.”

      Gondry paused, and the anger in his eyes faded a little. “That's...that's a reasonable point, Ms. Nealon. I hadn't really considered that.”

      “Surely Mr. Bilson had dealings outside of politics, too,” VP Barbour said, taking up where the other two of us had left off in talking the president down. “I mean, there must be a wealth of possibilities when it comes to motive.” She fixed a gaze on me. “Was Mr. Bilson romantically involved with anyone? I mean, isn't that usually the first line of an investigation?”

      “I don't know if he was or not,” I said, realizing – I really didn't know. I'd met him for the first time only a couple days prior, after all, and we hadn't exactly talked about significant others. Not that I'd share my secret boyfriend's identity with anyone, let alone a confirmed member of the Network. “If he was, I'm sure we'll turn it up in the course of the investigation, which we've had for...” I went to check my cell phone and realized the Secret Service had taken it. “...Uh...anyone have the time...?”

      Barbour gave me a pitying look and checked the tasteful watch on her wrist. “It's half past two.”

      “We've had the case for about an hour,” I said, looking President Gondry right in the eye. “And the DC police had nothing, really, to turn over to us other than the possible location the sniper used to make the shot.”

      “Give us some time to look into things, sir,” Chalke said. “We'll find out what happened.”

      “You're quarterbacking this, Agent Nealon?” Gondry asked, looking right at me.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, feeling my stomach drop. “I'm all over it.”

      “Then we know it'll be handled properly,” Gondry said, and slapped both hands on his knees before standing. “Unless you have anything else to report...?”

      “That's all for now, sir,” Chalke said, taking her cue and almost launching to her feet. “We'll be in touch when–”

      “There is one other development that might be applicable, sir,” I said, and felt the freezing look Chalke sent my way. If that was bad, though, I knew what was about to follow would be ten thousand times worse, as I slipped Bilson's diary from my pocket and brandished it.

      President Gondry peered at it. “What is that?”

      I could see Chalke peering at me without bothering to disguise her irritation. Since all eyes were on me, I was the only one that caught it. “This,” I said, “is Bilson's diary. I found it during the search of his apartment. I started to comb through it before I came here to make my report, and found something interesting.” I flipped to the applicable page and handed it to the president as Chalke's eyes widened. “It turns out that Mr. Bilson was a member of a professional group that he called 'The Network.'”

      “Not of the cable variety, I assume?” Gondry asked, looking in concentration at the pages.

      “Ah, no,” I said. “In fact, according to this,” and I pointed at the page I'd left open just for him, “it seems like their primary purpose was to shape US policy via influence on you – and others.”

      The president's eyes narrowed as he took that in, then read the passage in question. I'd found it while flipping through during a cursory reading while waiting for Chalke's driver in the lobby of Bilson's apartment. She'd been on the phone, but I hadn't bothered to hide what I was doing. Just didn't advertise it, and counted on her natural disdain for me and everything about me to keep her from asking.

      It worked, though, based on the somewhat frozen, furious look on her face, I had more than her interest now. I had her ire. Which was definitely a totes new experience for me.

      Gondry's face grew redder and redder as he parsed the section I'd offered him. “This is...it's...outrageous.”

      “What does it say?” VP Barbour asked coolly, the only person in the room at this point not emotionally invested in what was happening.

      The president's eyes came up, and they looked like they were on fire. He slammed the diary shut against his hand. “Blatant manipulation!”

      “What does it say?” Chalke asked, trying her best not to sound choked. She mostly succeeded, though she sounded like she had a frog in her throat. “About this Network? Do we have...names?”

      “Only codenames,” I said, shaking my head. She slackened about ten percent, but I wouldn't have wanted to be a bug in her ass right now. She could have turned coal into a diamond, the pressure she was under. “Bilson seems to have been hiding his associates' real names for fear the diary might be discovered.” I kept my posture, my voice as loose as possible. I was dropping a bomb, but I didn't want Chalke to think it was aimed at her.

      Yet.

      Still, from under the mask of the calmest bearing I could manage, I had to keep myself from giggling at the fact I'd just exposed her little club to the president of the United States with her in the room. Lucky the Secret Service had confiscated my phone, because I would have been sorely tempted to film her reaction.

      “There seems to be discussion of you in this,” Gondry said, waving the diary, his anger getting the better of him.

      I nodded. “I noticed.”

      Chalke sat up a little straighter and smoothed out the lines of her pants. “What does it say about you, Agent Nealon?”

      I turned my attention to her, trying to keep as blessedly neutral as I could. “Mr. Bilson mentions going on TV to trash talk me during the passage in question. Apparently destroying me was a high priority for his cabal. Again, I haven't had a chance to sift through the entire diary, but I'll be doing so immediately once I'm back at the office.” I nodded with solemn resolve. “I'll be on it day and night, and I'll pass along anything else of interest.”

      Chalke faded further into the background. And here I thought she'd already paled as much as possible.

      “It seems we have a mutual interest in this,” Gondry said, nodding. “Very well, Agent Nealon. Keep me informed.”

      “Absolutely, sir.”

      Gondry narrowed his eyes in concentration, exaggerating his crow's feet. “Good, good. I have a trip later today to Cincinnati, then Austin, Texas, and finally Greensboro, North Carolina, before I come home late tomorrow night. I probably won't be available for large sections of that time, while I'm on stage at the speeches.” He checked his own watch, then looked up at VP Barbour. “Why don't you run point on this for me, Sarah?”

      “It'd be my pleasure, sir,” VP Barbour said, already on her feet and nearly whisper quiet. She raised a hand to indicate we should leave, then followed us out into the secretary's office, letting the Secret Service close the door behind her. “Agent Nealon,” she murmured once we were out, stopping me before I could flee the scene.

      Damn. And here I thought my tough questions were over for the moment.

      “Do you think this could be a political assassination? Like that New Orleans business last year?” Barbour asked, staring at me with penetrating eyes. They were bright, yet cool, inquisitive. “Or is this an internal matter with this...Network?”

      “Well,” I said, trying to put together my thoughts so I didn't sound like a total idiot to the VP, well aware that my boss was staring over my shoulder and probably glaring. She did a lot of glaring. “While there is certainly a dearth of political assassinations in American politics, overall, in the last thirty years or so, especially outside of the Executive...” I hesitated, licking my lips. “...Usually, if a murder's personal, it's more up close and...well, personal. Sniping is generally a tool of assassination because it's got distance to it. As to the Network...we just don't know enough yet to be sure.”

      Barbour took it all on board, nodding slowly, eyes narrowed in careful thought. “I don't want to see us jump to any premature conclusions. The president's got a lot on his mind, and this China business is a lot to process. I'd hate for us to make any hasty moves when due consideration might better prompt us to act in a more measured way.”

      “I totally understand and agree,” I said, forcing a smile. “We'll be reporting to you, so you can best decide what course to take with the smaller developments, I'm sure.” Which was my way of saying that everything I learned from now until the end of this was going to arrive in Barbour's lap with a hearty, HERE! Now it's YOUR problem!

      Barbour smiled almost imperceptibly. “Indeed. I can promise you, I take that responsibility very seriously, and anything important you pass along will be communicated to the president.”

      “Thank you, ma'am,” I said, because there wasn't much to add to that. With a nod, I moved on, out of the secretary's office and back down the hall. I could feel Chalke breathing just behind my elbow. After I'd had enough of it, I tossed her a look. “Any advice, boss?”

      “Why didn't you tell me about the diary before we walked in?” She was clearly hot under the collar, though she was doing a fine job of pretending that she wasn't. It came off near-perfectly; she couldn't hide her anger entirely, so it seemed like she was just nettled that I'd surprised her with this revelation in front of the president.

      I had a different motive, of course. I wanted to get the diary out there in view of the only person who seemed to have power over the Network. While it didn't perfectly guarantee the safety of the thing, it certainly helped to have its presence known to the most powerful man on the planet. “Sorry,” I said, “you were on the phone pretty much the whole time, and I was sorta lost in thought about what I was going to tell him. I'd just found it before we walked out.” No need to mention the tech with the missing memory.

      She was walking alongside me now. “You need to get it to forensics ASAP.”

      I nodded. “I will. I just need to make copies of it first so I can analyze it.” I smiled tightly. “Procedure, you know.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Which part of procedure includes taking a piece of evidence from the scene without logging it or following the chain of custody?”

      Not a bad point, but of course I had an answer for it. “Oh, I've got it covered,” I said. Because I did. Procedural maneuvering wasn't going to stop me, though I doubted any part of this particular piece of evidence would ever be admitted into a court of law.

      “I hope so,” she said, and she couldn't hide the coldness in her voice. She raised her phone up and started to type into it.

      “Any other advice?” I asked, wondering why the Secret Service didn't take her phone but always grabbed mine. Seemed unfair.

      She didn't look up from whatever she was doing. “Don't screw it up,” she advised. So helpful.
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      CHALKE: THAT FOOT-HIGH LITTLE BITCH JUST DROPPED BILSON'S DIARY ON POTUS, AND IT DISCUSSES THE NETWORK!

      Chapman went from sleepy to fully awake in about two seconds once he read Chalke's opening missive. It was the middle of the night in California, he'd been in and out of sleep for hours leading up to this, but this news had catapulted him off the couch like he'd been fired out of a cannon.

      BYRD: wtf u guys

      JOHANNSEN: Oh, dear.

      CHAPMAN: What?!?!?!

      He barely stopped the exclamation point and question mark interrobang-fest there. This demanded answers. Fuller answers than Chalke's initial text had offered.

      CHALKE: I was in a meeting with POTUS, the VP, and Nealon, and she PULLS OUT THE DIARY OF BILSON, which includes references to us AS THE NETWORK...only saving grace is that no actual names were mentioned.

      FLANAGAN: Say what?

      CHAPMAN: How did he reference us, then? Some sort of code name?

      CHALKE: Yes. Code names.

      Chapman sat back in his seat. At least there was that. Still...

      FLANAGAN: What do we do now?

      That was the question, wasn't it? Bilson had been the informal head of their little group. Doubtless if he was still around, he'd have an idea.

      But then, this was all his fault. Who kept a diary in this day and age? Especially when you were trying to do something as important as they were?

      CHALKE: The president knows we exist, but he doesn't know who we are. Nealon showed him a passage that spelled out how we try to influence him. He's pissed. Nealon has the diary, and now she's going to be working on it. Bilson's codenames are not that clever. Tech-head for Chapman.

      KORY: What's mine?

      CHALKE: I don't even remember. It wasn't memorable. Not the point, anyway.

      JOHANNSEN: LOL

      KORY: That's such bullshit. I should have a cool code name.

      CHAPMAN: Who cares about the feelings and opinions of a dead man? We need to focus on the now. Look, Bilson may have said things in that diary that suggest criminal culpability for actions we've taken. That book needs to disappear.

      He waited. And waited. No one said anything. Damned ass-covering monkeys.

      CHALKE: That's not going to be possible. She's logging it into evidence after she makes copies.

      Chapman let loose a chuckle.

      CHAPMAN: Digital copies, am I right?

      CHALKE: ...Yes.

      CHAPMAN: You take care of the originals, I'll deal with the digital, okay?

      He owned Nealon's computer and phone thanks to the Remote Access Trojans he'd infected them with. They also gave him full access to her cloud storage, and, through the miracle of keystroke logging, he had her password to access the entire FBI system. Anything she uploaded, he could delete from both her system and the Bureau's servers.

      CHALKE: I can get the original diary. If you can erase the digital record...yeah, we can make it disappear.

      Chapman smiled. This was how you did things.

      CHAPMAN: Let's make it disappear, then. Leave Nealon with suspicions and nothing to base them on. That'll have her looking like an idiot, and hopefully before she even gets enough to reveal the identity of even one of us.
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      The office was deathly quiet when I got back to it, a little before four in the morning. No surprise there given one of my fellow agents had been suspended for a (justified) shooting pending investigation and the other had been murdered in the street outside only the day before. It was a terrible quiet that I found myself in, and I didn't break it even as I set about the task of making digital backups of Bilson's diary and began the process of logging them all into evidence.

      I still didn't hold much hope that anything in the diary itself was going to be criminally actionable. Bilson was corrupt as hell after his long career in politics, I figured, but he was smart enough not to put in writing the kind of things that would lead to his indictment, or that of his allies. Probably.

      Still, I photographed every page of the diary under a borrowed set of desk lamps, making sure I captured them on my phone's screen, no trace of blurry words or brightness washing out the legibility. This was going into my cloud backup, then I'd upload to the FBI servers, and finally, make a xerox of every single page.

      After all that, maybe I'd finally get around to reading the whole thing. If I didn't fall over from fatigue first.

      Resting my face one one hand as I snapped another photo of a diary page, I yawned. It had been a long few days since I'd been summoned out to Northern Virginia to start the Chinese kidnapping case. The fact that it had dovetailed right into this meant sleep was going to be for the weak, at least until this wrapped up, if my prior experiences were any guide.

      And dammit, I might have been a lot of things – succubus, superhero, pain in the ass – but I wasn't weak. I'd get lots of sleep once this was over. Or in those brief windows where I was knocked unconscious or badly wounded. Those were always restful.

      I'd gotten to the last few written-in pages of the diary when I heard the door open to the street. Peering out from behind my cubicle wall, I waited to see who was coming in. Only a very few people had access to this building, and the only people I'd seen here other than my co-workers were a couple members of the General Services Administration, whose job it was to oversee this disused building and maintain it for the government.

      Oh, and the janitorial staff, but they only showed up once a week, and this wasn't their night.

      To my lack of surprise, the tousled black hair of Kerry Hilton, my last surviving fellow agent, appeared first from behind the wall separating me from the building's entry, followed by her yawning, caramel-colored face. She looked just as tired as I was, though probably for different reasons. Hilton was a millennial party girl; my guess was that she'd been out until the wee small hours, enjoying her suspension, and had to drag herself in when she got the call.

      “'Sup?” I called.

      She didn't have both eyes open as she weaved her way to her desk. “Dunno. You tell me. Someone revoked my suspension and told me get my ass in here at the order of the director.” She dumped her purse on her desk, then lifted her thin arms into the air, stretching. I half expected her to be wearing woolly pajama pants when she came around the cubicle corner to my desk, but she'd done the thing right and put on real ones, dress pants that had a couple visible cat hairs on them. “So...what is it? Meta attack?”

      “No,” I said, turning my attention back to my makeshift diary photo studio and snapping the next picture. “A murder with no provable indication of meta involvement. Yet.”

      Hilton stared at me blankly. “Then why the hell did they end my suspension and yank me back in? In the middle of the night, no less?” She emitted another yawn, and I felt like I was going to get sucked in, because she didn't bother covering her mouth.

      “It was the guy I got assigned last case,” I said, turning the diary page and snapping the next picture. My phone was connected via USB right to my computer, and each pic was immediately uploading to my hard drive. Every few pictures, I'd drag the copies to a flash drive attached to the computer, just to add a second layer of backups. “You know, Bilson?” She stared at me blankly. “The political operator? He was working it with me. I guess that was after your suspension.”

      “Okay,” she said, both bleary and unimpressed. “So dude gets murdered and I'm back on the case. Why not Holloway?”

      I froze, about to push the picture button on my phone screen again. “Did...did you not hear?”

      “Hear what?” Hilton stared at me, looking about half a sec from yawning wide again.

      “Holloway was murdered,” I said. “By mercs the Chinese hired.” Nothing was registering in her eyes; she stared at me blankly. “Yesterday. Right outside the office.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Wait. Are you f'real?”

      My eyes almost popped out of my head. “Uh, yeah. Seriously, you didn't hear?”

      Hilton sort of shrugged. “I don't know. I don't watch the news. Maybe I got an alert on my phone about someone getting killed but I didn't think – geez.” She shook her head, but didn't seem too upset. “Holloway. Ouch. Bummer.”

      I tried not to boggle at her, but it was so hard. “Wow. I can tell you really feel it.”

      “Oh, whatever,” she said, sauntering a little closer, sounding like a pouty teen. “You didn't like him, either. He was just a creepy old man. Remember how he grabbed your ass or whatever on that assignment in New Orleans?”

      “He was forty-five, tops,” I said, feeling outrage growing in my gut. Yeah, Holloway had been a mishmash of a human being, some serious negative characteristics held together by too much Scotch and misplaced anger. “And he died saving me.” Which was probably the wellspring of my irritation toward Hilton.

      “You should have reported his ass for that shit,” Hilton said, shrugging again. “I would have, if he'd done it to me.”

      I shook my head and focused on taking the next picture. Carefully flipping the diary page, I lined up the one after that.

      Hilton eased in closer to me, looking over my shoulder at the diary. “Whatcha doing?”

      “Logging evidence,” I said, trying to concentrate and waiting for the phone camera to adjust focus so the words didn't blur. “If you want to make yourself useful, would you mind going down to the crime scene and letting me know about anything of interest that comes in?”

      “Why don't you let me do this?” Hilton asked. “It looks easy enough.”

      “I'm almost done, and I've got a process I'm following,” I said, dragging the latest twenty or so shots into the flash drive to back them up. “It'd take more time to bring you up to speed on it than to just finish it myself. But seriously, I need to know if any evidence comes up from the scene – either of them, actually, since we have forensics working over the place where we think the shot was fired, too.”

      “Wait, what?” Hilton rubbed at her face. “Aren't they the same scene? Or did the body get moved?”

      “Sniper,” I said.

      I saw Hilton's eyebrows rise out of my peripheral vision. “Uh...that's a little weird. Sniper, I mean.”

      “It literally happened last case, too.”

      “Yeah, but they aimed at a tire, not a person. And it was still alleged when I checked out.”

      “Mmmhmm,” I said, trying to line up my last three shots. “Well, consider it confirmed. Two sniper cases in a row.”

      “Plus that New Orleans one last year,” Hilton said. “Huh. I didn't think we dealt with sniper type murders very often.”

      “They're a tiny proportion of murders in the US,” I said, my mind elsewhere but the facts spilling out of my lips by rote habit, memorized statistic. “I think only seven hundred or so people a year die of rifles, and that includes all rifles – AR-15's, sniper type killings, mass shootings – everything. More people die being beaten to death by fists and feet.” I snapped the next to last picture. “But since most of those 'feet and fist' killings are just local murders, there's not a lot of times that the FBI would get involved. Ergo, our cases are weighted toward ones where a more 'sexy' murder weapon is used.”

      “'Sexy' and murder are not two words that should be used together,” Hilton said. “I guess I never realized – hey, what the hell?”

      I jerked my head up just as I snapped the last picture. Hilton was staring past me at the entryway. I turned to follow her gaze, and found–

      Someone was there.

      Someone who shouldn't have been.

      Someone who was wearing...a mask.

      And all black.

      “Sonofa,” I said, getting to my feet immediately, pulling my gun a half second later. “Freeze!” I shouted, using my free hand to yank the diary off my desk, shoving it into my coat pocket. Hilton, behind me, pulled her pistol as well, though not nearly as fast.

      The figure looked to be drenched in shadow, the mask almost a living thing. They were there for a second, then–

      Gone.

      I didn't dare put down my gun, and neither did Hilton. I swept the room, looking–

      “There!” Hilton shouted, backup pistol pointed right at the shadowy figure. “Don't move!”

      The shadow had moved, though. From the entryway, it had gotten to twenty feet from me, and was calmly striding to close the distance. Not stopping, it continued toward us–

      Hilton opened up on it before I had a chance to shout, “Wait!”

      The shadowy figure paused as the first shot fired, glare lighting up its dark silhouette.

      Then it seemed to...bend. And sweep. Twist. All so fast that it blurred, looking like Agent Smith in The Matrix, bullets sweeping past the ghost afterimage of chest and arms as the parts of it moved so swiftly as to defy the laws of physics.

      And then...it was next to me.

      “What the f–” I started to say as I swept my gun around.

      I didn't get a chance to.

      With only a moment's notice, the shadow lifted a hand–

      And I flew back, crashing through the wall off the office and onto the street, slamming into a parked car and bouncing off, alarms and pain blaring into my subconscious as I sagged onto the sidewalk.
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      Pain and I were old friends by now, but crashing through a wall and slamming into a car was still not exactly fun. So I guess pain was more like a relative that I didn't like that was always just dropping in when I least expected and causing all manner of problems whenever it visited.

      Now that I think about it, pain was basically my Aunt Charlie. But with a little more, y'know...pain.

      I tried to sit up, but the shadow thing – meta, I assume – was already there. Early morning pedestrians were scattering from in front of our offices. I caught a glimpse of one guy in a suit hightailing it around the corner, fear written on every line of his face. A guy in a wheelchair was rolling furiously down the sidewalk in a mad effort to get clear of this shitshow. Some woman kicked off her heels and hauled ass across the street, runs in her panty hose manifesting as she sprinted.

      All this and more I saw as I rose into the air, a shadowy hand wrapped around my neck. There was a lack of pressure, thankfully, but the hand was...well, big. Bigger than any hand had a right to be. It almost looked like oozing shadow had wrapped itself around my chest and under my arms to hoist me up. Looked painful, but I wasn't really feeling it.

      Yay.

      “Really...you should knock when you visit people,” I cracked, because...well, it's me. I slapped down at the...limb? Wrist? Whatever was holding me, I made a play to smack it. The damned thing seemed to bend out of the way of my hand, and I struck at air. Whiff. Strike one.

      “Do not defy me,” the shadow rumbled, and the voice was like Ian McKellen, pissed off and speaking through a running fan, warbling deeply.

      “Wouldn't dream of it,” I said, and made another attempt at smacking loose the...whatever was wrapped around me. Strike two. Didn't even lay a finger on it. I was kicking my legs to zero effect. I didn't move one iota. “Okay, I lied. I'm not only dreaming of it, I'm doing my best to make it happen. Any chance we could meet halfway on this defiance thing? Maybe I downgrade to 'surly resistance' and you let me at least seem like I'm making a dent in your–”

      The damned shadow lifted me up slowly and threw me across the street into a parked yellow cab. I made full contact with the back of the car and boy, did it feel great.

      Just kidding. It hurt like hell, and the cab hit the curb and busted an axle. The rear bumper skidded up onto the pavement and hit a newspaper dispenser, making a horrendous noise and sending a hundred copies of the Washington Free Press into the air. And probably increasing their circulation numbers by 10,000 percent.

      I blinked my bleary eyes to a dusky sky overhead, hints of pink lacing their way across the clouds. I pushed up, and nothing felt good. Like, at all. My teeth even felt like they'd been shaken loose. “Okay...I'm now willing to downgrade my defiance to...like, maybe 'crabby bantering.' But that's as low as I'm willing to go.”

      The shadow moved toward me, remorseless, no face for me to even argue with.

      “All right, and this is my final offer,” I said as I pushed to my knees, wobbling, blood dribbling between my lips. “'Veiled insubordination.' Huh? Whaddya think?”

      The shadow stopped. “Your offer is accepted.”

      I just stared, not really sure what to say to that. “...Really?”

      The figure darkened somehow. “No.”

      Then he lit up with fire, and casually tossed it at me.

      Somehow I almost dodged. Which is to say I got out of the way of a blast of flame about a second after it passed over me. My clothing singed, my eyebrows singed, and I thudded on the concrete, dropping and rolling but not daring to stop.

      I came to rest against the tire of one of our FBI SUVs that had been parked on the street. It was a gentle thud compared to the beating I'd suffered thus far. The shadow was still behind me, and I scampered to my feet, beating my ragged, skinned palm against a still-burning fire on my coat sleeve. I made it behind the SUV, gasping and hurting, looking for something to throw, something to hit him with.

      Except bullets hadn't worked. And I hadn't been able to lay a hand on the bastard yet.

      “Ideas, ideas, come on,” I muttered, looking around. A NO PARKING sign.

      I blinked. It wasn't just a NO PARKING sign...

      It was there because of the...

      Hah.

      The shadow appeared from behind the SUV just as I reached my target. If he could have shown surprise, I think he would have, because he stared at me, pausing mid-step.

      Because I had reached...a fire hydrant.

      “Try that flame shit again, Sparky,” I said, and brought my fist down on the hydrant's valve, sheering it off as I went down on one knee. Water shot out into the street, and I hugged the hydrant, twisting it toward the shadow–

      It sprayed at him, and–

      He was gone.

      “Uhm.” I looked around, because he'd literally vanished into thin air. “Hilton? Do you have eyes on–”

      “Right there!” Hilton shouted from the direction of our offices. I guess she was okay.

      I wasn't, though, because the shadow...

      Was right next to me.

      “No fire,” he said, and swept down on me, darkness shrouding over my every sense. I thudded against the hydrant, breaking it cleanly off as water shot up...well, me, entirely, coating me.

      Then...something else crawled up my flesh, following the water.

      Cold.

      Numbing.

      Interminable.

      I couldn't move. Couldn't cry out, as water coursed down onto my face and ice followed, tracing the wet, soaking path of my clothes, crawling across my skin like a Minnesota pond in winter as I was shrouded in the darkness of the shadow and frozen, like a statue, there on the street.
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      “Sienna?” a muffled voice penetrated my icy catacomb.

      My ears were numb. My face felt like it had experienced the worst windburn in history. I couldn't even move.

      “Are you in there?”

      Where the hell else would I be? I wanted to shout. But I couldn't.

      Couldn't shout. Couldn't scream. Could barely breathe. Cold air touched the back of my mouth. Somehow it had been frozen open, a channel giving me ready oxygen – and little else.

      A shock thudded through me as something made hard contact with me, like an earthquake in the distance. It happened again, and I felt it down to my fingertips.

      Mostly in my fingertips, actually. The ones in my right hand.

      Something cracked near my finger and I felt something – warm air numbly touching my knuckles, like someone breathing on them in the dark. I tried to move them and succeeded.

      “Oh, thank God!”

      A determined tapping replaced the shock of the hits. Warm air brushed against the back of my right hand, then my wrist.

      “Help me get her out!” Hilton shouted. Other voices answered, though they were so muffled – and my brain so addled – I couldn't fully interpret them.

      More numb warmth crawled up my right wrist to my elbow. I moved my fingers, tried to push against the concrete I felt like I was encased in.

      A splintering crack filled the air. The ice mold that had me in its impossible grip gave – a little.

      I strained again. Against it. Flexed my hamstrings. My quadriceps. The ice made a terrible cracking sound.

      Every inch of my skin felt dull. How long had I been in the ice?

      Too long. Humans weren't supposed to freeze themselves into ice statues, especially not when already drenched with water after being sprayed liberally by a busted hydrant.

      The ice casing shattered with my last effort, shards and cubes raining off me where I was now freed from its hard grip. My feet were still stuck, but the rest of me was loose, and I shook the fragments off, raining slush on the people surrounding me.

      “Yikes,” Hilton said, taking a step back. A couple local cops were standing around with her and did the same as I shook like a dog. “You okay?” she asked.

      I brushed a series of ice fragments off my back then stooped, untying my boots. They were still stuck in the base of the ice sculpture that had been my prison, and it was going to be easier to step out of them than try to break the solid structure beneath my feet. “Me? I'm just great,” I said, slipping one sodden, frozen sock after another out of my boots. “I got beaten, thrown, singed, drenched and frozen all in one fight.” Slinging my right hand in frustration resulted in a wave of slush flying out of my sleeve. “Best day ever.”

      Hilton gave me a pitying look. “At least you didn't die.”

      “Lucky me. I live to be sleep deprived another day. Also,” I looked around for any sign of the shadow creature, “what was that?”

      Now Hilton's eyes widened. “I dunno. Some meta?”

      “Maybe,” I said, gently tapping my head as I leaned it sideways. A little piece of partially melted slush plopped out of my ear canal. Another dropped from my hair, which – and I may be overstating this because it was never styled to start the day – was ruined. “Never seen anything quite like it before.”

      “It was like Venom from Spider-Man,” Hilton said. “But with more...shadow mixed in. Maybe some smoke, too.”

      “Also, fire and ice,” I said, looking down at the front of my blouse and jacket. Both were nicely singed, like I'd splayed out on a burning grill for a few minutes. Which was ridiculous, because I definitely didn't have time for any loafing about right now.

      “Anything broken?” Hilton gave me the once over.

      “Nothing that won't heal given a few hours of not being thrown through walls,” I said, doing a quick assessment. I'd definitely taken damage during the phase of the fight where I was being rammed into various objects, but everything was nicely numbed by the ice statue portion of the battle. I patted myself down, looking for egregious wounds. Nothing stood out, but–

      My face must have shown my dismay, because Hilton stared, asking, “What?”

      I patted myself all over again, with numb, wet hands, checking every pocket.

      It wasn't there.

      “The diary,” I whispered, feeling the chill over me. “It's gone.”
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      “But you have the digital backup, right?” Hilton asked, following me as I leapt back into the FBI offices via the convenient hole in the wall that I'd made while exiting earlier. “I mean, I watched you copying the files to–”

      I cursed under my breath as I leaned over my computer. I was almost afraid to check, given how sodden I was. Hilton came in beside me and I solved one of my problems by drying a wet, frigid hand on the front of her jacket.

      “Hey! That's cold!”

      I ignored her, quickly logging back in on my computer. My phone was still sitting there, plugged in via USB–

      The photo app...was blank.

      All my photos were gone. All of them.

      I ignored the computer, still struggling to boot up. Now I was paying full attention to my phone. There was not a single photo on it. Not that I'd been a prolific photographer, but I'd taken some photos in my journeys.

      None of them were there. Not on the phone, not in the cloud.

      “Shit,” I breathed, then dove into working on the computer.

      None of the files had saved.

      And when I checked the flash drive...

      It was empty.

      I cursed out loud, very loud, loud enough they probably heard it as far north as Pennsylvania and as far south as Norfolk. “It's all gone,” I said, tossing my phone back on the desk. “Everything...the diary, all the digital backups.” I clenched a fist. “Whoever this asshat was, he got it all. Wiped it out.”

      Hilton still had that aura of unbelieving. “You think that was the purpose of this attack?”

      I didn't look her in the eyes, because I was still staring in partial disbelief at my computer. My sleeves and pants legs and all points in between dripped on the carpeting. “Yeah. That's exactly what I think.”

      “What happened here?” came a stern voice from the door. Familiar, too.

      “Director Chalke,” Hilton said, and she sounded like she'd swallowed a bug. A VW one, actually. Choked.

      “The diary's gone,” I said, dripping and burning, all at once. “A meta came in and attacked me. Kicked my ass. Stole it.”

      “Turned her into an ice sculpture,” Hilton added, oh-so-helpfully. “But with, like Munch's The Scream expression on it. It was horrifying.”

      “And that, yeah,” I said, tossing stray wet locks over my shoulder so that the splash got Hilton on the back swing.

      Chalke was tough to read in this, as usual. There was none of the obvious panic that had been present in the Oval Office, but neither did she show pleasure. “Who – or what – did this?”

      “Some meta, we think,” I said.

      Chalke looked from me to Hilton. “What kind?”

      “Never seen it before,” I said. “Looked like a glob of shadows. Threw fire. Created ice.” I threw aside my jacket, because it was not helping me get warm. It made a plopping noise where it landed on the carpet. I doubted my neighborhood dry cleaner possessed the skill to ever make it look functional as work attire again.

      “I couldn't lay a hand on it.” This, to me, was the more urgent point.

      Chalke nodded slowly. “Did you get the digital backup done?”

      “Yes,” I said, preparing myself, “but...”

      Chalke stared me down. She still hadn't left the entryway. “But what?”

      “It seems to have been deleted during the fracas,” I said. Hilton stayed quiet. Thankfully.

      Chalke still didn't show much reaction. “How?”

      “Don't know,” I said.

      Chalke took that on board. “I'll need a cybersecurity team to take a look at your computer.”

      “Probably my phone, too, then,” I said. “Because I had the photos on that and they're just...gone.”

      Chalke's eyes moved left, then right, settling on the giant hole in the office wall. “All right. This is a crime scene now.” She flicked her cool gaze to me. “You're moving offices to the Hoover Building. My floor. I'll have my assistant get you the details.” She looked around as if taking in this disaster. “Leave everything behind you can for forensics. Phones, computers, all of it. We'll get you new at HQ.”

      “Aw, man,” Hilton moaned under her breath. “I just got the new iPhone. What do you bet the Bureau downgrades me?”

      I ignored her First World problem in favor of a bigger one on my mind. “Boss, without the diary, my investigation into this Network is–”

      Chalke held up a hand to stay me. “We'll sort it out later.” She stared at me for a moment, and I thought I caught a flicker of...concern? Something. From her. Weird. “I'm just glad you're all right. Get your statements sorted out and get back to HQ.” And with that, she left.

      And I was left dripping, cold, like a wet dog, the most critical element of my investigation gone like it had never even existed.
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      Jaime had been in the middle of a perfectly good meeting about ad revenues when the phone had beeped off signaling another Network confab. He debated ignoring it as it rattled on the glass surface of his desk, but it shut up the director of finance mid-sentence, and so he leaned over and checked it.

      
        
        Time to Play!

      

      

      Of course. “Excuse me,” he said, smiling tightly, and logged in, keeping the phone's screen against his body as he entered his passcode. It unlocked and shot straight into the Escapade app. “Just...getting the coins on my pet store while they're up.”

      “Uh...sure,” the director of finance said, clearly taken aback at being second in line after a game. Well, to hell with him. If Jaime wanted to play a game and run a virtual pet store, this dumbass could take a backseat to it.

      As it happened, though, this was way more important than some dumb virtual pet store.

      CHALKE: Not sure which one of you did it, but Nealon's lost the entire digital backup to the diary AND had the original ripped away from her by a meta attack. Kudos to the responsible party.

      Chapman did not bother to hide his reaction. Who in the damned Network would have sent a meta after Sienna Nealon in such an obvious – bordering on vulgar – display of power?

      CHAPMAN: Who did the snatch and grab? I took care of the digital backups as promised, but I thought you were dealing with the diary itself, Chalke?

      Jaime forced a smile, looking up from his phone. “I'm going to have to reschedule with you.”

      The director of finance, poor dumb bastard, just stared at him blankly. “Because...of your virtual pet store?”

      “Yeah, the snake got loose,” Jaime said glibly, really not giving a shit what this guy thought of him. “He's tearing through the whole place and I'm losing salable merchandise like crazy. I've got to stop him before he gets into the bird section.”

      The older man's mouth quivered, lips flapping open and closed as he composed a reply. “What...game is this? It sounds...interesting.”

      “I said fuck off!” Jaime said, waving a hand at him. Text was scrolling, words were exchanged, and he was wasting time with this dipshit.

      BYRD: wasn't me

      KORY: Not really my style, hiring meta...uh, hired guns...to do things like this.

      The door to Jaime's office slammed, and the conversation was still moving fast. Jaime tried logging into his computer one-handed – and succeeded. With a snort, he realized all those teenage years of cyber chat were still paying dividends.

      CHALKE: So no one is going to take credit for this?

      JOHANNSEN: I think you all know I wasn't responsible. Flanagan? As an attorney, you must know some shady characters of the sort that would do this.

      FLANAGAN: Not me. I do mostly civil law, btw.

      Chapman wanted to scream. He had his screen up now, and was logging into a familiar network via a VPN. He'd hacked the DC camera system only a few days earlier, and was doing the same again, now, though covering his tracks to make it look like he was someone completely different. He was in the camera system in seconds, and rolling back surveillance footage from on the street outside Nealon's office–

      There.

      She came flying out through the wall, tossed like a sack of shit. Hit a car. He watched it play in fast motion, some...what the hell was that? Like a pile of black slime moving around, it battered her until she tried to counter with a fire hydrant.

      That...did not really go her way.

      Chapman shook his head. He'd just watched Sienna Nealon get thoroughly shellacked – again – yet there was zero satisfaction in it because whatever the hell had done the shellacking had stolen the damned diary. He returned to his phone's screen and vented pure spleen.

      CHAPMAN: What in the actual hell is going on in DC right now? It seems like every single thing happening in our capital at the moment is the Midas crap-touch – as in everything is turning to shit. The China deal, Bilson getting snuffed, and now the sole evidence that we exist as a collective has disappeared...after the president found out about us. Chalke...do you need help? Because this is not the way to cry for help. The way to do that is to ask. This is like pulling the fire alarm in the dorm while your bestie is in the middle of a late night conjugal visit with their long-time crush.

      That off his chest, Chapman sat back to await a reply. Except he was too damned hot under the collar to wait to see what she said. He lit off again.

      CHAPMAN: Do you need me to come up there and help you manage this now that Bilson is gone? Because I will. I will absolutely get in my Gulfstream and come to DC on a “lobbying visit.” I'll shake every connection I've got, call in every paid political favor, do whatever it takes if you need a hand. But this bullshit has got to end. The point of this Network is to help us achieve our objectives, not to constantly explode in our faces like a never-ending series of pies with a bunch of cherry bombs and dog shit stuffed into them.

      CHALKE: If I knew what was going on, I might be better able to answer whether I need help. This – whatever it is – that attacked Nealon – came out of nowhere. Not on my radar. Same with the kill on Bilson. Forgive me for not having my shit completely together in the wake of two discrete and surprising events in the last day. Couple it with the setbacks WE ALL EXPERIENCED during the China debacle and...gosh, yes, Jaime, I'd love some help. That'd be great. Because as Director of the FBI, while I'm managing the investigation, it's really hard to manage the political side of DC. Especially since that was always Bilson's job and I've got more than I can handle in my own field at the moment.

      Chapman seethed. He could sense the sarcasm Chalke had poured into her reply. Of course she was overwhelmed; she was incompetent. This was the problem with teaming up with people in Washington's elite – they were all idiots. As much as Jaime wanted to believe in the concept of meritocracy at the top of the societal pyramid, he'd met enough dunces that had secured access to top universities and then coasted on the web of connections that provided that he should have realized that those very people were among even the members of the Network. Byrd should have been a stark reminder of that, if Kory's presence hadn't already made it clear.

      He thudded a clenched fist against his desk. This wasn't the vision he'd had in mind when Bilson had recruited him to this group. It was supposed to be a chance to influence national policy, a sort of Davos writ small, each member at the top of their respective sphere, and each with their own web of connections to employ in the service of others – and the goal.

      But then Bilson had stupidly invested too much time and weight in bringing in these numbskulls from the press, and now look – they had the FBI Director, the top lawyer in the country, himself as the King of Silicon Valley, basically...and then three lunkheads representing newspaper, TV, and...whatever Flashforce was. Clickbait.

      Where was the real power here? Where was the ability to enforce their will? That was supposed to be what Sienna Nealon was for, to do those things on the occasions when soft power failed.

      But instead of flipping Nealon to their will, she seemed to have become a wild card that randomly played itself for and against them. Mostly against, if he was totally clear-eyed about things. Which he was, even though the rest of them weren't.

      This was intolerable. And it required him taking a hand to make sure things got done properly.

      Chapman hit the button on his desk to buzz through to his assistants. “Get the plane fueled and ready to leave within the hour. Destination is Washington DC. I need a couple meetings with lobbyists, as well as meetings with congresspeople and senators we've donated to.” He cut off the intercom mid-way through his assistant's acknowledgment and turned his focus back to the phone.

      BYRD: seems like this is getting crazy u guys

      KORY: Okay, I mean...what's the worst that can happen if Bilson's diary does somehow get out?

      CHALKE: Why do you assume that this...meta...is going to release it? I think your natural reporter's bias is affecting your thinking.

      KORY: Fine, what do you think this thing stole it for?

      CHALKE: Think about it. Bilson was the top dirty tricks political operator in DC. He knew a million secrets no one wanted to get out. Ran a thousand smears that destroyed a ton of people. This meta probably thought it was a golden ticket. And maybe it was. Too bad SOMEONE deleted the entire thing.

      Chapman almost fired back an angry reply, but there was really no point. He just smiled to himself, because of course these people were idiots when it came to tech. Just because he'd deleted it off the FBI servers, Nealon's phone and her computer, didn't mean he didn't keep a copy for himself. He tapped open a window to the group of files in question and downloaded them to his phone, intending to parse them during the flight.

      No need to mention that to the Network, though. At least not until he'd read them and figured out how much exposure he actually had. If any.

      JOHANNSEN: If I might divert our attention from chasing our tails on this matter – of which we know vanishingly little and thus have little movement to act – and back to an earlier matter of concord, in which we have great freedom of action?

      Chapman rolled his eyes. Johannsen was a classic newspaperman, or at least fancied himself such. The evidence was that he occasionally lapsed into these moments when he thought inflating his words made him look smarter rather than just pretentious as all hell.

      BYRD: lol whut

      JOHANNSEN: Recall that we had marked a particular (former) White House staffer named Julie Blair for personal destruction?

      Oh. Right. Her. Well, they'd gotten her fired, hadn't they? Not exactly what he'd promised in the heat of the moment, but still...not bad.

      KORY: Yeah, that bitch. What about her?

      JOHANNSEN: I had one of my reporters follow her after her unceremonious sacking yesterday? She went immediately to a bar, where she proceeded to mainline Cosmos until after midnight.

      BYRD: wheeee getting drunkkkkk

      JOHANNSEN: It gets better (for us, worse for her). Cursory examination of her social media accounts has allowed us to identify some...mutual acquaintances in Washington. Turns out Mrs. Blair has a history of embarrassing drinking-related experiences in her past.

      KORY: You want to break this or is it too tabloid for you? Because I would run that shit. I would run that shit every day of the week and twice on Sundays just for kicks.

      JOHANNSEN: You can run that if you'd like. I'm working on something a little deeper that dovetails with the firing: malfeasance. There's also a certain co-worker we've identified that might be...morally flexible enough to make certain statements to the effect that Mrs. Blair is both swift to turn to alcohol and loose with her morals, as it were.

      Chapman rolled his eyes. What a pompous ass. Just say it: they were going to paint her as a slut. Whatever. That'd play well in the heartland, though he didn't much care given it didn't seem to have much truth to it.

      KORY: This is the kind of salacious shit that I love.

      CHALKE: That's fun and all, but hardly germane to the matter at hand. That said, if you can find enough pretext for your malfeasance, I'll throw a couple agents at her and see if we can round up anything else of interest. But it's not something I'm going to concentrate on.

      CHAPMAN: Good, because we have bigger fish to fry. Push her to the backburner and let her boil there while we get this other thing under control. I'll be in Washington in a few hours. Let me know what bushes you need me to shake and I'll do it. I have a few ideas of my own as to where to start looking for info on our mystery man. Also, I might “hire” Bilson's firm – assuming it's still running without him.

      FLANAGAN: Why?

      This was the problem with these idiots. No vision, really.

      CHAPMAN: Because I can use them to prepare the spin in case we get outed – or worse, dragged into the investigation into Bilson's death. It's not like you three yahoos completely hold the power of all media, and it'd be nice to have a synergistic narrative prepped if this happens. Bilson's crew was the top damage control team in the country, and while it's lost the star talent, having them in our back pocket would be useful.

      Plus, he still had the fallout from the Lineage theft break to account for, though that had mostly been managed in-house thus far. Using Bilson's firm under the pretense of hiring outside help to investigate would sound nice, though, and give him another reason to get closer to that group. Which would let him do a little sniffing around of his own into reasons Bilson might have gotten whacked.

      CHALKE: All right, well...I'm not totally satisfied with the spin of events, but I like that we have a basic direction to head. I've got to get back to it. I'm moving Nealon into my offices so I can watch her more closely.

      CHAPMAN: Any chance you could get her to actually...y'know...work for us? Because so far she's just a bomb that goes off wherever it rolls.

      CHALKE: I'll try.

      And the bitch signed off on that note.

      Chapman swore, not bothering to see what anyone else said. Slamming his phone down, he thought about it for a minute or two, then pressed the button on his desk to call his assistants.

      “I need you to call Bernice Adams of Inquest for me.” Chapman didn't wait for the inevitable explanation request. “She hired some metahuman mercenaries during that crisis with the attacks out here earlier this year. I want those metas names and phone numbers. Before I get on the plane.” He cut them off before they could speak or confirm they'd heard him. They had. And he was already two steps past in his planning of how to deal with this crisis.
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      The headache was pounding, punishing, the light streaming in through the blinds in her bedroom. Slitting her eyelids was painful to the skull, that steady ache behind her eyes like someone had managed to slip a spoon into her brain and was steadily tapping away with it somewhere in the middle of her head.

      “Coffee?” came Dominic's sly voice from the door. There was noise somewhere beyond him, a peal of a child's laughter as Paige let loose about something funny.

      “Please.” Julie's throat was dry, scratchy, felt like it had been filled with sand in the night. She didn't dare open her eyes again, though the strong smell of good coffee permeated the air. Was it here? The rich scent of creamer joined the coffee smell, and she realized from the radiating warmth that yes, it was here, in front of her very face if she but opened her eyes.

      She did. It was still not pleasant, but soon enough there was a warm mug of coffee in her hands and she was sitting on the edge of the bed, eyes strangely sticky as she took her first, second and third sips in relative silence.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Dom asked, maintaining a safe distance. Because she hadn't had enough coffee yet.

      “Didn't we kind of hash it over last night?” Julie asked between sips four and five. She kept her head hung. Because it hurt, because there was light, and because...she didn't want to look Dom in the eye right now.

      The coffee brought warmth to the tight area behind her sinuses, galvanizing her brain slowly. The pain was still there. If only he had offered her some ibuprofen, he would be near perfect. Except for the lack of sex lately. But that was because of her work, and hey, she was out of that now...

      But the headache. Ow. That wasn't happening now, while her head hurt, and kids were awake. Coffee first. Maybe later on the other.

      “We did,” he said. “But we didn't really get to the bottom of it. You were...kinda teary. Not fully coherent.” He sat down on the end of the bed. “There was no warning before it happened? Like, at all?”

      Julie shook her head, which was a mistake because owwwwww. “No. Betsy even called me into her office yesterday morning after I forwarded that Sienna Nealon video to her. She freaking commended me, Dom! I had no idea I was on the outs or whatever.” She closed her eyes against the brightness. “I mean, this came so completely out of nowhere, it might as well have teleported in from another dimension. She just called me into her office and – boom. I was jobless.”

      Dom seemed to take this under consideration slowly, his eyes moving around as he thought. That was a characteristic of his. Or at least she remembered it being, back when they saw each other regularly, before this job. “But instead of coming home and, I don't know...helping out or seeing the kids last night, your first instinct was to hit the bar and drink yourself into oblivion?”

      Julie pushed a lock of tangled hair out of her face, where it was threatening to droop into her coffee. “Uhmm...yeah, okay, not the greatest coping mechanism ever, but I was a little stressed, all right?” She held her head in her free hand. “Can we focus on what's important right now and maybe deal with my poor decisions later?”

      “But there was really no reason for this? None?” Dom's question was high and...well, questioning. And it didn't just irritate her because she was suffering a hangover, or because the kids were being...just, so loud in the background.

      It irritated her because it sounded like he was questioning her story. And piling doubt from her husband on top of the stress of the firing, Julie just snapped.

      “No, there was no reason for it.” Julie blew up. “I have no idea why it happened. No idea where it came from!”

      Dom made a motion with his hand to keep it down, sloshing a few drops of his own coffee onto the floor. “All right. Well...if that's the case,” and here he paused, like he really had to think about it, “maybe you should...you know. Fight it.”

      “Fight it?” Julie blinked tired eyes. “Like in court?”

      “Well...yeah. Wrongful termination.”

      “I'm not sure how the employment laws work for people in my position,” she said, lifting the coffee to her lips and pausing there, letting the strong aroma wash over her. “I guess I could talk to a lawyer.”

      Dom's eyes bored into her. “Well, if you were wrongly fired...why wouldn't you want to?”

      What exactly was he saying here? Now she wasn't sure she missed the sex with him after all. But it did push her to make a decision. “Okay, I will,” she said, feeling a warmth infuse her that had nothing to do with the coffee. “I'll call a lawyer right now.” She started to stand, then stopped herself, cringing. “But...maybe a couple ibuprofen, first?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      By this phase in my life I'd become well acquainted with the post-battle low of getting my ass kicked. It's the feeling that settles in after the adrenaline has flushed out of the bloodstream, a fatigue that leaves you bone-weary and drained. Piling that on top of the radically incomplete nights of sleep I'd suffered through of late was producing a potent cocktail of drowsiness, one that had taken over long before I'd even gotten to my brand new office in the Hoover Building. Which was really a repurposed conference room in which I was sitting across from Hilton, who looked almost as wiped out as I did.

      Which really irked me, since what the hell had she done other than partied too hearty while burning the candle at both ends? She hadn't been in a pitched battle with Chinese Special Ops on a freighter at sea, braved a White House press conference, been run over by a car, or had a shootout at the Baltimore docks. I was pretty sure I'd done all those things in the last 48 hours, and maybe more. It was all blurring together.

      Also, my stomach was rumbling, and I didn't know what delivery options – if any – were available in the Hoover Building. There was almost certainly a cafeteria, but I wasn't sure I even had the energy to seek it out at this point.

      “So...what's the move?” Hilton asked, face looking like it was melting over the side of her hand where she had it pressed against her cheek. It wasn't a great look for her, I thought, but was equally sure that she probably didn't care how it looked. Or maybe she would have, if I'd said something, but really, she shouldn't have. She really did embrace the worst stereotypes of our generation.

      I just stared at her as my weary brain translated that sentence. “Is that some kind of young people bullshit? Like some slang thing?”

      “Okay, Boomer.” Her mushed face formed instantly into an angry mien. “You're like three, four years older than me. Tops.”

      “Yet the maturity delta is off the charts,” I said, not putting a lot of mustard into my reply. “I don't know what 'the move' is. I called forensics, requesting they update me, and they had nothing. I called tech support regarding the missing pictures on my computer and phone. They're working on it but didn't sound hopeful.” I looked around the blank walls of the conference room. “I kinda want lunch, but I'm also bone tired and don't want to move. So there. That's my move: I choose not to, because screw moving. I want to sleep.”

      “Don't let me stop you, then,” Hilton said, frowning at the landline phone on the table between the two of us. “On the other hand, since my brand new phone is now evidence and no one has offered me a replacement yet, maybe you could clue me in on something: what did you do to entertain yourself in your house for all those years with no internet?”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Read. Watched TV. Trained. Talked to my mom.”

      “Lame,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I don't remember a time when I didn't have a phone. I feel like someone cut off a piece of me.”

      I just stared at her. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      She perked up a little. “Really?”

      “Yes,” I said, “because I've had my arm cut off before, I've had my legs blown off, chopped off – I even had an eye ripped out one time–”

      “Ew gross! And not what I meant!” She waved a hand at me. “Take your damned nap, crabbypants!”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said, and lay my head against my chair back. It wasn't exactly comfortable, but I made do, closing my eyes and letting my thoughts drift away as I zoned out into sleep while I waited for something to happen.
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      “Hey, where are you?” Gwen's voice sounded muffled, the connection between them probably impaired by the fact he was flying. The Gulfstream was churning through the air at 30,000 feet and Jaime was blinking, bleary. He'd been sleeping until the phone rang. This was what happened when you shorted yourself on rest night after night trying to change the world.

      “On my way to Washington,” Jaime said, stirring to full wakefulness. “Gotta handle some biz-ness in the capital, y'know. Swing my big cod and make some things happen.”

      “You're so cute when you're talking about using your tech overlord powers to push people around,” she said, all full of faux impishness. Or real, maybe. Gwen was a very playful person, Jaime had noted. Which was something he found appealing about her after long days spent at the office with very serious people. “What are you really going to be doing there?”

      Jaime pulled his phone from his head and hit the home screen. Checking to make sure his VPN connection was working – yep – and that he was on a secure server – yep – and that this was a digital call, not one going through typical cell towers – also yep, and that it was secure all the way to Gwen's side of the conversation – all good, so he finally answered. “My, uh, group that we talked about?” In spite of the security he went with the veiled reference. “We had a couple setbacks. I need to manage them.”

      “Oooh,” Gwen said, sounding like she was really interested. “Is this something to do with the China business? And that dude getting shot in Washington? The big cheese politico?”

      Smart girl. Of course she was, though, that's why he was dating her. “Maybe. Maybe not.” But he was smiling and would bet she could hear that reflected in his voice. “What are you doing calling me in the middle of the day?”

      “I took a little time off,” she said. “Been overworked and overstressed, y'know? I needed to just take a little me time and namaste. Figured I'd see what you were up to, but...you're on a plane.”

      “Jetting away from you, yes,” he said, feeling a swell of glumness. “Seems like the only time we see each other lately is after midnight.”

      “Well, you know how it is. We tech moguls keep vampire hours.”

      Jaime laughed. “We CEOs keep all the hours, all the time, every day of the year, more like. I'm hoping to be back tomorrow, though, at the latest. I mean, I'd rather jet back tonight, late, but...things I want don't always happen, in spite of my best efforts.”

      “You mean you really don't have complete mastery over the universe? Pfffft. What false advertising. I was promised a Master of the Universe, and I'm already disappointed I didn't get He-Man.”

      “Yeah,” Jaime said. “I don't feel like I'm master of much right now. But I'm trying to assert myself.”

      “Well, at least you're the master of Sienna Nealon's cell phone and computer. That's not nothing. Just...almost nothing.”

      “You're right,” he said, smiling at the thought of her in the dimness of the cabin lights. Someone must have turned them down when he conked out. “I'm master of that. And the largest tech company on the planet.”

      Gwen snickered on the other end. “Go save your secret sorority from being exposed. And maybe salvage that Chinese deal, too? Y'know, if you get around to it.”

      Jaime felt a slight burn in his chest just above his stomach. Was that heartburn? Or just butterflies? “I'm not sure I can with that second one, but I guess we'll see in time.”

      “Sir?” The airplane must have hit a pocket of turbulence, because Jaime jolted like he'd been struck. His phone was still in his hand, but the call was over. He blinked, considered calling Gwen back, but one of his underlings was just standing there, looking at him blankly.

      “Yeah, I'm fine, thanks,” he said, shaking his head. Whatever. He'd talk to Gwen later. He probably needed to figure out the rest of his Washington trip now anyway. He certainly had a few ideas.
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      “Hey,” Hilton's voice woke me out of a dead-ass sleep, and I came out of it about as gracefully as one can when jarred awake while sitting back in a desk chair. I caught myself before pitching over ass backwards, and then looked around for the culprit before settling a furious gaze on my new “partner,” who was staring at me from across the conference table with a look like she'd stepped in her dog's work product while on a walk.

      “Whudizit?” I mumbled, still waking up. Trying to decipher the unpleasant look on Hilton's face while drowsing? Difficult. Talking? More problematic still.

      “Look at this,” she said, and slid a phone across the desk to me.

      I caught it by reflex, staring at it blankly. It was...black.

      “Just like I thought,” she huffed. “Can you believe it?”

      “Maybe,” I said, staring at the black phone in my hand before sliding it – gingerly – back to her. “What am I believing?”

      She caught it, and let it thump back onto the tabletop. “It's the X. They gave me the X, not an 11 like the one I lost.” She huffed, flaring her nostrils.

      I just blinked at her. “Yesterday I walked into a trap set for me by the Chinese government to make a medical experiment out of me so they could harvest my ovaries and grow a superarmy of my crossbred offspring, probably using human test subjects and prisoners to incubate them. I found that offensive, personally. So I have to ask – are you serious, waking me with this phone downgrade bullshit?”

      “This is a major problem!” Hilton raised her voice because, clearly, to her, this really was a serious issue. To me, she seemed like someone who desperately needed a mother who at least gave her a spanking every now and again. Locking her in a box might have been extreme, but some adversity, some perspective in her life might have served her well. Or at least given her enough other shit to worry about so as not to wake her beleaguered, overtired, sleeping partner.

      “Where did this even come from?” I asked. There was a matching phone right in front of me. With a touch, it flared to life, the surface already filled with notifications from apps I didn't even have.

      “Tech dropped them by while you were sleeping.” She was totally fixed on hers, staring at it so hard I thought it might spontaneously combust.

      I stared at the alerts and the first caught my eye: President Gondry delivers fiery speech on China and possible political assassination live from Ohio. Watch live!

      Well, shit. I had nothing else cooking, and it sure didn't seem like my partner was going to let me enjoy my beauty rest, so I clicked the phone open to find a) it responded to my passcode and b) it appeared to be already synced to my cloud, in spite of the extraneous apps. Whoever had possessed it before had installed Flashforce (ugh), NNC's news app, and Instaphoto, none of which were Sienna Nealon essentials.

      Still, I clicked through out of morbid curiosity and a vague desire to see what President Gondry was saying about China and Bilson's death, since I had a stake in...well, all of these things.

      It took the video a moment or two to start streaming, but it dropped me into the middle of a pretty harsh opening. Gondry was standing in front of a blue curtain, clutching his podium with a death grip, his wrinkled face twisted up as he spoke to...I dunno, a $3,000 plate per person fundraiser, maybe? It looked like a ballroom.

      “–that operating on our soil and kidnapping our people will not be tolerated,” Gondry said, keeping his hands anchored. “These sanctions will allow us to send an unequivocal message to China: no more!”

      There was applause. It wasn't tepid, but neither was it ferocious. Whoever he was delivering this message to, it wasn't the target audience, but they were receiving it about as warmly as could be expected, given they were probably a Rotary Club or something, expecting a talk about civic responsibility and getting fire and brimstone about China and their dirty dealings instead.

      Also, I wasn't the deepest political operator in the US – quite the opposite, in fact – but I had to believe Gondry's usual audience and base probably didn't feel a great warmth in their heart for going against China. He'd taken donations from a lot of big companies that did a lot of business there. Yet here he was upping the ante over where he'd already upped it yesterday.

      Not my circus, though, and Gondry was not my monkey. He was, however, my problem, if he chose to make things difficult for me, which was one of the reasons I kept watching.

      “In addition...and I'm sure some of you have heard...” Gondry's eyeglasses glinted in the light of the teleprompter. “...the man I appointed to the National Security Advisor post yesterday...was murdered last night.” That got a sympathetic gasp. “My deepest condolences are with his family.”

      I frowned. Bilson had a family? I guess I hadn't checked to see about next of kin.

      “Can you turn that down?” Hilton asked, staring at me across the table, as though I were putting some great imposition on her. Her phone was firmly in hand again, and she had her head cocked at me in a very teenage way.

      “I definitely could,” I said, and made no move to adjust the volume. Because I'm me, and because she didn't actually ask me to, and because I'm an asshole when annoyed.

      She got it after a minute, and just before the applause died down enough for Gondry to go on. “Will you?”

      I made a great show of considering it. “No.”

      “...assured that if this was an act by China...we will find out,” Gondry was saying after I got done listening to Hilton huff about how rude I was. “Our best investigator is on the case...I'm sure you know her: Sienna Nealon.”

      Well, that didn't exactly get a standing ovation. More like another smattering of polite applause.

      “And she's already turning up results!” Gondry said, his delivery a lot more like a college professor teaching a class than a typical president. Made sense, given that was his background, though. “Last night, mere hours after the murder, she had already collected evidence suggesting the involvement of a highly secretive group that calls themselves...'The Network.'”

      I raised an eyebrow at this. The FBI did not generally comment on cases in progress. Especially not to divulge the existence of a key group of persons of interest.

      “Oh, shit,” Hilton said. She had put aside her own phone and was listening along with mine. “Did he just...?”

      “Yeah,” I said tightly.

      “Whoever this Network is,” Gondry said, and you could almost hear the whispers in the crowd around him – or at least I could, because meta hearing, “we will find them. We will root out their hidden purpose, expose their faces to the world, and see them punished for their role in this crime.”

      I buried my face in my hands. “Tell me he did not just...” I couldn't even finish.

      “Yeah, he just mixed all your evidence up and blamed this group that Bilson was part of for his death,” Hilton said. “On live TV. That was a thing that just happened.”

      “Shiiiiiiiit,” I whispered, but I had no more time to adjust to this information, because a DC number interrupted the broadcast, lighting up the phone's screen for its primary purpose. “What?” I snapped as I answered.

      “Please hold for the Vice President of the United States,” a surprisingly polite female voice intoned. You know, given I'd just snapped at her when answering on my end.

      Only one thing I could say to that:

      “Aw, shit.”
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      Time to Play!

      God. These idiots again.

      He logged in immediately, though.

      JOHANNSEN: Are any of you watching Gondry's speech?

      BYRD: this is crazy guys

      KORY: Who the hell left the big bowl of cocaine out on Air Force One?

      Chapman sagged. What the hell had happened now?

      CHALKE: For those of us not connected to our phones via USB straight to the brain?

      KORY: Please, USB is so 2012. It's all Bluetooth now.

      JOHANNSEN: The president is currently giving what can only be described as a...well, it's a speech. That's as far as I can go before adjectives fail me.

      BYRD: srsly cray cray u guys i think hes lost it

      Well, this was a waste. Chapman almost closed the app, but stopped himself in time. Maybe, with a properly asked question...

      CHAPMAN: I'm on a plane. I don't have news apps on my phone because they're largely a waste of time. Anyone want to summarize the high points/low points of the speech for me?

      KORY: Ouch. Harsh critique. Also, you're lucky this isn't prior to 2012. You'd be thrown off the plane for dicking with your electronic device in flight.

      Chapman closed his eyes. Kory was such a dimwit. And he flew commercial, clearly. No pilot on a private plane would dare tell their fare to turn off their phone, even in 2012. But that was the difference in classes. Even as a CEO, Kory was small time. He'd burned through his venture capital money doing stupid shit like opening an office in Brooklyn and decorating it with signed merchandise from various luminaries. What a waste, especially when the entire news business was going insolvent. In five years, Kory would be a low-level coder for a tech startup. If that. Loser.

      JOHANNSEN: Namechecked in the president's speech thus far: more sanctions on China. Also, a mysterious “Network” that may be involved in the death of Bilson.

      Chapman thudded his head against the soft seat rest.

      JOHANNSEN: As I said before, I'm not really sure how to describe this speech.

      CHALKE: Sounds like canonically it fits in the vein of “ravings of a crazy homeless person.”

      JOHANNSEN: That's really regressive. Plays on bad stereotypes of homeless people and stigmatizes the mentally ill.

      Chapman burned. Really? Now was the moment to talk about how the speech made people feel? As everything collapsed around them?

      CHAPMAN: Plus, he just exposed us TO THE ENTIRE WORLD.

      Jaime was steaming. How could no one else see what a problem this was?

      JOHANNSEN: Well, the name at least. Speaking of, we should change it for deniability reasons. How about, “The Society?”

      KORY: Too generic. Maybe “The Chatroom?”

      CHALKE: I thought you were saying generic was a bad thing, then you come out with “The Chatroom?”

      How could these people be any less serious? Here they were, having just been outed by name in Gondry's speech to the damned world, tied to Bilson's death, and they were arguing over aesthetics.

      BYRD: guys u know its probably not time to argue over name when we need to talk about how this affects us if u know what I mean???

      Chapman closed his eyes. Byrd was the damned voice of reason. That was the bind he was in.

      CHAPMAN: Byrd is right.

      Typing those words pained him, almost physically.

      CHAPMAN: It doesn't matter what we call ourselves internally. We need to contain this situation. We need to change the conversation.

      JOHANNSEN: As far as these things go, pushing “the Network” out of the coverage shouldn't be too hard on the mainstream side. We'll cover it for a day and then let it die.

      CHALKE: How do you do that?

      JOHANNSEN: Simple – when we have a story we want to cover in detail, we write multiple spin-offs and follow-ups about it, keeping it alive day after day, even when there's not much to it. A good reporter can make a mountain out of a molehill, can make readers care about seemingly insignificant things by writing a story with fresh speculation, even if there is no new news breaking on it. We're pretty good at that particular art by now, if I do say so myself. The “Network” coverage can fit neatly under the rubric of today's outrage du jour – and then we'll forget about it tomorrow, and draw the attention of the rest of our peers in the press to something else.

      KORY: Easiest thing in the world. I can have my people spread some disinterest on it, too. Push some rumors around that would make reporters want to back off of it.

      CHAPMAN: Like what?

      This was important. He needed to be sure.

      JOHANNSEN: Something sensitive, politically. Like that the Network is a group of oppressed peoples, trying to find ways to increase the fortunes of minorities as stakeholders in society. We can find some political buzzwords to slap on it to make them back away. Leave it to us. ;)

      KORY: Yeah, we got this. But it wouldn't hurt if you throttled the traffic on it, too.

      CHAPMAN: Done – but you want me to kill it today or tomorrow?

      JOHANNSEN: People have short memories, but it helps if they never hear it at all. Maybe throttle it by 50% today and jack that up to 75% tomorrow, then sort of kill its organic reach completely the day after? That, combined with our efforts, will send it so far into the background that no one will even remember it a week from now.

      Chapman gritted his teeth. They still had to survive this week, though.

      CHALKE: Sounds like a plan, but I see a flaw. What do we do if Gondry keeps banging that drum? He's a pretty good lightning rod for reporter interest, after all.

      Chapman swore so loudly that three of his assistants looked at him. Then they averted their eyes when they saw he was talking to his phone. Smart move on their parts.

      BYRD: also not sure how much influence we r gunna have on him now that he knows he's being influenced

      Damn. Byrd just scored another point.

      CHALKE: Well, he never really knew he was being influenced by us, did he? And it's not like he can shut everyone out. The man still has to make policy. Still needs to take meetings with movers and shakers – like Jaime.

      CHAPMAN: I'll get a meeting with him when I get to town. That should be a good guide to see how much he's willing to listen.

      FLANAGAN: But what if he's not willing to listen anymore? Just curious, because it seems like we'd lose our raison d'etre.

      CHALKE: Agreed. Connecting with you all has been useful, but the idea was to have some real influence. Move the ball forward on our agenda as well as work to our own advantage. Without Gondry, we're all just spinning our wheels.

      JOHANNSEN: Especially without Bilson and his legislative contacts, we're shut out of the process entirely.

      KORY: Yeah, I like you guys, and the scoops are killer, but I was here because we talked about changing the world, making it better. Gondry was looking like he might do that, albeit slowly, until he tripped all over this stupid China thing.

      Chapman found himself nodding along with Kory, which disturbed him. He hated agreeing with that bastardized programmer and reporter. How was it that a man who did neither well somehow made a success out of himself at both? Whatever.

      CHAPMAN: Yes. I still have a deal hanging in the balance worth a lot of money, one that could change the future of China. But Gondry will definitely shoot it dead if he keeps going down the current path. I'm going to talk to him while I'm in Washington. Maybe I can make him see reason.

      CHALKE: That'd be nice. And solve at least one of our problems. If you can prove he's still amenable to listening...

      JOHANNSEN: Yep, then we'd just have to keep our heads down until the furor over the Network passes, and whoever's responsible for Bilson gets ferreted out.

      CHALKE: Which we will. I've got Nealon on it, and she always (annoyingly, at times) gets to the bottom of these things.

      BYRD: sounds good go team!!!!!!1!!!11!!!!!!111

      Chapman cringed. They had a plan of action, at least.

      But that wasn't going to be enough, was it?

      Someone out there was taking individual action. Chapman had made the opening moves in setting up his own plans, but he needed...more. Quicker action, perhaps.

      He looked up at his assistants. “Which one of you called those metahumans recommended by Bernice?” He waved a hand when one of them started to speak. No, he didn't know the names of his assistants. Nor did he need to; their faces all blended together anyway. “Doesn't matter. I want you to call them again. Get them on a plane to Washington. I want to meet with them while I'm in town. Like, today.” He averted his eyes as the assistant scrambled to heed his wishes.

      Yes, it was time to take action. He couldn't leave it all up to others, after all. Even in the Network, letting other people see to important details was a recipe for disaster.
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      “Did you hear that?” VP Barbour asked in a crisp, slightly annoyed tone as I held the phone to my ear.

      Credit to the VP for immediately making our conversation immediately uncomfortable. I struggled for a moment, trying to figure out how to respond to her accusatory tone without lambasting the president for broadcasting the remix version of my case's evidence to the entire world.

      “Sorry, what?” I asked. “I'm in the middle of about five things related to the case right now.” As if by witchcraft, my email dinged and a forensic report for the rooftop the shooter had likely used for a sniper nest popped into my inbox. “Interesting,” I muttered, under my breath. “Something just came in.”

      “The president just mangled your case on national TV,” Barbour said, and she sounded a little like she'd had about enough of Richard Gondry's shit. Gone was the carefully composed, thoughtful lady from earlier, and replacing her was a woman who sounded like she was right next to the edge and deeply contemplating taking a leap. “He threw everything you told him in a stew pot, boiled it, imbibed it, then vomited it all back out in the middle of one of his speeches.”

      I blinked at her colorful use of language. “That sounds...bad. You're not calling me to clean it up, are you?”

      “Well, you did get mentioned by name, so I wouldn't be surprised if you get a call from an enterprising reporter or twelve asking for comment.”

      “I'm not allowed to talk to the press,” I said quickly. “For their safety as much as my own. I mean, I have a really bad track record with reporters.”

      “I remember well the great Minneapolis reporter-punching incident,” she said. “As well as that time you nearly burned a wild pack of them to death, sparking a two-year manhunt for yourself.”

      “See, that's just one of those lies that persists after the truth comes out. The reporters were well clear of the fight in Eden Prairie before I went off. Camera footage shows that they fell over themselves scrambling away after I broke the spell over them. I swear, the lie gets around the world twelve times before the truth gets its shoes on. It must have flight powers.”

      Barbour chuckled. “Regardless...we have a mess, Agent Nealon.”

      “Madam Vice President,” I said, wishing I could abandon the pretense of this conversation and just dive into that forensics report, “if you can point me to a time when I don't have a mess, that'd be the aberration. Whatever the president has done, I'm sure it's not unfixable.” That was a lie. Hell if I knew the long-term consequences of his speech. But I also knew that dealing with any of this PR bullshit was way above my pay grade.

      Barbour just sighed, long-suffering, on the other end of the phone. “Do you know what my job was before this?”

      I did. “You were the Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, ma'am.”

      “We did important work over there,” VP Barbour said plaintively. “If there's any department that's crucial to the functioning of this country, it's HHS. I administered programs that genuinely helped people.” Her tone changed, hardened. “Now I bat cleanup for a man who – don't get me wrong, knows a lot, but can't decide which important change to make first, so he goes after all of them and achieves none of them.” Her voice tightened. “Until this China business. Now he's completely focused on it to the exclusion of everything else, and anything that borders it gets dragged in, like Mr. Bilson's untimely death.”

      What was I supposed to say to the VP's critique of the president? Nothing. So I did exactly that.

      “You need to solve this, Agent Nealon,” Barbour said. I guess she'd finished venting. “Get to the bottom of it so that the president can find his satisfaction that China wasn't involved, and we can try to normalize relations. I mean, I didn't care if he mucked things up with Revelen. They were small and inconsequential, until we found out they were a nuclear power. But China? They're one of our largest trading partners, a huge swath of the president's donors are affected by this in myriad ways, and the more fuel gets put on this fire by things like this Bilson incident, the longer this drags on and the less willing to listen the president becomes. He needs to see reason.”

      “I'm not sure what reason is in this case, ma'am,” I finally said, not because it was the smart thing to say, but because I couldn't keep it down. “But I promise you that I'm working on the case. I'll pursue every lead, follow every possibility. We'll figure it out.” I smiled tightly. Hilton was watching me from across the table, not even bothering to hide her eavesdropping.

      “Please do, Agent Nealon,” Vice President Barbour said crisply. I guess our heart to heart was over. “Before something happens that can't be undone.” And she hung up, leaving me with that thought.
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      “Impossible.”

      That was Hilton's pronouncement, anyway, once I'd opened up the forensics report.

      “We don't know for a fact that this is accurate,” I said. “No powder. No shell.” It was the report for the rooftop of the building where the suspected shooter had taken aim at Bilson. “It might not be the place.”

      Hilton was leaning over my shoulder, which I would have found irritating at the best of times, but it was made worse by her having gone a little heavy on some sort of perfume that really wasn't doing an adequate job of covering the fact that she had not showered in the last twenty-four hours. I could kinda understand given the abruptness with which she'd been called in, but she smelled like a club on the morning after a raucous party, and she was standing way too close to me to be reeking of her own failed deodorant, artisanal cocktails that lacked any artisanship, and the sweat of some dude who had apparently made Drakkar Noir one of the pillars of his faith. “Are you reading the same thing I am?”

      “Presumably. It's only about three paragraphs.”

      Hilton pointed at my clunky, outdated “new” laptop's screen. “They say it happened from the rooftop of that building based on the angle and other factors. And that this building is, by air, 1.3 miles from the victim's apartment.” She pressed her finger on my screen like it was a touchscreen, leaving behind a print so clean I could have secured a criminal conviction with it.  “A 1.3 mile shot? Come on. Impossible.”

      “Not impossible. Just really difficult.”

      She cocked her head sideways at me. “Did you do sniper training in your quickie course at Quantico?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you ever try a mile shot?”

      I nodded. “Tried, yes. They wanted to test me.”

      “How'd that go for you?”

      “I was pretty far off,” I said. “Didn't even hit the target.”

      Her eyebrows rolled upward. “Wow. Really? Even you, huh?”

      I sighed. “I may have higher strength, dexterity and muscle control than normal humans, but that doesn't automatically translate to excellence in every category. I'm a fair shooter at 500 meters or less, but beyond that, you get into factors of windage and bullet drop-off that I just don't have the training to overcome with my powers alone. That's skill and practice, usually years of it. It's not an innate talent I have.”

      “Who would?” Hilton asked, blessedly standing up and removing herself from my immediate vicinity as she paced back over to her seat. Admittedly, I probably didn't smell the best either, at this point, but she didn't have the meta sense of smell to detect it.

      “Military guys,” I said. “Though anyone who did serious sniper training might be able to do it, provided they were sufficiently skilled.” I looked at the photographs in the report on the locale. The sniper had probably lain prone across the stairwell structure that popped up above rooftop level when delivering the killing shot – or so forensics assumed. There was a suggestion that a blanket may have been laid across it. The shooter would have taken it when exiting the scene to avoid leaving behind hair, fibers, cartridges and powder residue. Which was logical, as assumptions went.

      “Did they pull building security footage?” Hilton asked.

      I shook my head. “New building. Apparently it's not fully complete yet. There were enough cameras not working that we've got almost nothing, footage-wise. No sign of anyone moving through the site.”

      She caught my nod and stalked past her chair. “Are they gonna comb the building looking for forensic evidence?”

      I glanced at the report. “They'll probably try, but it's essentially still a construction site. Hundreds of people have been in and out over the last six months. Forensic evidence will probably be hard to come by. At least anything conclusive, unless the killer walked through a dusty area that captured their foot prints, but so far...nada.”

      “And Bilson's apartment?” she asked. She was really getting into this, and I almost hated to quash her enthusiasm, because it was making up for my tired, jaded, lack thereof.

      “Killer didn't show up there, at least last night.” I pulled up a second report – all these were preliminaries, and could certainly change if the teams dug up any additional evidence. “He didn't have any visitors at all that they could find on the security tapes.” I flipped through the digital record of still photos of his condo. “We'll need to make a list of known associates. Conduct interviews with his co-workers, friends. That's the grunt stuff, though.” I rubbed my eyes, feeling the bleariness settle in. I looked at my watch. It was getting pretty close to five and we had no hot leads, not a one.

      “So...what do we do now?” she asked, that raw, excited energy of her second wind practically oozing out of her. “Make the list? Start asking questions?”

      I stifled a yawn. “You can get a start on it if you want.” I shut my laptop. “But me? I'm done for the night.”

      “What? Why?” Hilton stood up straight, and reminded me of a meerkat popping its head out of a hole. So excited.

      I tried to hide my wan smile, but I didn't try too hard. “Because,” I said, attempting to keep from sounding like the wizened old hand at this, “we have nothing immediate to pursue. The diary was our best lead and it got stolen without a trace. Everything else is background, and a lot of it, like questions at Bilson's office, is being handled by the team the director already assigned. So...yes, you can go get extra credit and start compiling a list of people to talk to, friends to interview, all that...but I'm flat beat and I'm going home, because all that is likely to yield absolutely nothing in this case.”

      “How can you be sure?” Hilton asked, sounding vaguely insulted by my assertion. “How do you know without trying?”

      “I don't,” I said, lifting my laptop bag and slinging it over my shoulder. Unwieldy and annoying, it came with the damned thing and looked like a man purse. “And I'll pursue the leads, all of them, including following up on the canvassing. But with fresh eyes, and tomorrow.” I couldn't stifle the yawn this time as I headed for the exit, leaving Hilton radiating disappointment I could nearly feel, even with my back turned as I walked out. “Because in my professional opinion...we've hit a wall.”
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      Dinner was beef pad Thai, takeout from a little place around the corner. I ate it in silence, alone, staring at my laptop as I read up on Bilson's past. Sifting through the life of a dead man felt macabre, and the quiet of my apartment made it worse. I'd take a bite of soft noodles and seasoned meat and chew while reading laudatory puff pieces about the impact Bilson made on Washington society through the years.

      When I finished eating, I crashed out to sleep in my recliner, laptop still purring on my lap like the pet I didn't have. The last thing I thought about before I conked was my brother, a distant memory of the last time we'd seen each other – actually seen each other, in Revelen almost a year ago – on my mind.

      So it wasn't a surprise when I found myself on an empty street in Bredoccia, the capital of Revelen, the ground thankfully not covered in blood the way it had been when last I'd been here.

      “Are you trying to relive my greatest hits or something?” Reed asked me, normally calm face peering around in search of the carnage he'd loosed on this very spot. This was where he'd saved me from an army of Russian mercenaries...by sweeping them up in a windstorm with a ton of debris and turning them into shredded taco meat. Seriously, it was one of the most impressive displays of sheer grossness I'd ever seen.

      And he'd done it for me.

      “No,” I said, folding my arms in front of me. “Contrary to the prevailing opinion about me, I don't particularly enjoy bloodshed. It's icky. I was just thinking of our last actual, in-person visit when I drifted off.”

      “This is how you were thinking about me?” He made a face, tossing his long, chestnut hair back over his shoulder. It was loose tonight, not in its usual ponytail. “Not a pleasant memory? This?”

      I opened my mouth to protest, to say something like, “Maybe it was PTSD since I thought I was going to die here!” Something that would make me seem more innocent than I was.

      But this was Reed, so to hell with that. “Honestly, this is a pleasant memory for me.”

      He stuck his tongue out in distaste. “Ew. I thought blood was 'icky.'”

      “Hear me out,” I said, turning to face the square where the action had gone down. “It's May now, right?” I did the math in my head. “Yeah. May. Last time I saw you, here, it was last June.” I looked at him sideways. “It's been a year since I've seen a truly friendly face, Reed. Not counting Friday, or my grandmother, or Harry's brief cameos. I've been in Washington and New York and some points in between but...this sucks, man. I thought after Revelen, after two years of running...I thought I was out. But no, purgatory continues. Indefinitely, or so it feels.”

      His disgust softened, erasing from his tanned, youthful face. “I know. It's been tough without you, too. I'm bummed we couldn't meet up while we were both in Tennessee.” He was quiet for a moment. “I miss you.”

      “Same,” I said. “And Augustus, Jamal. Ariadne, of course. Scott. Kat. Harry. Hell, everybody.” I cracked a smile, but it was bitter. “I miss my favorite restaurants. I miss Minneapolis, Reed. I miss being...home.”

      He smiled, but it was sad. “New York and DC aren't home?”

      “No,” I said quietly. “They're so busy. I walk down the street and people shout at me. 'Slay Queen!' Or worse, after the stupid Guy Friday thing.” I felt my own heart melt a little. “Hell, I even miss him, Reed. I miss Friday.”

      “I thought he was 'Swole H', now,” Reed said bitterly. “I'd have thought you'd fit right in in either of those cities. There's a lot to see, you know.”

      “I know,” I said, a touch defensively. “But I think I've kind of realized...I'm not a 'connected' kind of person. And this is a 'connected' kind of town. New York, too. Like, I've met a few of my neighbors and they're nice enough. Same with some of my colleagues. But...” I shook my head. “I didn't ask to come here. I had to, to deal with this Network bullshit.”

      “You didn't have to deal with it alone,” he said quietly.

      “I don't want you in these people’s crosshairs, Reed.” I fixed him with a hard look. “I spent two years on the run because they pushed Harmon's lies to the entire world. I can't have that happening to you. I don't want it on my conscience. Not any of you.”

      He let out a long sigh. “Well...there are less of us now than there used to be.”

      “I know,” I said. He'd told me about the tough choices he'd had to make to keep the agency afloat in my absence. I knew it wasn't easy on him. It couldn't be, given how many people he'd had to cut and how that impacted him. “I know you're doing your best.”

      “We need you here, Sienna,” he said. “Your name is enough to keep business flowing in. Without you?” He shrugged. “We're doing what we can.”

      “How's Eilish doing?” I asked.

      “Fine.” His face tightened again. “How's your assassination case going? I heard Gondry drop the Network's name. Does that mean things are about to hit the fan?”

      I kept a straight face. “TBD, but it was certainly a shock to the system, hearing him dump that out there.”

      Now Reed smiled. “I'll bet. So...when are you coming home?”

      I let out a long sigh. “As soon as I can. I promise.”

      “I know you've talked to some of the others up here, but not that often.” He looked at me slyly. “So...what are you doing on your free nights? Talking to Lethe? Harry? Your 'Mimaw?'”

      “All the above,” I said. “And maybe a few other people.”

      His eyes danced. “Anyone I know?”

      I kept my expression indifferent. “Maybe. Want to play a game of pool?”

      His amusement vanished in an instant. “I'm pretty sure you have a rigged table, given this is all in your head, but...” He shrugged broadly. “Sure. Why not?”
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      She was typing up the broad strokes of her remembrances, kids already asleep after the first time she'd spent with them in...well, forever, it felt like...when Dom came into the bedroom behind her and laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “Mmmm,” Julie said, a little smile sneaking out. Yes. This was the moment. Maybe, finally, they could–

      Then he thrust his tablet in front of her eyes. It took a second for them to adjust–

      And Julie almost rammed her face into the screen when they did.

      Sources say low-level White House comms department employee fired for problem drinking and sexual malfeasance in breaking scandal, the damned thing read.

      Julie's jaw flapped up and down twice, three times, as she tried to form words. “What...what...what?!”

      Dom slid around her, his own expression utterly impassive. “You tell me. What is this?”

      Julie just blinked at it. “I...I don't know. Does it mention me by–?” She made it a couple lines down to find...yeah. There she was. By freaking name. Julie Blair, in black and white.

      “You sure you didn't see this coming?” Dom asked. She recognized the guarded look. His trust was wavering.

      “No!” She stood up, almost delivering her laptop to the floor in a rush. “I have not been drinking...on the job,” she finished lamely. “Or really, hardly at all, until yesterday. And I mean, come on...I got fired. A bender is not out of the question when you've been canned without warning.”

      Dom finally broke, nodding. “It just sounds from this like that was the reason you got fired.”

      “But it can't have been!” Julie found she was yelling, and really didn't mean to be. How could any of this be happening, though? “I wasn't drinking until yesterday, and definitely not on the job!”

      “Okay, okay,” Dom said, back to soothing, his misgivings gone from his tone. “You've got the lawyer appointment tomorrow.” He glanced at her laptop, now overturned on the bed. “Get your story all typed out?”

      Julie put her hand on her forehead. Had it suddenly gotten hot in here? To coincide with this bullshit showing up in the press? “Almost,” she said, and suddenly that gnawing sensation in her stomach was growing to black hole status. “I should...” She gestured lamely at the laptop.

      “Yeah, I'll leave you to it,” he said, retreating from the room quietly, taking his tablet with him.

      It occurred to her, after he left, that the old Dom would have said something supportive on the way out, but she didn't have any time to think about it. She needed to get her story straight for the meeting with the lawyer tomorrow. Clearing the air with Dom could wait until after that, and so Julie dutifully returned to her typing.

      The black despair that people were saying terrible things about her, though? That didn't leave her alone, unlike Dom.
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      “Hey, Sienna.”

      Someone called out to me outside my apartment as I was walking out the next morning. They didn't approach, which would have been detrimental to their health, just called to me from down the block, through the bustle of the morning rush. Having been the recent recipient of an ambush in the street made me assess them coolly, with care, and ready to leap if I heard the squeal of tires or felt the agonizing pain of a sonic gun.

      No such thing happened; in fact, I recognized the guy in question.

      Mike Darnell, ace reporter for Flashforce.suck, the internet's best source for cute cat pics and formerly the home of most major scathing articles on Sienna Nealon. Oh, sure, they'd dialed their Sienna hate back after Revelen, and offered enough tongue bath clickbait about my awesomeness to help feed the “Slay Queen” mantra following that.

      Of course their love for me died down after Friday's stupid Socialite post, and now they'd receded into covering me 50/50 with hate and love, enough to give me whiplash at the Jekyll/Hyde tenor of their coverage. How could they write a listicle one day about the “Ten Ways We Wish We Were All Like Sienna Nealon” and the next put out a feature on “Why Sienna Nealon is Low-Key Retrograde (And Why That's Problematic).” I didn't really understand the second headline, but it sounded bad.

      “You know,” I said, “normally I'd take a guy following me all the way from New York as a bad sign. Stalker-ish, even. But with you, Darnell, I'm gonna chalk it up to 'persistent.'”

      “Just in town doing some shoe-leather reporting on a story,” Darnell said. He really was an old-school guy; I'd read his dispatches from Afghanistan and Iraq, where he'd embedded with the troops, as well as his reportage from scenes of various civil unrest and riots both domestically and abroad when he'd been with the Times. Darnell didn't follow the new school of journalism, the keyboard warriors that I saw so often these days, printing stories spoon-fed to reporters by sources with a vested interest. This guy went places and saw things, often where bullets were flying, and he came back and wrote about it all. That marked him as worthy of respect, even if it didn't move me immediately to comply with whatever he wanted from me.

      Which is to say that if any other reporter had shown up outside my building and called my name, they'd have seen nothing but my back as I went on about my day, leaving them in the dust. “Does it involve me or are you just hanging out down my block for shits and giggles?” I asked.

      Darnell's smile vanished. “It could involve you. What do you know about this Network that the president mentioned yesterday?”

      Now it was my turn to smile. “The FBI doesn't comment on cases in progress, Darnell. You know that. And I'm not a press person, anyway.”

      “Off the record,” Darnell said, flipping his phone screen around so I could see it wasn't recording. People were passing us on either side, and I was catching a stray look here and there.

      “Off the record...I'm still not a press person.”

      He smiled again, beckoning me over to the side of the building, out of the streaming crowd flowing around us. I followed, mostly because of him, and also because it only required a few steps of effort. He lowered his voice to the range where only me and a passing dog could hear it, and said, “I might know a member of this Network.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Don't suppose you'd be interested in doing your civic duty and helping the FBI on this case?”

      Now I knew why he was smiling. “If a certain FBI agent could provide a very background comment, I could be possessed to share a very informal tip about this Network, as well as the evidence that got me to the story.”

      I tried to hide the pained look. “You've got me over a barrel here, Darnell. What the hell am I going to tell you that's not immediately going to put me in a ringer? I'm one of two people working this case from the inside.”

      “I know the VP's briefed in on everything,” Darnell said. “So's Chalke. I can paint it as coming from either the top level of the FBI or–”

      “'A high-level source in the White House?'” I asked. “I could live with that.” I made a face; horse-trading was so Washington DC. “Fine. Show me yours and I'll show you mine.”

      Darnell looked around. “Dave Kory. CEO of Flashforce.”

      I stared at him through my shades. “Interesting. Evidence?”

      “Comment first.”

      “What would you like the comment on?” I asked. Probably should have narrowed that down before I'd agreed to the name swap, but hey. I needed names of Network members, right?

      “Two things,” Darnell said. “One–”

      “Hang on. You gave me one thing, but I'm supposed to give you two? I'm calling foul.”

      “Two small things for one big thing,” Darnell said, “and the evidence to support it. You'll be pleased when you see it all, trust me.”

      He probably couldn't see my eyes narrow beneath my sunglasses, but I bet he could feel my displeasure. “Go on, then,” I said.

      Darnell leaned closer to me. “Is it true that the VP has had about enough of Gondry's shit?”

      I threw my arms wide, overacting in my guilt. “How the hell should I know that? I've been to the White House four, five times, and just met Barbour for the first time yesterday.”

      Darnell played it cool, just watching me, no sunglasses. “Can you confirm it or not?”

      I sighed, looked around. No one was watching us. “In my opinion...yeah. Not to give you too much to destroy me with if you out me as a source–”

      “I don't burn sources. I'll keep you out of this.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “I had a call with her yesterday and the tone was definitely in the range of exasperation.”

      He nodded, scribbling furiously on a palm-sized pad with a real pen and real paper. “What's your feel for why she's upset with him?”

      “My read is not extensive,” I said, “but I think she doesn't like the fact that he's all over the place on policy, fighting all the battles, all the time instead of choosing one front and plowing ahead. That said, I think he might be on her last nerve about this China policy swerve. She mentioned donors to me, as in they might have trouble funding re-election because of Gondry's stand on this issue.”

      Darnell nodded, wrapping up his notes. “That jibes with what I've heard, too.”

      I looked sideways down the street. I really didn't want to be caught talking to a reporter, and he was just scribbling in public while standing next to me. Outside my apartment. “Oh?”

      He gave me a quick look. “There's no one surveilling you.”

      “That you know of,” I said. I self-consciously brushed my hand against my pocket, hoping my cell phone was buried deep enough in my jacket that the Network couldn't hear our conversation. Whatever. If they did, they'd know I was after them, which is what I was supposed to be doing for the investigation anyway. They didn't know I was both aware of them and aware they were my enemy.

      “I stood out here for an hour waiting,” he said. “No one came by twice, no one shot me a stray look, no one's sitting in the parked cars. Back to the point – the story I'm getting is that Barbour was credibly in line to step up and run for president this time, now that Harmon had reached the end of his final term. She'd done her time in state government, in the legislature, and HHS, and would have been a hell of a contender in the primary against Gondry, who was always going to run after finishing up his tenure as VP.” His lip wavered with some kind of amusement. “Whoever took out Harmon,” and he looked at me significantly, while I just stood there and tried to be so cool I'd make a cucumber look like a baked squash, “didn't do her any favors.”

      “Professional jealousy is not the aristocrat of the emotions,” I said. “What's this other thing you want from me?”

      Darnell nodded, glancing at his notebook. “What was the purpose of the Chinese abductions?”

      I tried to stand still, but my eyes flitted unintentionally left to right. I caught the subtle, subconscious gesture on my own part and recognized it for what it was: me, prey, seeking escape from this uncomfortable situation. “What's the going line?”

      He pursed his lips. “I'm looking for more than 'confirm or deny' on this one.”

      “What's the going line, first.”

      “Well, as you know, the FBI hasn't said much,” Darnell gave me a mischievous look. “But you mentioned in your video there's a meta angle, that China's kidnapping these people for favorable genetics related to powers. I hear there's more to it.”

      I balled my hand into a fist. “Why do you care?”

      “It's a story.” Darnell looked at me evenly. “Everyone else in the press fed right out of your hand, because let's face it, the idea that China's kidnapping people to activate their metahuman genes? That's scary as hell on its own. The implications are...”

      “Yeah, they'll have you wetting your pants,” I said. “That was the main thrust of it, by the way. They lost their metas in 2012 to Sovereign, during the war. They're looking to rebuild. But...”

      “But what?” Darnell asked, firmly, yet insistently. I wanted to smack him but he was too good at this. Probe, but gently.

      “They laid a trap for me,” I said. “They wanted succubus genes. Eggs, actually.”

      He paused, cocking his head. “Oh. Sorry. For a second, when you said eggs, I imagined it like...hard shell, sitting on a nest. Not the kind in ovaries.”

      “Yes, please don't report to your readers that I hatch my young like a bird or a snake. They already hate and fear me enough as it is.” I sighed. “Anyway, yeah. They were after me. They wanted to create...well, you nailed it on supersoldiers. Supersoldiers with the flexibility to absorb any power.”

      “Yikes,” Darnell said under his breath, scribbling that down. “Guess we're lucky they didn't get you. Have you ever seen another incubus or succubus that's absorbed powers? Like, more than you had?”

      “Yes,” I said tightly. “It's...not good, trust me. Having China with a few hundred incubi and succubi and access to all the harvested, collected genetic powers of the thousands of other people they were gathering?” I shook my head. “They wanted to genetically engineer their way to an army that no one could stop.”

      “Thank you,” he said, finishing up his note taking. He looked up. “Now it's my turn.”

      “Great. The Network member?”

      “Like I said, my boss,” Darnell whispered. “Dave Kory.” He pulled out his phone and flipped it around to show me what appeared to be a screenshot...of another phone. “He has an app called Escapade that sends him alerts throughout the day.” He flipped through the pictures to show various alerts on the phone's screen. This was some subtle picture work, some of it over the shoulder, some of it at a distance, and I was guessing he'd been watching this, nonchalantly, for a while.

      I frowned. “So that's how they communicate?”

      He nodded. “I think. Furthermore...” And he brushed the screen so another picture appeared, “...I got his phone one time when he put it down unlocked to deal with a plumbing emergency.”

      I peered at the screen. It was mostly black, with text across in a scrawl. I could only see a few lines, but what was there was...interesting:

      BILSON: The thing about Nealon's possibilities is that she's got the power to go from inception of idea to enforcing will. Soft power is great, you all know I'm a huge advocate of soft power wherever possible, but every once in a while we need something translated into hard reality. Having her on our side could give us that capability – if we make her fully subservient. This halfsies stuff, where she sort of hangs out there, only partially under our control? Not optimal.

      CHALKE: I agree with all of that, but if you can find a way to make her subservient, I invite you to try it. I will applaud you endlessly, because in my experience, if you tell her to swerve left, she's going to go hard right for eight hours, clear off the playing field. Then, once she's out of sight, she'll hook around and crash into your other players, wiping out ten of them while coming out of it looking like either a genius or a moron, depending on the day.

      KORY: Lol. You always talk about her like she's actively thwarting you, Chalke. It looks to me more like dumb luck. Emphasis on the dumb.

      CHALKE: She's thwarting us, nimrod. Emphasis on us, because it's really hard to get things done when she's knocking your players and potential players off the board. Let's count, shall we? She ruined Warrington in Louisiana, who was a promising player in the party and a supporter of Gondry's.

      BILSON: Look, Warrington ruined himself. She just brought it to light after you sent her down there.

      CHALKE: TO PROTECT HIM. Not to preside over him throwing himself out a window! But regardless, now we lose Bernice Adams of Inquest, who was a potential member, and the FBI gets a black eye from her actions in this social media blowup. Not good.

      CHAPMAN: We didn't want Adams. Her empire was built on fraud. Nealon didn't make Inquest a festering shitpile, she just helped reveal it.

      CHALKE: Interesting how she just keeps doing that, huh? But only to people who are of use to us.

      “They don't appear to like you much.” Darnell was watching my reaction.

      “Few do.”

      “I dunno, you seem all right to me.”

      “That's because I haven't punched you. Yet.” I looked at the screenshot again. “You're sure this is the Network?”

      “It's my boss, the FBI Director, the CEO of Socialite and your murder victim all in one chat room on an app that doesn't actually exist,” Darnell said. “I checked. It's in no store, and no one's heard of it. Now I can't prove it's the Network, but you've gotta admit – it sure walks and quacks like a duck.”

      “Can I have a copy of that photo?” I asked, nodding at the last one. The one with all the talking. Shit-talking. About me.

      “Yep,” he said. “Want me to forward it to you via text?”

      “Actually, I want a printout of it,” I said, keeping my voice low. He'd done the same throughout our conversation, which meant hopefully my phone mic hadn't picked it up. “Can you messenger that over to me?”

      He made a funny face. “There's this modern invention called email. Maybe you've heard of it?”

      “I have. My email account is my work email, my laptop and phone are both FBI issue, and all that is overseen by my boss, who as you've just noted, is part of a conspiracy of some sort that involves my murder victim. Other members include potentially the biggest tech CEO in the world as well as your boss, who presumably has some access to your email.” I cocked my head at him. “Now...would you like to email this evidence about their conspiracy to me on my company laptop and phone via my work email? Or would you rather just hand me a hard copy?”

      “I can get one printed out for you at Kinko's or something and send it over,” Darnell said, focusing on his phone. He seemed actually abashed. “So, uh...you look like you're up against some heavy hitters there.”

      I rolled my eyes forgetting he couldn't see it, as I turned away. “I'm always up against heavy hitters, Mr. Darnell.”

      “Does it worry you at all?” he called after me.

      I paused, turned. Pulled down my shades and let him see my eyes.

      “Every time,” I said, being a hundred percent truthful in this. “Every damned time.”
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      “I hear some of you have a grudge against Sienna Nealon,” Chapman said, looking at the five fine metahuman specimens arrayed before him.

      Well...some of them were fine. Some were...old, actually.

      Chapman looked the older one in the face. He was a man with a gray beard and a revolver on his hip like Clint Eastwood or something.

      The older man looked right back at him, unflinching. “I don't have a grudge against Nealon, no.”

      “Oh, oh, I do,” another said, and Chapman looked at her curiously, then darted a glance at the notes in his hand.

      Bob haircut = Chase Blanton.

      Gray beard = Phinneus Chalke

      “You must be Chase,” Jaime said, looking back up at her. She did have a bob haircut, and her head was cocked, eyes alight with amusement.

      “I got beef with Sienna Nealon,” said another. This one was wearing...yoga pants? And was presumptively male, though Jaime hadn't asked for his pronouns. He skimmed the list...

      Yoga pants guy = Captain Frost

      “Captain Frost, is it?” Chapman looked up. “Wait, you're from New York, aren't you?”

      Frost smiled, and it looked slightly mellow. “Yes. I'm New York's foremost superhero.”

      Chapman made a show of thinking about it. “But...you're taking this job for pay? Didn't know superheroes did that.”

      “I have a condo in Midtown,” Frost said, “and my Patreon subscriptions are down lately for some reason. Gotta make rent somehow.” He shrugged expansively.

      “I, too, have a grudge against Sienna Nealon,” said another. Chapman checked his notes...

      Half-shaved head = Tyler Bowen

      “That's good, Tyler,” Chapman said, looking up. “Not that it's a requirement, because I'm not really looking for a conflict with Sienna Nealon, just referencing your previous work that I'm familiar with. The San Francisco thing, specifically.”

      “Yeah, I wasn't in on that one,” Yoga Pants – Captain Frost – said.

      “Oh?” Chapman looked at his notes again. There was really nothing there beyond the information about whose name went with what appearance. “But the rest of you were, right?”

      “I was,” said a black lady with a small afro hairdo and some seriously tasteful clothing. Chapman wasn't much on fashion, but this woman was done up.

      He glanced at his notes, found Afro, African-American lady = Kristina Bonner, and nodded. “But no particular animus toward her?”

      “I'll fight whoever you want me to long as you pay, baby,” she said with a real jaded air.

      “Same,” said the last woman in line. She was done up fairly nice, too, in a suit with a low-cut tank-top beneath, and business slacks. Her hair was reddish-brown, and her dusky eyes didn't leave Jaime as she spoke. Her mouth was a flat line of disinterest that only seemed to move when she spoke. She'd been there, done that, he could tell.

      “And you must be...” Chapman scanned down to the only unaccounted-for name. “...Veronika Acheron?”

      “C'est moi,” she said with a trace of a French accent. Which hadn't been present a second earlier.

      “Look, the reason I'm getting you all together is that I've got some issues going on in my business,” Chapman said, looking up from the card and drawing it close to his chest. “One of my associates has recently been assassinated–”

      “You're talking about that shooting in DC last night?” This from the old guy. Phinneus.

      “Yes,” Chapman said. “And–”

      “I took a look at that,” Phinneus said. “Nice piece of work.”

      Chapman froze. “Are you a...gun guy?” He eyed the revolver on the man's belt. The answer seemed obvious, but it never hurt to ask, challenging baseline assumptions and all that.

      “You could say that,” Phinneus said, crow's feet wrinkling as he winked.

      “Phinneus is one of the top shots on the planet,” Veronika said.

      “You are such a sweet talker, Veronika,” Phinneus said.

      “Just briefing the boss,” Veronika said.

      “You didn't...uh...take a contract on...that shot...?” Jaime asked.

      Phinneus, thankfully – or maybe not – shook his head. “That one didn't come my way. Fine shot, though, if it came from the building I think it did.” He puffed his slightly sunken old-man chest. “I could have made it. Easy.”

      “Uh huh,” Chapman said, trying not to eye him suspiciously. “Do you know who did do it?”

      “I don't know anyone else quite like me,” Phinneus said. “'Least not anymore. Most metas specialize with their powers. Not too many take the time to train up with a gun. Take Sienna Nealon for instance. She's a fair shot at close range. Get her out to a mile and more, though, and she ain't hittin' shit. Me?” He slapped his hand against his revolver and Chapman jumped slightly, afraid it might go off. “I could just about hit it with this Colt. With one hand.”

      “But you definitely didn't do it,” Chapman said, staring at him. “And you don't know who did?”

      “Probably a military-trained sniper, if I had to guess,” Phinneus said. “It's someone who put the time into the trade. Even I had to practice to get this good, at least at that range.”

      “Okay,” Chapman said, and glanced back at the notes. “Now that we're all acquainted with what kicked this little soiree off, let me get to expectations. I am firmly in the middle of several sensitive business dealings. One of my associates has obviously just been...” He searched for a delicate word.

      “Kacked?” Tyler Bowen asked with a slight smile.

      “Snuffed,” Veronika said.

      “Had his head blown clean off,” Phinneus said.

      “I don't know where it hit,” Chapman said. God, had the bullet blown Bilson's head off? If so, eww.

      “That's less impressive, then,” Phinneus said.

      “Anyway,” Chapman said, moving right along, “I've got concerns. I need security personnel who can identify these kind of threats at a distance and deal with them. Or, if something bigger comes up, and gets,” he waved a hand around his person, “all up in my area...well, I need that dealt with, too.”

      “So this is a security gig?” Veronika asked. Her gaze was cool, and Chapman wasn't sure it had left him yet. That was either amazing eye contact for purposes of paying attention, or some sort of intimidation play. He wasn't sure whether to be flattered or scared. This Veronika kind of inspired him in the direction of both. “Bodyguarding?”

      “That's how it starts,” Chapman said. “But it might...expand. The candidates I'm looking for...well, I'm seeking people who are...morally flexible. At least a little. Willing to step outside the law for the right price if something needs to get done.”

      “I'm perfectly fine with busting kneecaps or skulls if the price is right,” Veronika said.

      “What she said...but maybe slightly less enthusiastically,” Chase said, eyes darting to Veronika and back.

      “Same,” Tyler said.

      “I'm a hero,” Frost said, “but...y'know...there's some flex in there.”

      “Show me the money and I'll do whatever you want in the violence department, baby,” Kristina said, almost cooing.

      “You want someone dead, we can discuss terms,” Phinneus said, a big wad of chewing tobacco in his lower lip. When had that gotten there? Jaime almost heaved.

      “I see I hired the right crew,” Jaime said, forcing a smile. “Well, good. So here's the first assignment: I need three of you on duty, with me, as I go about my day, and the other three to just...sorta chill for now, ready to go on shift later.”

      “You need any three in particular?” Veronika asked. Her eyes still hadn't moved. “Or will any of us do?”

      “Which of you have beef with Sienna Nealon again?” Chapman asked. Frost, Chase, and Tyler lifted their hands. “Okay. That's helpful. Hands down, and here's what we're going to do...”
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      “The boss is looking for you,” Hilton said as I came into our conference room/impromptu office. Hilton was nose-down in her laptop, the screen angled away from the door so I couldn't see what she was up to. That seemed a pattern with her, and I honestly didn't care enough to try and spy on her. I assumed she was sending illicit texts, though she could have been composing a randy novel, or looking at porn, and I could not have cared any less.

      “Chalke?” I asked, dumping my stuff at the opposite end of the table from her. No need to crowd each other by being in the same forty or fifty square feet. “Did she say what she wanted?”

      “Nope.” Hilton didn't even look up. “Just stuck her head in and asked where you were.”

      “Hoooookay,” I said, checking my phone for messages. There were none, and I wasn't by any means late. “Should I report to her office?”

      “Dunno,” Hilton said, sooooo bored with this conversation of ours. This girl had such a bright future as the World's Worst Receptionist.

      “Any news from forensics?” I asked. She shook her head without looking up. “Any leads you've turned up?” Another shake. “Did the Nats win last night?”

      That made her look up, blinking. “Oh,” she said, sounding vaguely disappointed when her brain decoded my last request. “I'm not into sportsball.”

      “Me either, just checking to see if you were listening.” I debated going to Chalke's office, and finally settled on being safe rather than sorry. “Back in a few,” I said to Hilton. She made a vague hand-wave gesture to indicate...I honestly don’t know what she was indicating. “I'm bored, go away,” or maybe, “Uh huh, whatever,” or possibly even, “Sure, eff off.” It was hard to say, but I got the general idea.

      Chalke's office suite was about three hundred paces outside our conference room, and I stopped just beside the admin assistant's desk. “Heard the boss might be looking for me,” I said.

      The admin assistant glanced at me, then hit a button on the phone. “Sienna Nealon here to see you.”

      “Send her in.” Chalke's voice sounded businesslike. Couldn't tell if it was good or bad.

      The director's office was unsurprisingly cold and sterile, redesigned presumably under the auspices of its current occupant to more closely fit her personality. Any standard issue governmental furniture had been swept out with the refurb and in its place was a glass and metal desk populated with a couple of items – one of those stupid hanging metal ball things that would clack forever if you started it going, and a desk lamp that looked like it had been deposited on her desk by a visiting alien space craft. The lines were wavy and weird, like nothing else I'd ever seen. I started to say, “Nanu nanu,” but passed on the rather obvious joke, mostly because it'd probably just antagonize Chalke and I didn't need dumb jokes to do that.

      “Getting in kind of late this morning,” Chalke said. It was not a question, nor did she look up from her laptop – which was actually in her lap rather than on the desk.

      “About that,” I said. “I wanted to make clear where we're at in the investigation.” She looked up from her computer expectantly. “We're absolute nowhere.”

      She cocked her head at me. “Beg pardon?”

      “Yeah, we're nowhere,” I said breezily. “We have nothing. Forensics isn't complete yet, but nothing has come up in the preliminary reports and I'm betting they'll come up dry in the final, too. Whoever shot Bilson was a pro. Professional enough to leave nothing behind except the bullet that killed him. We should have some detail back on that today, but I'm guessing it'll be useful only in the event we capture a gun that we can test it against. Otherwise we'll just have a caliber.”

      Now her eyes narrowed. “What about the attack at your office yesterday?”

      I shrugged. “Haven't heard anything from the lab, again, but the guy disappeared after stealing our stuff, and I couldn't lay a hand on him, so unless something amazing like a rare element shows up in his footprints – assuming he had footprints – I don't think we've got anything there. Furthermore, I haven't talked to tech this morning, but neither have they followed up with me.”

      “No news could be good news.”

      “I doubt it,” I said. “You're talking about all the photos of that diary just vanishing out of both my phone and the cloud. Whatever happened there, the best we can hope for is fingerprints or something on the items themselves. Maybe DNA. Absent that...”

      “You're nowhere,” she said, but this time she was staring at me. “Does this mean you're giving up?”

      “No ma'am,” I said, shaking my head fervently. “Just telling you where we sit. We're looking for a break and we haven't caught it yet. I'm not quitting...I just don't want you feeling blindsided in a day or two days, wondering why this case isn't solved. It's because we've got almost literally nothing. And while I am magical in my own special, annoying sort of way, creating clues out of empty air is not among my powers.”

      “Then get out there and rattle the bushes,” Chalke said, leaning forward. “Shake something loose. The president's National Security Advisor candidate was murdered. You think we can just let that slide?”

      “No. But neither can I conjure up links to this mysterious Network out of bountiful nothingness.” I threw this out because I figured a reference to the Network might make Chalke back off.

      It did. She sagged back in her seat. “Fair enough. Well, do what you can.” And she turned her attention back to her laptop, indicating to me that the meeting was over. “And let me know if there's anyone I need to work on for you. The forensics lab...agents...whoever.”

      “Roger that,” I said, giving her a nod on my way out. “I'll keep you in the loop.” And I would, along with the VP. Or President Gondry, if he was back now.

      During the walk down the sterile hallway back to my conference room/office, I saw Hilton dart out, booking it toward the bathrooms. She was really cruising, which I chalked up to her trying to hold it for just a little too long after her morning coffee. She disappeared around the corner without looking back, and I shrugged as I turned at the conference room, yanking it open and stepping in, expecting to find myself alone.

      I was not alone.

      There were four people in the room.

      Not one of them liked me.

      “What...the...effery?” I asked, eyes flitting from Chase Blanton to Captain Frost to... “Chase. Frost. ...Dude with the partially shaved head, what's your name again?”

      That guy's eyes lit up with pure hate. “Tyler Bowen. You're going to remember it this time.”

      “Probably not,” I said, looking at the last person in the room. “Hey Chapman, what's up with the unannounced visit? And bringing this trio of assholes into my place of work?” I cracked my knuckles as I looked at the tech guru, who just smiled back at me, not quite benignly. “You looking to start a rumble?”
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      Jaime Chapman stared at me, mirth lighting his tiny, slightly beady eyes.

      Then he burst out laughing. “Go wait for me outside, will you?” he asked his triad of assholes, waving a hand to dismiss them like the serfs they were.

      I caught a glare from Chase that would have melted my skin almost as effectively as her lightsaber hand, and the cold treatment from Frost was enough to leave me with freezer burn. But they harkened to the crack of their master's whip and went on.

      But Bowen, Mr. Sideways Mullet, his eyes hate-boffed me as he traced a path almost to my side. Slow, so I didn't take it totally amiss, but he definitely made his way toward me with unkind feels vibing off him.

      “You feeling lucky?” I asked, staring at him coolly. “That's your thing, right? You're a leprechaun?”

      Dude reddened like he'd caught me naked in bed with his mom. “I am not a leprechaun. I am a luck changer.”

      “Well, I'm Dirty Harriet,” I said, “and I'm asking you...do you feel lucky, punk?” I smiled. “Well...do you?”

      He sort of sat there and vibrated in fury for a minute, then turned on his heel and stomped out.

      “Interesting,” Chapman said, watching the whole scene play out.

      I gave him a surly look of my own. “What? That you brought people with an antagonistic history to my place of work and we exchanged hostile words? I'd have thought a bright guy like you would be well versed with probabilities, and the law of cause and effect.”

      “I just meant it's interesting how quickly you default to violence,” he said. “Like it's programmed into you at the most basic level.”

      I blinked a couple times. “Pretty sure it's programmed into all of us at the most basic level. Some of us just paper over it with civilization better than others. And of course...some of us are just better at it than others.”

      “Is that your way of saying you're less evolved than me?” Chapman had an infuriating sort of smile, in that I was pretty sure he was trying to piss me off.

      “Absolutely,” I said. “In much the same way as a naked, unarmed man in the jungle is less evolved than a tigress.”

      “But the naked man is not unarmed,” Chapman said, “and he brought bodyguards. Just so you don't get any ideas.”

      “What ideas might I have, Mr. Chapman?” I asked, strolling over to my computer. I was pretty sure I hadn't even booted it up before I left, and the dark screen suggested that was likely the case. Still, Tyler Bowen had been sitting in my seat, and he had left the aroma of cotton candy behind. Clearly another vaper.

      “I don't know what sort of things run through your mind at any given moment,” Chapman said. “Probably long, empty gulfs of blank space followed by the occasional violent impulse that you struggle to rein in.”

      “It is quiet in here,” I tapped the side of my head, “when I'm not thinking about ways to kill people.” I folded my arms in front of me. “Why are you in FBI headquarters today? And my office specifically?”

      “Oh, is this your office?” He made a big show of looking around. “I thought it was a waiting room. I've got a meeting with the director, you see.”

      “Mmmm,” I said. “I bet you have lots to discuss with her. Mutual...connections and whatnot.”

      Chapman's eyes widened subtly, and I thought I caught a moment of pure terror before he reined it in. Couldn't deny tossing that out there was worth the blowback for making the bowl-cut-wearing nerd sweat. “I was actually here to talk to you about a mutual acquaintance of ours,” he said, eyes falling back to the table. “Mr. Bilson.”

      “I'd heard you three were linked in,” I said, and his eyebrow twitched. It was not the most subtle baiting ever, but no one ever really accused me of being any less obvious than a tack hammer to the nuts. “By the by...how's your deal with China going? You still eager to jump in bed with Mr. Huang?”

      Chapman twitched, then forced a smile. “You did me some damage on that China deal.”

      “I'm so sorry you were damaged,” I said. “If only I'd let them get away with kidnapping thousands of people, you might still have a functioning deal. The sacrifice of some human beings to experimentation and breeding programs is probably a small price to pay so you can make a few more billion.”

      He visibly flinched. “You have no idea why I do what I do.”

      “I'm sure you have fantastic reasons to collaborate with them. Collaborators with murderous, dictatorial regimes usually do. Strangely, they typically coincide in the area of fattening bank accounts. Odd, no?”

      “China's not going to change from without,” he said hoarsely. “Their internet is locked down. Without someone going in who can open things up–”

      “Yes, I'm sure they'll definitely change all their free-speech-quashing standards they've had since the Cultural Revolution for lil' ol' you.”

      Chapman's face turned red. “You know absolutely nothing.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? It's the upbringing. We can't all grow up with such a tight web of social connections as yourself. I mean, you grew up upper class, went to the best schools, full ride to Stanford. Jaime...you were networked in to the top echelon of our country, to the veritable ruling class from childhood, am I right?”

      Chapman's lower lip wavered, and he swallowed visibly. “You're not very clever at all, Ms. Nealon.”

      “I'm sure that's down to my lack of a high school diploma. And of course my lack of a college education.” I made a funny face. “I'm just so darned stupid, y'know. Not like you and your friends. You're all geniuses. To the manor born. So bright. So ascendant. Graced with the right to rule us plebes. Nay...divinely ordained to, I'm sure.” I wiped the smirk off my face. “You're the same so-called elite that's always tried to put their sorry asses on a throne above the rest of us. You don't even bother to hide your sense of smug superiority.”

      Chapman's eyes settled on me, and there was a real hate burning behind them. “Why would I bother to hide the fact that I am superior to you? What have you done?”

      “Saved the world from annihilation at the hands of Sovereign,” I started ticking points off on my fingers, “saved Chicago from a falling meteor, kept the guy you backed for president last time from taking over the minds of every single person on Earth to turn us into a human ant colony, killed a Scottish bitch with dreams of world domination, stopped a nuclear holocaust...do I need to go on, or do you get the point of me?” I leaned over the table and put my knuckles down on the surface, felt them cool against my skin. “What have you done that means a damned thing, Jaime? Other than made it possible to share photos of your cat with people from high school that you didn't like then and don't like now?”

      “I bring people together,” he said hoarsely, “in ways you can't imagine.”

      I chucked a thumb over my shoulder toward the door. “I admire the fact you've brought together three people who hate me. I have a feeling it's going to work out badly for them before this is over, but...I'm sure you see that, too. What with your superior brain and education and all.”

      “It seems to me,” Chapman said quietly, “you've been very lucky in your life, Agent Nealon.”

      “Have I?” I cocked my head, still smiling smugly. “Well, like Napoleon said, it's better to be lucky than good.”

      “Your luck is bound to run out soon,” Chapman said. “I mean...hypothetically, of course.”

      “Oh, is that why you hired Bowen?”

      Chapman smiled, but it was ghostly, and I could tell I'd scored a couple verbal body blows in our conversation. “I hired Bowen in case I needed a bodyguard.” He started for the door. “And it's already looking like a sound investment.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. “I mean...after all, when you start to experience feedback in a closed network, the...feedback could just...kill you.”

      Chapman gave me one last look from the door, eyes wider than I'd ever seen them, and out he went, leaving me behind to wonder if, in anger, I'd just overplayed my hand.
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      He stormed into Chalke's office as soon as the secretary opened the door, walked right up to Heather, past her attempted greeting, and grabbed her, hugging her close in as awkward a gesture as he'd ever made in his life.

      “What...the...?” Chalke said into his shoulder.

      Chapman just held her for a second, then whispered back. “Nealon. She knows.” And before Chalke could ask, he finished the thought. “About us and the Network.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      “Did Jaime Chapman find you?” Hilton asked when she came bursting back into the conference room, winded, a few minutes later. “He was here...looking for you...and I thought you went to the bathroom–”

      I stared at her. “You literally told me before I left that Chalke was looking for me. I was in her office.”

      Hilton stared at me curiously, then went, “Ohhh. Right. But he found you?”

      “He found me,” I said, sitting down in front of my laptop. “Though I bet he wishes now that he hadn't.” The last bit I mumbled, mostly to myself.
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      Riding the Metrorail was always a mixed bag. It took forever, the people riding with you could be somewhere in the range from pleasant to unremarkable all the way down to smelly and dangerous, and you never knew which you were going to get until you were on the train.

      Still, it was going to get Julie where she wanted to go, so she held her nose and rode, focusing on her phone all the while.

      She'd just gotten done reading a cute article about a viral video of a little brother cuddling his baby sister for the first time, and was having an attack of the cutes when she clicked back to the main page of Flashforce. She liked that site. They put just enough saccharine in to make the world seem not so terrible.

      Then she saw it. Something distinctly not saccharine.

      White House Comms Aide Scandal Deepens with Allegations of Sexual Impropriety

      Julie stared at the headline in cold horror for a moment before clicking it. It sounded terrible, and worse, was there any White House communications aide embroiled in a scandal right now other than...well, her? The drinking articles had been terrible, after all, and spread broadly across multiple independent publications. They'd stung, too, every one she'd read bringing fresh tears even long after she'd thought she'd gotten all of them out.

      She read the first paragraph and started to feel them welling up again.

      The scandal in the White House Communications Office deepened today with new revelations about sexual impropriety of Julie Blair, 34, who was fired...

      Julie wheezed. There was a sudden tightness in her chest, like a giant fist had gripped her by the lungs.

      ...sources within the office say it was well known that Blair, in addition to having problems with alcoholism, was involved in multiple affairs with sometimes married staffers in the office. Blair is also married.

      “Oh my God,” Julie breathed. She grabbed the metal floor-to-ceiling stabilizing bar because lightheadedness seemed to be setting in and she thought she might fall out of her seat.

      How could this be happening? She'd never screwed around on Dom.

      Her breathing seemed to get heavier, deeper, as the train rattled around her – like a harbinger that Julie's world was inching closer and closer to falling apart.
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      There was no time to hash things over with Chalke, nor particularly the desire to do it face to face. She looked at him, ghost-eyed, and he just nodded. “Got to go to my other meeting,” he said, and saw himself out.

      They would talk about it later, it was understood. In a more secure environment, in the app. The one area left on earth he could control fully.

      How had Nealon found out that he and Chalke were in the Network together? With Bilson, no less?

      Oh.

      Of course.

      How could he have been so stupid?

      Bilson was the answer. Of course Bilson was the answer.

      Chapman thought about it in the back of the limo on the way to the next meeting, his new bodyguards keeping their silence, thankfully. That Bowen fellow with the partially shaven head seemed like he wanted to say something, but Jaime's face must have warned him off.

      He caught a stray look from the woman, though, Chase, and that made him pause. “What?” he asked, the dark shading on the windows tinting the back of the vehicle in shadow.

      “Never been here before,” she said, looking out the windshield.

      Chapman tried to mute his annoyance. “Stick with me and you'll be back,” he said, as they pulled up to the entry gate to the West Wing of the White House.

      Security was an inconvenience, but not an insurmountable one. Chapman himself passed with ease, having been “invited” or at least having the power to invite himself. His bodyguards would wait in the car, and he would pass through the Secret Service blockades. Which he did, again, with ease.

      He was shown into the Oval Office immediately, because that was what one did when one was head of the single largest aggregator of social data and information on the planet. He was the valve through which so many communications flowed. How could anyone desiring power think of him as anything other than a perfect spigot through which it flowed and kiss his ass accordingly?

      “I wish we had all day, but I'm sure you know I'm heading to Andrews in a short while for a speech in Michigan. I'm sorry I haven't made it back to California in a while, Jaime,” Richard Gondry said after the perfunctory handshakes. “Or at least not Northern Cali. How's everything going for my friends in Silicon Valley?”

      “Not so well lately, sir,” Jaime said, settling down on one of the chairs in front of the fireplace opposite the president. “I can't speak for everyone, but – oh, well, actually, I probably can.” He leaned in seriously. “We're concerned about your radical shift on China, Mr. President.”

      Jaime had known Gondry for quite some time. Had seen the man through two campaigns now – the first as VP, now this one as president. He'd had a lot of access to him over the years. Things he knew about Richard Gondry: the man was smart, in his way. He knew people some – their quirks, their foibles. He knew facts in his area of expertise better, though.

      But he also had a little bit of an ego, and though Chapman had seldom seen it before, he recognized it clearly now. Gondry's face reddened a few degrees, and the man drew a hard breath. “What China is getting now is no less and no more than what it deserves.”

      Jaime, fresh off his confrontation with Sienna Nealon, didn't feel much like backing down and playing nice, either. “There are certain moves that are considered fair in diplomacy. Reciprocal moves, you might say. What China did was...unkind. What you have done in return ups the stakes to incredibly dramatic levels.”

      Gondry shifted in his chair, straightening against the back. “They have kidnapped people off our very soil, Jaime.”

      “Their own citizens, mostly,” Jaime said. “I'm not saying it's right. But a lot of my peers in industry are getting very nervous at this escalation.”

      Gondry stared back at him, steely-eyed. “They were trying to build an army, Jaime. Genetically modify people to build an army. With folks who'd left China. You get this, right?”

      “I understand, sir,” Jaime said coolly. “Terrible, no doubt. But that's supposition.”

      Gondry leaned forward. “That's not supposition. Their diplomat admitted as much to Agent Nealon.”

      “Sir,” Jaime said, smiling and shaking his head, “surely you can't take everything she tells you at face value.”

      Gondry's face became stiff like a statue. “Why not?”

      Jaime stumbled on that for a second. “Sir, less than a year ago she was the bane of your existence. You remember that? Because I do. Discussions long into the night about what a terror she was, about how she was a blemish on your presidency, how her being free and moving about the world was a refutation of law and order principles–”

      “I'm not so old that I forget things that dramatic,” Gondry said, but there was enough anger buried beneath the surface that Jaime wondered if he'd struck a nerve. Probably best to back off it and let the president vent. “But the woman saved us from a nuclear holocaust. You think my presidency looked blemished while she was running around as a fugitive, imagine how it would have looked with half the country on fire!”

      Jaime faked a little chuckle to break the tension. “I'd hardly call the Midwest half the country.”

      Gondry just stared him down coldly. “Everyone remembers the one that got loose and headed for Minneapolis and Chicago. No one seems to recall they actually launched enough missiles to destroy every major city, Jaime.” The president thrust himself up, out of the chair, pacing toward his desk and the windows beyond. “Maybe it's easy for you to joke about that. Maybe it holds an air of unreality for you, having watched it on TV or your phone or somesuch.” Gondry halted at the curtains, peering out through white, lacy sheers across the White House lawn. “I watched downstairs as it happened live. Watched them shoot those missiles. Because of...” Gondry's head bowed. “They call the president the most powerful man in the world, Jaime.” He turned to look at Chapman. “You know what I did when they launched twelve missiles – a hundred and forty-four total MIRV nuclear devices at our nation?” His face was pale, voice scratchy but strong. “The so-called most powerful man in the world was dragged bodily down into a basement bunker, locked in, listening on the phone and watching on TV as the real most powerful person in the world took her friends and fixed the damned problem I made with my arrogance.”

      Chapman found himself staring at the aging president. A nervous feeling twisted in his guts, snaking around to become...disdain. “Your loyalty is making you blind to her faults. She may have done a few things–”

      “Saved the world in ways that no one else ever could,” Gondry mused, facing the window. “How is it you can't find it in yourself to admit that, Jaime?” The president turned on him, and the weakness was written all over the lines of his face. “It doesn't require you to believe she's a perfect woman. You credit her for the good and weigh the bad, forgetting neither.”

      “She's nothing but trouble,” Jaime said, thrusting off the arms of the chair to stand. “You're not seeing her with clear eyes, and it's costing this country–”

      “How much money do you stand to lose because I decided to buck up against China?”

      Chapman saw red. “You don't do these kind of things in international diplomacy, sir. You don't slap your allies.”

      “If you think China's our ally in any way other than ones that are convenient for them, son...you're 'round the bend.”

      “I'm not your son,” Chapman said, feeling a mean-spirited grin overtake him. This was a doddering old man. “Thankfully.”

      The president's eyebrows rose. “Let me ask you a question I think we both know the answer to, Jaime. When was the last time you had to face a mistake that could kill you? That had real-world consequences for your life that couldn't be fixed by money?”

      “What the hell does this matter?”

      “You and I are powerful men,” Gondry said, and the ghost of a smile slid across his lips. “We control the fates of others. We can do things that make their lives easier or harder. Why, if you had it in mind to do so, you could almost make someone disappear, couldn't you?”

      “Like a presidential campaign?” Jaime asked, feeling that cold fury wash over him. “Wouldn't it be something if it simply...disappeared from search results? That what you're talking about?”

      Gondry nodded slowly. “I have similar powers. I can send the FBI after someone for blocking commerce, for instance. Can bring in the regulators to hammer them for being a monopoly. Break up their company. Shatter their...life's work.”

      Chapman felt a cold chill run down his spine. “That'd be...unwise.”

      “Perhaps,” Gondry said, and Chapman realized for the first time that the old man had never even raised his voice. “The things you and I can do...to others...we do at a distance. We make a mistake, I'm rushed to a bunker to wait out the end of the world. You probably have something similar–”

      “Better, I'm sure.”

      “–And we wait. We can escape the worst of the consequences we bring down,” Gondry said. “That's our power. Hers, though...” Now he turned to face the window again. “...She has to stand and face her mistakes.”

      “You're obsessed with Sienna Nealon,” Chapman said.

      “Mistakes that could kill her at any time,” Gondry said. “While you and I hide in safety.” He turned to look at Chapman. “Can you imagine the guts it takes to live your life walking that kind of edge? When was the last time you made a mistake that could kill you, Jaime?”

      “Isn't that kind of the point of being us?” Jaime said, feeling a cold fire burning in his stomach where that clammy, crawling feeling had lit it. He hated feeling afraid, and nobody had tried to pressure him like this in a long time. Maybe the president was just responding to his own threat, but he'd come back with the force of a cannon and Chapman hated it, hated it, hated it.

      “To be disconnected from the consequences of our choices puts us outside the realm of the common person,” Gondry said. “Makes us lose...perspective.”

      “Here's my perspective,” Chapman said. “I see you making a huge diplomatic mistake by confronting China over something that doesn't need to be handled this aggressively. There are subtler moves you could make. You're destroying our relations over a trivial matter.”

      “To you, it's trivial,” Gondry said. “To others...it was their lives. They killed an FBI agent.”

      “Cops die all the time,” Chapman said. “So do soldiers. That's what they signed up for. Cry me a river.”

      Gondry just stared at him. “I don't think we're going to come to a meeting of the minds on this. Why don't you go ahead and see yourself out?”

      “So you're not going to change your mind?” Chapman felt his fists ball up almost of their own accord. “You were working on a dozen initiatives, sir. Things that could make a real difference.”

      “They're all pushed to the sideline now,” Gondry said. “China is the greatest geopolitical threat of our time. They have shown a clear willingness to do terrible things, imprison countless people – literally countless, as in we don't know how many – in order to control their population. The human rights crisis of our time, and they just tried to export the franchise to our shores.” Gondry nodded to his window, whatever the hell that meant. “For better or worse, my presidency just gained focus. We're going to fight this enemy on every front, for good or ill. And we're going to ferret out those in our own government – this Network – that might be involved in giving aid and comfort to that enemy. Whatever it takes.”

      “That's madness, sir,” Chapman said, voice rising again. “You're destroying the status quo to no effect. This isn't a war we should be fighting. And it's not one we can win. You need to focus on the domestic agenda, sir. That's what your base wants. Progress in those areas. They don't care about the internal affairs of China.”

      “Even when they cross the sea and come to us?” Gondry asked, looking sideways at him. “Even when they violate our domestic security you don't care?”

      “No,” Jaime said. “We have our own problems. We have our own causes to advance. There are things we can do here, and in our sphere of influence to make things better right now. China will change over time. There's no need to stake your reputation, to put all your political capital on this one issue, sir. It's unwinnable, and I won't stand by and watch you wreck your presidency over it.” He stood as tall as he could. “You need to change your mind. Right now.”

      “I'm afraid today I'm going to have to show you the limits of your power, Jaime,” Gondry said. “This is as far you go with all your money and technology. Because the chair I sit in,” and he nodded at the desk of the Oval Office, “gives me the right to decide America's foreign policy. I have to see to the well-being of over three hundred million people – not just a certain segment of the population who sees things differently than I do.”

      “You're making a terrible mistake.”

      Gondry still stared out the window, but cocked his head slightly. “Well...I can only hope it's not as grand or far-reaching as the last one, then. But I suppose if it is, I have hope that having Sienna Nealon with me,” and here he looked at Chapman, and again, Chapman felt that cold chill, “I at least have a chance of weathering it and coming out the other side. Good day, Jaime.”
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      CHAPMAN: Gondry is off the damned reservation. He is whole hog, he is all in on Sienna EFFING Nealon.

      He finished typing that the moment after clearing security out of the West Wing, hit send and fumed as he climbed back in the limo.

      “How'd your meeting go, boss?” Chase Blanton asked.

      Chapman stared at her. “How much do you hate Sienna Nealon?”

      Blanton's jaw tightened. “A lot. Why?”

      Chapman snapped his head around and looked at Tyler Bowen. “How much do you hate her?”

      Bowen's eyes narrowed as he thought about it. “More than Chase, I think. On a scale of 10, it's like 6, 7. Enough that I'd like to push her in front of a train, but only if she didn't see me coming.”

      Chapman took that information in, then turned to Frost. “And you?”

      “Oh, we're at a solid 10,” Captain Frost said, nodding his square jaw. “If I can get away with it, I'd put her down for sure. Came close before, in fact. Guess that makes me one of the only people to come close.”

      Chapman looked back to Chase. “Number scale. How much would you like to kill Sienna Nealon?”

      Chase stared at him. “Like them, if I could get away with it, maybe. But I don't really want to go to meta prison, y'know?”

      Chapman nodded. All this was fitting into the equation. “What about the others?”

      Chase laughed, joined by Tyler. “Veronika, Kristina, and Phinneus have played assassin before. You pay them enough, they'll do it even though they don't hate her.”

      “Phinneus is really good at shooting people,” Tyler said. “I hear. Never seen it myself. Kinda want to, though.”

      “You need to be a little careful about this, though,” Chase said. “She's dangerous.”

      “You're right, of course.” Chapman felt a cold, slithering smile cross his face as he turned his attention to his phone. “I think the key move here is to make sure she doesn't see it coming.” He licked his lips, trying to decide how to approach the subject he needed to raise to the Network. “Also...there might be one other thing that needs to be done...”

      CHALKE: What does that even mean?

      BYRD: crazy u guys why would u trust her shes nuts lololololol

      JOHANNSEN: That's disheartening.

      CHAPMAN: He's going to lead us into war with China. He's absolutely set on it.

      KORY: ...What?

      CHAPMAN: It's true. I just had a long chat with him and he's set on this. China's the hill he wants to die on.

      CHALKE: ...Shit.

      KORY: No no no no no! There's so much we could be doing that's not related to China in the least!

      Chapman nodded. They all knew the list. So many policies that could make a difference right now, and he was hung up on some 7,000 miles away.

      JOHANNSEN: He's going to lose in November. He's going to go down to Mitchell and we're going to have at least four years, maybe even eight years, of absolute despair and terror and uselessness.

      CHALKE: This sucks.

      KORY: Ugh. I just feel sick to my stomach. This was...everything.

      BYRD: sorry u guys this blows

      FLANAGAN: Same.

      CHALKE: Have you heard Charlotte Mitchell speak? I listened to the primary debates with her once and almost threw up in my mouth. Thrice.

      KORY: Yep. Hate her.

      JOHANNSEN: She's so damned homespun and backwoods and...inelegant.

      BYRD: but imagine the ratings for the years of that shitshow lol from governor of north carolina bfe to president she culdnt run a dog show lolololol

      Look at all that despair. Chapman just smiled, because they were right where he wanted them.

      CHAPMAN: Okay, I get it, we've taken a hit. But come on – the purpose of this group is to exert influence.

      CHALKE: Yes, and we've exerted to the max, and everything is hitting the fan. What's your point?

      CHAPMAN: No, we've exerted all our soft power. We're spent on it, even if we called in favors from outsiders we have markers with, I agree. And we have no influence over Mitchell, so if things go south in November, I agree we also are screwed, and out of power for 4-8 years.

      Defining the terms of the problem was so crucial here. If he could do this correctly, he could steer the consensus.

      And he meant to steer it. Right where he wanted them to go.

      KORY: Yep. Worst case scenario, and we're headed right for it, full speed ahead.

      CHAPMAN: Agreed. It'd be the end of all things, I think. Our agenda would suffer so much damage in the intervening years that...well, I find it intolerable. Anyone else?

      JOHANNSEN: Heartily, yes.

      CHALKE: Yep.

      KORY: For sure.

      FLANAGAN: Yes.

      BYRD: yep yep yep

      CHAPMAN: So if we see the alternative in November as unacceptable, and Gondry is leading us toward that disaster, the only remaining answer seems as obvious as it is frightening, doesn't it?

      CHALKE: Whoa.

      KORY: lol did you just...?

      CHAPMAN: Hear me out. Or think it through – Sarah Barbour is committed to the same causes as we are. Behind the scenes buzz is that she's reading the tea leaves on China like we are. She was supposed to run this time, once Harmon was out. She's reliable. She's next in line.

      Jaime took a long breath, waiting to see if anyone would follow the bait he'd laid out.

      JOHANNSEN: She could reverse course on this mess without it seeming too ridiculous. Get back on track, focus on the things that will turn out the base and get them excited to show up in November. Not this stupid warmongering stuff.

      CHAPMAN: Exactly. She's our reset button before this thing heads too deep into the black hole.

      CHALKE: I like Barbour. Less a fan of Gondry lately. He just hasn't been listening. This Nealon fixation explains a lot. I'm for the change if we can manage the downside risk. So long as it doesn't connect back to us in any way, basically.

      KORY: Agree. I'm all for the chaos of kicking things over if it moves our agenda forward and we're not hit by the backlash. I always thought Gondry was kind of a retrograde idiot anyway, too old to really understand things. We've had to cover for him a lot and put out a lot of spin to paper over his Boomer dumbassery. Barbour's slick, smart, young, hip, and she understands the way things move. I'd vote for her in a heartbeat. Like...now. So I'm all about this.

      BYRD: lol sure y not

      FLANAGAN: Seems the sensible move.

      JOHANNSEN: I've always been in favor of a revolution. Within certain bounds. Barbour is it for me. Nearly a perfect candidate. We sung her praises to the heavens when she was nominated to take the VP slot, and seeing her ascend to the Oval would be a capstone on my career.

      Chapman smiled. They were all on board, then.

      CHAPMAN: So we're at a consensus. The next stage is to plan things out. It needs to be deniable, though. Something that will take heat off us.

      CHALKE: About that...

      Chapman paused. If the FBI Director had a suggestion, he was all ears.

      CHALKE: ...There's already a sniper on the loose in DC. If we happened to be able to use that means, seems like it would dovetail nicely into already present fears in the zeitgeist. Then we'd just need a patsy.

      CHAPMAN: I like Nealon for patsy. Just putting that out there. And I happen to have acquired the services of some metas of questionable background and morals just this morning in anticipation of having to extend into hard power territory in some way (though not this one!). Happy coincidence.

      Chapman looked up. “How good is this Phinneus at shooting?” He focused on Chase, because she seemed the most in the know of the bunch currently with him.

      “Best in the world, as far as I know,” Chase said.

      “So he could hit a target a mile or two miles away?”

      “That's what he said.” Chase folded her arms in front of her. “Why?”

      That answer only received a smile in return, because that was all that he needed them to know.
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      I'd been living Chapman-free for an hour or two, sifting my emails and parsing incredibly inconclusive forensic reports when my phone rang with an unknown DC number. Because I was on the job and important people called me sometimes, I answered with a cautious, “Hello?”

      “Agent Nealon?” came a slight, borderline fake Southern drawl on the other end of the line. “This is Lieutenant Colonel Redding over at Joint Base Andrews. The president is stepping on Air Force One in about an hour and he'll be making some remarks ahead of his departure for Michigan. He'd like to appear with you and also have some words just before takeoff.”

      “Uh, okay,” I said, mind rushing through the implications of everything I'd just heard. “Just me?”

      “Just you, ma'am,” came the reply. “Secret Service and the gate guards will be informed of your arrival and you'll be able to move right through security.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and Redding hung up. I frowned at my phone as I started to put it down.

      “What was that all about?” Hilton asked from the other end of the long conference table.

      “I've been summoned to Joint Base Andrews to see the president off,” I said.

      Hilton put on a pouty face that wasn't much of a stretch for her. “I wish I got calls to see the president.”

      “Maybe next time,” I said, pulling my jacket off the back of my chair and shutting my laptop. “Keep an eye out for any emails I need to be made aware of.” I flashed my phone at her. “Give me a shout if anything important comes through.”

      “Understood,” she said, already back to focusing on her computer. I breezed out through the door and down the hall, already frowning about what exactly this little trip meant for me.
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      “So you can do that?” Chapman asked, staring across the short gulf between them in the hotel room.

      Phinneus just looked back at him with smoky, unimpressed eyes. “Yep.” All that was missing was him delivering a perfect spit into a spittoon, because he certainly looked like an Old West character.

      “And you're going to do it with...that?” Chapman glanced at the weapon in his hand. It was a rifle, sure, but it had a lever on it, like...well, something out of the Old West. It was certainly on brand for Phinneus, but Chapman had questions about whether it was the right choice for the task at hand.

      Phinneus stared at him. “Nope. I'll take care of procurement myself. Wouldn't want you to have to get your hands dirty.”

      “Good, good,” Chapman nodded along. He was nearly alone with Phinneus in this, controlling his breathing as he pondered what was at stake.

      It was fine. It was all going to be fine.

      “It'll work,” said the other speaker in the room. He looked over his shoulder to find Veronika Acheron looking at him, putting voice to the reassuring words he was telling himself in his head.

      “And you're fine with this?” Chapman asked. He'd had to pussyfoot around a little until he felt comfortable bringing it up to these two – and only these two. But they'd gotten on board quickly once he'd quoted them a monetary figure high enough to compensate them for any trifling fits of conscience they might have.

      Veronika shrugged. “This is retirement-level money for me, so yes. I'm fine with it, provided nobody screws up and gets us caught. I know Phinneus is sound on that.” She seemed to hesitate. “I'm not necessarily copacetic with some of the others, though.”

      “Use who you want,” Chapman said. “I don't care as long as the job gets done. But the circle has to be tight. People who can keep a secret, right?”

      “Yes,” Veronika said. “I'll take Kristina aside and gauge her reaction. If it's good, maybe I'll include her as backup if you're cool with paying out an additional stake?”

      Chapman pursed his lips. “The money matters less than the silence.”

      Veronika nodded. “Kristina's discreet. Keep the rest of them away from any mention of this, though, okay?”

      “I've got another meeting scheduled shortly,” Chapman said, rubbing his sweaty palms together. “They can come with me. You've got it from here?”

      “Yes,” Veronika said. “And you've got deniability. Nice working with you, Mr. Chapman.”

      “Don't say that til it's done.” Chapman rose.

      Phinneus and Veronika exchanged a look. “We're on it,” Veronika said, smiling at him, “so it's as good as done.”

      “Take that to the bank,” Phinneus said. And he brushed a hand against the metal of his gun, causing Chapman to lightly shudder just from the visual. Guns were so repugnant. But when in Rome...
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      I was waved through the checkpoint onto Joint Base Andrews with only a cursory examination. Parking my government-issue SUV in the lot with the other visitors, I hiked in, following a column of presidential staff and White House personnel dressed in the formal workwear of Washington. I felt underdressed in my cheap clothes, and a little overdressed with the number of weapons on my person, but then, that seemed like it was to be expected wherever I went.

      The stream of personnel was heading toward Air Force One, which was parked on the tarmac. I'd seen it on the news before, of course, big and blue and being loaded and prepped for flight when the president arrived, as he always tended to, via the Marine One helicopter.

      They had a cordon to rope off the president's walking from the White House press pool, which was standing nearby, waiting, in a little herd like the animals they were, in their rope pen. I was already sweating from the walk and my suit, but I waited behind the line with the Secret Service agents, unsure exactly why I'd been summoned but trying my best to be patient about it. Perspiration was forming everywhere, and I found myself wiping my upper lip every few minutes because the press was snapping photos like crazy and I didn't need a high resolution shot of myself sweating like a pig to become a meme.

      “Hey, Sienna!” They were calling me, too, trying to get me to come over and talk to them while we all waited. I didn't rise to the bait, of course, using my dark sunglasses to pretend I didn't see the crowd of reporters and refusing to look at them directly, as if they were the corona of the sun.

      I heard Marine One coming long before it actually appeared, the whip of the chopper blades starting as a distant whump whump whump and getting louder before finally sweeping into sight over one of the hangars that were functioning as the backdrop to my waiting game. Hangars behind me, tarmac in front of me leading to the runway, which stretched for a mile to my left until it disappeared into woods and, presumably, a fence somewhere down there that marked the end of Joint Base Andrews. To my right the runway didn't stretch quite as far, and some buildings were way, way down there.

      Marine One settled on the tarmac, the rotor wash drowning out the shouts of the reporters, blessedly. My hopes that I'd blend in and look like just another Secret Service agent had unfortunately flagged with the first shout of my name. Bummer. Sometimes I missed being anonymous and in disguise.

      The president dismounted off the helicopter's steps, throwing a half-hearted salute to the Marine standing guard beneath. He started across the tarmac as a dozen cameras went off, recording every step he took for posterity or something. He gave the press corps a little wave, as he began to cover the hundred yards or so between his helicopter and Air Force One.
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      “How's the spot?” Veronika asked. She was crouched next to him with binoculars, a USAF battle dress uniform tailored to her frame clashing with the local flora.

      “It'll do,” Phinneus said. He was sweating through his own Air Force BDUs. The Barrett MRAD he'd procured through his black market contacts wasn't his favorite weapon ever, but it'd do. He'd fired enough shots to be sure it was properly sighted, and now he was ready. Lying prone here in the vegetation at the end of the runway at Joint Base Andrews, he had a decently clear field across the runway. He wiped his face with his sleeve, missing his cowboy hat right about now. He'd doffed his Air Force cover because he didn't want anything to interfere with the scope.

      “I like that you're a man of few words, Phinneus,” Veronika said. She wasn't holding still, which was annoying, but hardly world-ending. That was the problem with meta senses; if you were standing next to someone who crinkled a cellophane wrapper, they might as well have been doing it in your ear. “But if you need anything, you know, other than me sitting here and acting as spotter, do let me know.”

      “I will,” Phinneus said, chambering the first round. He'd been working with guns for a hundred and fifty years, and he never lost the respect for what they could do. The minute you did, you'd get sloppy, and probably accidentally shoot yourself. Safety still on, he gently increased the scope's magnification and started seeking his target.
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      I waited for the president, arms folded, differentiating myself slightly from the Secret Service agents along the path by posture alone. They kept their hands free at all times to draw their service weapons. Folding your arms on duty would be a big no no. I assumed President Gondry would notice that, at least subconsciously.

      He didn't. Or if he did, he certainly didn't act like he'd seen me. He veered toward the press corps, waving at them as he approached. “How's everyone doing today?” he called genially. “You feeling better, Tyler?”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the reporters called back. “Thank you for asking.”

      “Airsickness can be real hell on you,” Gondry said. “I've been known to experience a bout myself. One time, when I had some fluid buildup in my ear.” He made a waving gesture around the side of his head. “Felt like I was in that movie where the fellow walks the tightrope between the twin towers. You know what I mean?” He made a show of weaving about drunkenly, and the press corps laughed.

      I chuckled slightly, too, under my breath.

      “I'll take five questions this morning, how about that?” Gondry said, and he turned as he addressed the press corps, trying to take in the whole sweep of them, give everyone in the crowd a little eye contact. He snapped up a hand and pointed. “You first, Tyler. What do the readers of Washington Free Press want to know today?”

      “Uh, thank you, sir,” Tyler said from within the depths of the crowd. “Are you going to announce additional sanctions on China today?”

      “No,” Gondry said. “We've hit them hard, and now our negotiators are talking with theirs. Thus far, signs are not promising. Let's be clear about what we're dealing with here – they invaded our sovereignty and operated military forces on American soil in a concerted effort to build up a program of genetic engineering based on imprisonment and brainwashing. This would be appalling enough carried out in their own country, but to do so in ours is simply beyond the pale. We're still examining all the options in search of the appropriate response, and I do believe we'll be making additional announcements as time goes by, but there's nothing more to talk about right now. Next – Samantha.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Samantha said. “Do you have any comment on the progress of the Bilson investigation?” She looked past him at me, and I frowned slightly. She was trying to draw me in, and I didn't care for it at all.

      “Not at present, no,” Gondry said. “It's in capable hands, and we'll announce something when policy and procedure allows it.” The president seemed to be picking up on the crowd looking past him to me, because as he turned in profile I saw the creases in his brow, the pucker of his lips as he assessed his audience, how they were looking past him. He turned and looked at me, and registered mild surprise to find me standing against the hangar. “Oh. Agent Nealon.” He waved a hand in a clear gesture to join him. “Don't just stand there in the shadows, come on over.”

      I tried so hard to keep my face neutral and out of full Sienna RBF territory. I didn't want to smile, either, because my forced smiles were occasionally terrible, bordering on frightening. Keeping my arms folded across my chest, I froze in place, the president watching me with the entire press corps behind him.
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      “Is that Nealon?” Phinneus asked, peering through the scope. He was adjusting the resolution, zooming in, and had just about reached the maximum for this particular implement, when he'd seen her moving out of the shadows of the hangar. She'd looked like just another Secret Service agent in that dark suit and sunglasses. Only as she'd caught the attention of Gondry had he realized she wasn't standing like them and taken a closer look.

      “Is it?” Veronika asked. “I think your vision might be better than mine.”

      “It's her,” Phinneus said. “What's she doing here?”

      “She works for the FBI. Sounds like she's up to her sweet little ass in this business.”

      Phinneus paused, looking up at Veronika. “Really? You've got a thing for Nealon?”

      Veronika let out a rough sigh. “No. But I do appreciate her unrepentant badassery in much the same way I admire yours. You got a shot?”

      “Yeah,” Phinneus said, centering the crosshairs on Gondry's chest. He wasn't going to take a chance on missing with a head shot. Not when a bullet of this caliber – .338 Lapua Magnum – would leave a hole in the man's chest the size of a fist. He'd pump two, three rounds in just to be sure. “Think I should take Nealon while I'm at it? Boss doesn't seem to like her much.”

      “But he hasn't offered payment for killing her yet,” Veronika said. “Maybe you could weasel a bonus out of it – assuming you didn't fail in the attempt.”

      “I wouldn't fail,” Phinneus said, letting the pride creep into his voice.

      “You did last time.” Veronika sighed, shifting around on her knees. It wasn't as loud as crinkling cellophane, but neither was it quiet. “I am too damned old for squatting out in the woods anymore, Phinneus. Kindly do whatever you're going to do so we can get out of here, will you?” She shifted again, crackling twigs and pine needles as she moved.

      Phinneus ignored her, drawing his bead and slowing his breathing. The president was about a mile away, and the wind was out of the east at about five miles an hour. He shifted the crosshairs appropriately, drew one last breath, and started to let it out. He snapped the safety off, and moved his finger onto the trigger, ready to squeeze...
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      I hesitated when the president called me over. He'd made the grand, sweeping gesture with his hand, beckoning me, and I just...

      Froze.

      “Looks like she's feeling a little shy,” Gondry said, like a carnival barker trying to coax a kid out of the stands to be part of an act. “Let's hear a round of applause for our hero, eh?” And he started clapping. The press joined in, though much less enthusiastic than the president.

      I started toward them like a robot with ungreased joints and with all the enthusiasm of one. I didn't smile, didn't wave, just walked across the tarmac as Gondry revved them up further.

      “By her actions she saved thousands of kidnapping victims from the Chinese,” Gondry said. “Those poor people were likely to become test subjects in human experimentation, victims of a sick and twisted breeding program. Agent Nealon put herself at great risk for that, even going against forces in our country – this Network I told you about – in order to make it happen.” When I got close enough, he clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      Gondry wasn't a strong man, but he did jar me enough that I almost missed the subtle vibration in my pocket.

      Almost.

      My phone was buzzing, and though it was bad form to take it out in front of the press corps, the feeling of it against my rib cage was annoying beyond belief. I slipped a hand into my jacket and tilted my head as I looked at the screen.

      A text message had come in. No, five of them, all exactly the same. One word, all caps, over and over.

      
        
        GUN

        GUN

        GUN

        GUN

        GUN

      

      

      Cold tingles ran across my scalp as the word hit me like a battering ram, in context.

      “GUN!” I shouted, and pitched myself sideways, taking care not to hit the president with metahuman force and killing him.

      I took him down nonetheless, as the crack of a gunshot echoed in the distance, and the screams of the press nearly drowned out the distant thunder of another shot – and another and –
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      “What the raw hell?” Phinneus growled as he chambered another round.

      “Thought you said you weren't going to miss,” Veronika drawled from beside him. She'd dropped right to the deck, apparently deciding that being crouched presented too much of a target for the Secret Service snipers, who were already returning fire in their general direction.

      Didn't matter. They weren't going to hit him. Not at this range. Hell, they probably didn't even have a target.

      “She moved before the shot!” Phinneus drew a bead on another target, a Secret Service agent on top of the nearest hangar. Slow pull on the trigger...

      Boom. The agent dropped his rifle and hung over the edge of the building.

      Now...about that president...

      Phinneus brought his scope back down. Nealon had dropped, taking Gondry down with her, behind the press corps, but those little cowardly ferrets were scattering now, fleeing in all directions or just plain hitting the tarmac. Where was...?

      Ah-hah.

      He drew the crosshairs up, putting them on his target, and...
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      The cover I'd chosen when taking the president down in my tackle was one of necessity – the press corps. We were standing in the middle of a damned tarmac, empty space and concrete all there was for a hundred yards in either direction laterally, and it was twenty or so behind me to the nearest hangar.

      Whoever the sniper was, they were to my left, at the far end of the runway. If I could get the president behind one of the hangars – or in a hangar – we'd be under cover and their game would be over.

      My strategy formed in my head before three seconds had passed. I was laying atop the president, sheltering him under my body. Two Secret Service agents were shouting around me, tugging on my arms, trying to get me up.

      A warm spatter of liquid splashed across the back of my neck, and I knew what had happened even before the Secret Service agent dropped on my legs. The sniper had got him.

      “Time to move, sir,” I said, kicking the agent's body off my legs. The press corps was scattering like a bunch of seagulls under the gunfire, which was a smart move. Bullets were indifferent to their target, after all, hitting whatever got in their way. I had dropped Gondry behind the press because they were the only thing between him and the wide open lanes of fire from downrange, but it wasn't an optimal solution, especially now that they were breaking apart, screaming, running, panicking, but also – thankfully – herded by the rope line strung between us and them.

      “What's happening?” Gondry asked, sounding very disoriented.

      “Sniper in the woods,” I said, wrapping an arm around his waist and hauling him to his feet. “Nine o'clock.” I said this not just for his benefit but for that of the Secret Service agent next to us, who looked like he wanted to rip the president away from me and bolt for it. “I'm moving the president to safety,” I said, before he could protest.

      He started to nod, but a second later, the agent's head exploded, painting the president's jacket in dark crimson.

      Didn't matter. I was already moving.

      I sprinted, the president tucked under my arm like an unwieldy, bigger-than-me toddler. His shoes dragged on the tarmac, my shortness inadequate to keep his much taller frame entirely aloft. He let out a wheezing sound as I pounded along at meta speed, sprinting at thirty or forty miles an hour for convenient cover.

      Another shot rang out, and the bullet whizzed past the back of my head. I didn't hear the sickening thud of it slapping into flesh, so I counted myself – and the president – lucky, and slowed a second, veering hard left.

      The next gunshot blew by in front of me, missing the president's head by less than a foot. My arms were aching from the unwieldy nature of the carry. Secret Service snipers were returning fire, but it wasn't suppressing the sniper at all. Whoever they were, they were firing back furiously.

      And accurately.

      “It's the same shooter that killed Bilson!” Gondry screamed from under my arm. “Now they're after me!”

      “Maybe,” I muttered, veering hard back toward the hangar. I'd pulled my one little trick in dodging, but I had to get the president under cover. This sniper was entirely too good to dick around with. I put everything into my run, snugging the president hard beneath my arm like a way, way oversized football. I tucked my head down, locked eyes on the corner of the hangar, and poured it on–

      Another shot lanced through the back of my jacket, skimming my shoulder blades like someone had swung a razor across my back. I ignored the stinging shot of pain, the fresh trickle of wetness as salty sweat dripped into the fresh wound.

      The sniper was getting closer with each shot. Veering wouldn't work. It would only carry me backwards.

      “Hold on, sir,” I said, and dropped on my next step, dragging the president down with me as a shot went over both our heads, missing me by a foot, maybe.

      “What are you – ahhhhhhhh!”

      I bent my knees as I came down, into a squat. The president nearly kissed tarmac, legs and arms dragging the pavement as I ripped us under the shot. When I hit the bottom of my bend, I sprang back up with all the power in my legs, but pushing forward in a hard leap.

      Spring-loaded, we shot through the air only inches from the ground as a bullet skimmed the back of my left calf.

      We flew behind the cover of the hangar and I tilted my body to land on my back, jerking the president close to me in a tight hug. I skidded against the tarmac, ripping apart my already shredded jacket and blouse, but taking the full impact of the road rash on my own skin. I felt it form in real time as we came to a halt some thirty feet from where I'd started the leap.

      “You all right, Mr. President?” I asked. Gondry was splayed out across my body like a lover. Which...ew.

      President Gondry looked up at me, his eyes wide, but a strange, even calm in his voice. “Thanks to you, Agent Nealon.” The footsteps of Secret Service agents thundered around us, replacing the sound of gunfire, which had gone silent. “Thanks to you.”
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      “You want to talk about it?” Veronika's voice was puckish, amused.

      Phinneus was not.

      “No, I don't want to talk about it,” Phinneus said, tossing the rifle at her. Veronika didn't say anything, just slid the rifle into the case, offering it back to him once she'd sealed it closed. “Let's go.” He pulled down the ski mask that had perched atop his head to keep the perimeter cameras from getting a snap of his face.

      They hopped the fence – easy for a meta, impossible for a human, clearing the barbed wire in a solid run and jump. “Lots of older guys experience diminishing results as they age,” Veronika said, and her lip was a twisty line as she tried to hold in her laughter. “It's totes normal, Phinneus.”

      “That was all Nealon,” Phinneus grumbled. The car was parked right there. They'd need to keep the masks on until they ditched the car. “She's damned impossible to work around.”

      “Tell me about it,” Veronika said, steering the car onto the freeway from the shoulder. The motor rumbled and whined, trying to match the pace of traffic.

      Phinneus looked sidelong at her. “You think this new boss of ours is going to want us to take another shot?”

      She pursed her lips under the mask. “He doesn't seem the quitting sort.”

      That made Phinneus smile. “Good. I'll call him first, then we can meet up with Bonner. I've already got another idea.” He didn't like to leave things unfinished.
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      Jamie's phone started ringing the minute he got out of his meeting on Capitol Hill, and he yawned. He didn't recognize the number, but that was by design. He was supposed to get a call right about now to let him know how things had gone – in code, of course.

      “Hello?” Jamie tried to make himself sound dull, uninterested. It was quite the opposite.

      “Hello,” Phinneus's gruff voice came from the other end. “There was a complication. A certain lady of your acquaintance who you're not friendly with.”

      Jamie's brow furrowed. “A certain FBI agent?”

      “That'd be the one.”

      Jamie gritted his teeth. “I was given certain assurances.”

      “It ain't over yet. Just need to reload.”

      Jamie stared out over the spectacle of the capitol, people buzzing back and forth like little bees, but with much less productive pollination – at least for his purposes. Their noise was like a buzz to him, too, irritating. “Do you need help?”

      “If it weren't for your 'friend' I'd say no. But I'm guessing she's going to be around for a while, so...yes.”

      Jamie massaged his forehead. “The idea behind a conspiracy is that it stays small. Deniable.”

      “I have some people I can call, but they won't be here immediately.”

      Jamie tried to force a smile. “I want this done now.”

      “I understand. But you also want it done correctly, yes? We're laying this one awfully quick. Quick means more room for errors. Which means I like to have Plan A, Plan B, Plan C and so on, all the way to triple Z.”

      Jamie froze, phone warm at his ear. “Do you have a Plan B? Now that Plan A has failed?”

      “Yep. But I'm starting to develop the rest, too, if you're willing to bankroll it.”

      “All I care is that you get the job done anonymously.”

      “Noise level doesn't bother you?”

      What was that supposed to mean? Oh. Level of collateral damage. “You can be as loud as you like, as long as the cops don't show up to my party.” Sure, the phone was encrypted, but better safe than sorry.

      “I understand completely,” Phinneus said. “I'll call a tight circle of trustworthy friends and start spinning up alternatives immediately.” He really leaned into that last word for some reason. “You mind sending me one, maybe two of yours who dislike our mutual friend?”

      “Yes, just induct them delicately,” Jamie said. “And sooner is better than later, so get on it.” He looked up at Tyler Bowen and Captain Frost. “You want a shot at Sienna Nealon?”

      “Hells to the yes,” Bowen said.

      “Absolument,” Frost said, smiling.

      Chase Blanton stood back, watching through thinly slitted eyes. “But not me?”

      “Someone's got to watch my back,” Jamie said with a tight smile, then shifted his attention back to Frost and Bowen. “Call Phinneus and figure out where he wants to meet you. He'll get you clear on what's going on along the way. And boys...?” He put a finger across his lips. “Keep it quiet, will you? She's still nominally with the FBI, even though we all know she's corrupt as hell.”

      Chase fell in beside him as he headed for the car. He could feel her eyes on the back of his head. “You don't approve?” he asked at last.

      “I don't care about Nealon living or dying,” Chase said. “I wanted to kill her myself last I saw her.” A ripple of uncertainty fell across her face.

      “Does it bother you to think of her being killed?” Jamie asked, wondering if maybe he should have kept this quiet in front of her. The buzz of the capitol business went on around him, but he focused in on her, not these other annoying peasants.

      Chase thought about it for a moment. “I'm not sure, but I'm not going to drop a dime on you, if that's what you're worried about. If it bothers me, I'll manage it because you're right – she's dirty, somehow.”

      Jamie had to control his smile. “How pragmatic.” And he gestured ahead, toward the waiting car. “That is an attitude that will serve you very well with me.” He felt his face tighten. “Because I'm all about eliminating the dirt around here.”
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      “Any sign of the sniper?” I asked as the Secret Service agents glared at me – or at least, they glared, and I happened to be there. They'd just had a terrible day. Five agents down, the president nearly taken out, and they hadn't even been the ones to save him. Their professional pride had definitely taken a hit.

      “We found his spot,” Agent Ron Ross said. He was a tall man with a scowl, which was an apt descriptor for all the Secret Service agents in the area right now, at least compared to my 5' 4” frame. “No shells.”

      “A pro, then,” I said. I was still sweating in the May heat. We were stuffed into a hangar, the big bay doors closed, but there was either no AC or it wasn't on. Secret Service was thoroughly sweeping the area, but I suspected they weren't going to find shit. Whoever had shot at the president knew what they were doing, and when the plan had fallen apart, they'd fled before the Secret Service could even get to them.

      “The shooter was a mile away,” Agent Ross said, narrowing his eyes at me. “Sound familiar?”

      I shrugged, keeping a wary eye on the president, who was being attended to by medics. He seemed fine, other than being dragged around and flung through the air by me. “It does seem like something out of my current case, yeah. But there's got to be more than one shooter on the planet who can make a shot at a mile.”

      “There are,” Agent Ross said. “But not that many. You believe in coincidences?”

      I let out a small sigh. “Not really. But I hate to jump to conclusions and tie this to Bilson when it could be a copycat.”

      “A copycat with a rare skill.” Ross peered at me suspiciously. “You sure you don't want to take a little leap on this one?”

      “Let's just wait for forensics,” I said. “We've got the bullet from Bilson's death and several from this. Compare them and we'll know if it's the same gun.” I looked down at my sleeve, which was shredded, threads rubbed bare from one of my landings. “Man, I need to talk to the FBI about giving me a clothing budget. What's the plan here?”

      He looked over at the president. “We have to get him back to the White House immediately. Marine One is outside the doors. We're deploying a canopy tent from door to door to cover the president's entrance and exit. No one will have a clear shot at him during the transit.”

      “Good call,” I said, standing up. “Probably a good idea not to move him via ground right now.”

      “We rarely do,” Ross said. “Andrews is too far from the White House for safety's sake.”

      I nodded. “I guess I should leave you guys to it.”

      “Thanks,” Ross said. “We're just about ready anyhow.”

      “What's going on?” The president's voice reached me. He'd raised it just to be heard, and was looking right at me and Ross with pronounced intensity.

      “We're going to move you now, sir,” Agent Ross said. “We'll be going back to the White House on Marine One as soon as they're done prepping.”

      “But you're coming, right, Agent Nealon?” Gondry's voice held an air of brittleness that you never wanted to hear from the President of the United States.

      I exchanged a look with Ross. “Ah, well...I'm not Secret Service, Mr. President.”

      “You just saved my life, Agent Nealon,” President Gondry said, ripping the blood pressure cuff ball out of the hand of the medic working on him. “Do you think they'll stop after one try?”

      “Sir, attempting to kill the president isn't something one tries with great ease,” I said. “They need opportunity, see. The Secret Service is going to move you via helicopter back to the White House. You'll be under cover the entire time and–”

      “Yes, I understand the precautions,” Gondry said, taking another step toward me, blood pressure cuff hanging off his arm, swinging like a pendulum. “But those are vestiges of a bygone age. Why can't some flying meta just come right up to the door of Marine One and rip it off, then send me plummeting to the ground?” His eyes were wide, wild. “Or send a blaze of fire at me, wiping my chopper out like they did that town in Minnesota?”

      My stomach turned over. For a man who looked crazy, he was making a certain amount of sense. “Well, sir, I'm not sure there's much I could do in those cases that the Secret Service couldn't.”

      The president crossed to me, put a shaking hand on the tattered remnants of my sleeve. “Please, Agent Nealon. Come with me.” He licked cracked lips, and swallowed visibly, Adam's apple moving as he did so. “Protect me.”

      I caught a look from Ross, who looked like he was caught between being abashed at the president finding immense fault with his job duties, but also wanting to do said job. “We have room on the chopper,” Ross said, only slightly strangled and with more dignity than I'd have been able to muster under the circumstances, if I were in his position.

      What was I supposed to say to all this? It was a request from the president himself, after all. My boss's boss.

      But more than that, it was a plea from a man who'd just been shot at and brushed against death, missing it by mere inches. His eyes were fixed on mine, wild, worried, as they should have been.

      What could I say to that?

      Only one thing.

      “Yes sir,” I said. “Of course I'll go with you.”
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      “MOMMMMMMY!”

      The high-pitched voice hit the decibel level of a siren as her kids slammed Julie Blair in the midsection less than a step inside the door. First one, then the other, thumping one to each thigh, little arms wrapped around her middle.

      “Hey,” Julie said weakly, feeling a little faint as she walked into the house. “How's it going?” She was speaking in mommy voice, which was a little higher pitched and sweeter than her usual voice.

      “We missed you,” Noah said, looking up at her between his mop-top bangs. He desperately needed a haircut, clearly something that had not popped up on Dom's radar yet. She smoothed them back to frame his face a little more flatteringly.

      “She was only gone for a couple hours, stupid,” Paige said, showering her brother with scorn.

      “We don't call people stupid, Paige-y,” Julie said. Dom was lingering behind them, arms folded. He had a look on his face that she recognized immediately. “Okay?”

      “Yes, Mommy,” Paige said, the picture of little remorse.

      “I need to talk to your dad,” she said, “Can you guys go play?”

      They said okay, but abashedly, reluctantly, and off they went to the other room. Dom just waited, arms folded, until their happy voices receded into the other room before asking, “How'd it go with the lawyer?”

      “I don't know,” Julie said, making her way to the kitchen table and sitting down heavily. “I had a hard time paying attention to him for some reason.”

      Dom's eyebrows knitted together with concern. “So you saw it?”

      Julie looked first at her hands in her lap, then at her husband. “Yeah. I saw it.”

      “Is any of it...true?” Dom asked, a hint of quiet betrayal in his voice.

      “What? No!” Julie was on her feet. “No, none of it is true! I did not – with anyone! Hell, not even with you, lately.”

      “I thought maybe because of that...” He looked away again.

      “No!” Julie's cheeks felt their own hot flush of betrayal. “I would never – and especially not at work! I've built my reputation as someone who just does the job, you know? That's...” She shook her head. “No. No.”

      “Everyone in town has seen this by now,” Dom said quietly.

      “Tell me something else I don't know,” Julie said bitterly. It was true, of course; tales of drinking on the job and sexual impropriety in the White House Comms office were way too tantalizing to not get passed around official Washington like a joint at a sorority party. She went to brush her hair back but found her ponytail still perfectly composed. For once, and surprisingly in spite of the rampant despair infusing her. How had she not torn her hair out by now?

      “What are we going to do?” Dom asked. “That fits under the category of things you 'don't know,' right?”

      “Definitely,” Julie said, letting out a ragged breath. “I definitely don't know about any of this. Why it's happening, who's doing it...” She put her head down, listening to her children play in the next room, happy in spite of her life being in utter ruin. She could feel Dom's eyes on her, though, judging, suspicious in spite of her denials. “I just don't know anything.”
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      “Fasten in, because this is going to be a top-speed flight,” the pilot announced to me – and everyone else in Marine One – via the headsets we all wore. “Door to door in minutes. No stops for bathroom breaks or anything else.” The rotors were spinning before we even got aboard, and the Secret Service was dragging the canopied tent – more like a tunnel of canvas – back so we could take off.

      I was seated across from the president, who was flanked on either side by Secret Service agents. They were all armed, the president was wearing a Kevlar vest, and I suspected if I cracked a knuckle I'd get tossed unceremoniously out. If they were willing to open the door in flight for long enough to do it. The atmosphere was just that thick.

      Gondry's eyes were on me, strangely calm in spite of the fact the man had just been shot at by a crack sniper. Taking out five Secret Service agents in seconds? Beating the people who invented the counter-sniper game on their home court?

      I smelled a meta on this one. Someone swift and accurate. They'd adjusted fire on me and Gondry while taking out the Secret Service shooters. This was someone with pinpoint precision, who was probably doing this as a job for hire, because those kind of skills didn't come easy or cheap.

      I knew a guy who fit that mold perfectly, and I had to wonder if he was the one out there right now, making his escape.

      Well, hopefully he was making his escape. The idea that he was doing anything but running would be mightily concerning.

      I looked to my right, past the Secret Service agent between me and the window. The ground was already zooming by out there, and I was being pressed out of my seat by the g-forces. The helo was tilted forward, it was churning through the air so fast. Woods and the occasional building were breezing past below, and in the distance I could see a river – the Anacostia, I suspected – wending its way out of view toward the front of the chopper.

      “How high up are we?” I asked into my boom mic.

      “5,000 feet, ma'am,” the co-pilot answered. “There's no time in this flight for a high ascent, and cloud cover gets pretty thick just above us.”

      A nervous flutter ran through my belly. “I think you should chance the clouds today.”

      “Negative,” Agent Ross said, and I caught his stormy eyes looking back at me. “This is a quick transit. It's not worth the risk of getting caught in a cloud bank. We're safe up here.”

      “I'm not sure that's tr–” I started to say.

      The hard cracking of glass and the whipping of a bullet into flesh cut me off.

      “Pilot hit! Pilot hit!” the co-pilot shouted, and Marine One lurched, along with my stomach, both dropping as surely as if some unseen god had grabbed the underbelly of the helicopter and started to push.
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      “Performance issues, huh?” Phinneus chuckled as he watched Marine One lurch after his shot. Shooting into the air at a chopper a mile up was a pretty impressive feat, he thought. But then, he was about to follow it up with one better...

      “Even an old man can still make it happen with the right help,” Veronika said, staring past him at the struggling chopper. “Once, at least. But the real challenge, old guy, is staying power. Can you–”

      Phinneus shot again, and Marine One lurched out of the dive it had been in. It was still about three thousand feet up, but he was pretty sure he could see a second spiderweb of cracks in the wind screen, this time in front of the co-pilot. The engine hit a higher pitch in its whine as it lurched forward, twisting out of the sky.

      “Any other questions, young lady?” Phinneus asked, trying to keep the lid on his smirk.

      Veronika just watched the helicopter dive. “Looks like you've still got it, old timer,” she opined as it dropped like a stone, threatening to completely end-over as it fell toward the Anacostia River just beyond them.

      “And don't you forget it,” Phinneus said with a grin, the rush of blood in his ears a welcome feeling, and one he'd relish – once this was all over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      The second shot killed the co-pilot in the middle of his evasive dive, making it obvious that his attempt to regain control of the craft as well as avoid fire was a dismal failure. Worse, the bullet slapped its way through the co-pilot and, presumably thanks to us being closer to the ground – and the shooter – slapped wetly through the Secret Service agent next to me and then across the aisle into the one sitting next to President Gondry.

      Blood and gore sprayed through the air, semi-weightless as we fell through the air, the top of the helicopter beginning a somersault from which Marine One was destined not to recover. Screaming and shouting filled the air, as well it probably should have, given the circumstances, and I realized I had seconds to assess the endgame of this scenario.

      Marine One was flipping end over end, the helicopter spinning wildly in ways that it was not meant to fly. The centrifugal force alone was enough to guarantee that no one was going to regain control of the bird, even assuming one of us was a pilot and could somehow maneuver our way up front to the cockpit.

      We were going to crash.

      It was going to be fatal for everyone still in the helicopter when that happened.

      I had seconds to make some hard choices.

      As far as situations went, there were few I'd been in that looked, on the face of it, worse than this. This was certain death, unless some miracle of physics allowed a sole survivor of the impending crash.

      But certain death was kind of my bag, my beat, the thing I was goddess of, nominally. If you went in for the old school religious mythos, family-line kind of stuff.

      The screaming battering my ears in Marine One was unnerving, but my nerves were well trained for chaos and coming death. The adrenaline slowed my thoughts, they didn't speed them up. Ideas came, were vetoed, and I decided on a course of action in seconds that seemed less bad for the way that this turn of events had lined up.

      I slapped a hand against the release of my restraints, holding tight to them with the other. Instantly, I came out of my seat, legs flying up along with my body like I'd initiated a spacewalk in zero g. It was very definitely not zero g, though, as I felt on the next roll of the aircraft frame, which brought my feet down, hard, on the legs of the dead Secret Service agent next to me.

      “What are you doing?” President Gondry shouted. He was being buffeted left and right by the roll of the aircraft.

      I turtled up, pulling my legs to my chest, and let momentum carry me up, then down, hanging onto the restraints like they were my lifeline, because they kinda were. As my body passed the closed door, I kicked as hard as I could with both legs, unfurling my body.

      Both feet slammed into the door, and it burst off the side of Marine One. It flew “up” against the pull of gravity and centrifugal force, and I heard the terrible, grinding squeal as it slammed into the still-spinning rotors. Fragments of the main blades flew past the open door as air rushed through the cockpit like a hurricane.

      “Time to leave, Mr. President!” I shouted over the rush of wind and the howl of machinery. The chopper flipped again and I saw a clear view of the Anacostia River some hundred yards below and closing fast with each flip of the airframe. I grasped his restraints and ripped them cleanly off with him still in them, then landed feet-first – and unkindly – on two of the surviving agents.

      There was no time for kindness, mercy, or grace. I was doing their job for them, and they were going to die in seconds anyway.

      Clutching Gondry tightly to me, I pushed off the agents with everything I had and flung us both clear of the flipping helicopter. We flew up, missing the shredded, stubby remnant of the main rotor that I'd just chopped off with the flung door, and then–

      We were falling.

      Free falling.

      Toward the river below.

      Two hundred feet.

      One hundred feet.

      I jerked my body around, pulling the president with me, his screams filling my ears as I turned us legs-down for a landing in the Anacostia River, hoping against hope that maybe, just maybe we might survive the impact–
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      Veronika let out a light chuckle, looking through the spotting binocs. “I think she just pulled a soft landing in the Anacostia River.”

      Phinneus grunted with scorn. “Ain't nothing soft about that landing.” They were speeding along in their car, toward the Anacostia. They'd left the vantage point behind, the one he'd made the shot from, and now they were rolling under gray skies over the river, trying to get close enough to Nealon so that he could put a bullet in the president and her and end this damned thing.

      “You don't think she made it?” Why the hell did Veronika sound so damned amused by all this? This was the job, and it wasn't going seamlessly. In spite of his backup plans, Phinneus didn't care for that at all.

      “She probably made it, yeah,” Phinneus said, keeping his grip on the wheel. He had to concede that much. It wasn't like Nealon had some shortage of times when she'd failed to survive in spite of stupid high odds against her.

      Still, managing to escape a crashing chopper and landing in the damned river instead of the woods on the opposite bank? Where she could have been impaled to death by a tree instead of slapping against the water?

      “Of all the sucking luck,” Phinneus griped.

      “You say 'luck,'” Veronika said, clearly concealing a smile, “I say 'Nealon.'”

      Phinneus didn't say anything more. Just kept the car on course for the Southeast Freeway Bridge. They'd see what was what from there.
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      “Breaking News: NNC has unconfirmed reports that the president's chopper, Marine One, has gone down in southeast Washington, just north of the Anacostia River.” The female anchor looked almost gray against her red blazer. “We have amateur video footage of the event in question, but be warned – the footage may be considered...disturbing.”

      They cut to a cell phone video, someone swearing in the background, though it was bleeped by someone in the network booth. Julie just watched, blinking, disbelieving. She'd turned on the NNC partly for background noise, partly to keep an eye on them in case any more rumors about her blew out into the world of cable news.

      Then this came on.

      That was the president's chopper all right, rolling end over end in a way she'd never seen a helicopter do.

      “That's...that's not real, is it?” Dom asked. He was looking almost as gray as the anchor, but without the contrast of red to lighten him up. His complexion had gone several shades of pale since the video had started.

      “I don't know,” Julie said as the helicopter dipped out of sight at the bottom of the screen. It was impossible to tell if it had landed, but–

      An explosion – muffled through the car's windows – was unmistakable, and an orange glow lit the cloudy skies below, heralding the sure death of everyone that had been on Marine One when it went down.

      “My God,” Julie whispered.

      President Gondry was dead.
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      CHALKE: Did we get him?

      That was the question he was greeted with when he logged in after yet another pointless congressional meeting. This was the stuff Jaime paid lobbyists to handle, dammit. There was a reason he didn't care to do it himself, and this was clearly it. Boring, boring, boring. No value add, just time wasted while important things were going on.

      Still, it helped to have an alibi, especially given that his meeting had been cut short by the news of the assassination attempt and Capitol Police rushing the Congresswoman from Nevada out to shelter...well, wherever people of her status sheltered. Unworried by any of that, Jaime had made his way back to the limo and was now riding through the streets of DC back to his hotel room.

      CHAPMAN: I don't know, haven't heard. Does anyone know for sure?

      BYRD: u guys im watching the raw feed and he has 2 be ded bc his chopper just went down hard

      KORY: Anyone else see that cell phone footage? If he was in that chopper, no way he survived.

      Chapman allowed a smile. Some good news for all his efforts, then. Killing Gondry was no mean feat, but it'd be good to have it behind them.

      Maybe, after all the angst, all the stupid middle-of-the-night wakeups, the Network had finally exerted real power. Maybe they'd finally gotten something done after all.
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      Thoughts of Scott Byerly filled my head like cold water leaking into my clothes and chilling me from the skin down to the bone. For a moment it was like I could feel him, his touch from when we were lovers, cold perspiration dripping against my flesh post-coitus.

      Then my eyes sprang open in the depths of chill water, a hand shaking me, waking me.

      President Richard Gondry looked me in the eyes, his own wide and panicked in the semi-darkness of the Anacostia River, which surrounded us.

      I scissored my legs once, hard, and we broke the surface, both gasping.

      The president was breathless, and I recovered mine first. “Are you all right, sir?”

      “Thanks to you,” he sputtered, coughing, water spitting from his lips and flecking me. It hardly mattered; we were both drenched to the skin. He surveyed the position we were in; squarely in the middle of the river, equidistant to both banks. “What do we do?”

      I was a second slower in assessing the situation; my improvised landing flip had resulted in me whacking my head against something on the way down, a stray leg or arm – something. Surface of the water, maybe. “We need to...get out of here,” I said, locking my eyes on the bank of the river. Down the way, there was a marina of some sort. Behind me, the Southeast Freeway bridge. I oriented myself quickly, getting back on mission.

      “We need to get you to the White House and locked down safely, sir,” I said, staring at the marina. I was pretty positive it was on the DC side. “I'm going to take us under. Draw a deep breath. Squeeze my arm, hard, if you need me to surface, but we need to use the cover of the water as much as possible in case that sniper's still out there.”

      The president nodded, taking a deep breath without questioning me about my plan.

      I dragged us both under the surface and swam furiously, both legs scissoring, one arm working to aid them while the other secured the president's body to me. We reached the shallows in seconds and I planted my feet, dragging the president up onto the bank, through the muddy beach and into a thick copse of trees and bushes beyond, pulling us both into cover.

      The president was still out of breath, dripping, his gray hair pushed against his scalp in a flat helm, almost like a skull cap. “And now...we wait for the Secret Service? And they'll transport us back to the White House?”

      I looked north, to the horizon. Smoke plumed into the sky, giving me the rough position of the helicopter crash. “I don't think that's wise, sir. Whoever downed Marine One did it with a rifle. As much a fan as I am of laying low, because motion attracts the hunter, I think it's safe to say whoever did this is going to want to confirm the kill. And they'll beat the cops to the scene by several minutes, I suspect.” I looked around in a frenzy; who knew if someone had already seen us taking cover? “We need to move.”

      “But won't that...give us away?” Gondry asked. He was pretty calm given that we'd just jumped out of a crashing helicopter into a river.

      “No matter what we do now, there's an element of risk,” I said, looking right into his eyes. “The people after us are very good and very dedicated. The best the world has to offer, in my estimation. We are not going to be able to out-hide them. Not here.” There wasn't much to this little forest thicket, after all; maybe a quarter acre of trees and uncontrolled underbrush that hadn't been developed – yet. As far as places to hide in an urban environment went, it was shit. We'd almost certainly left tracks dragging through the mud up onto the shore.

      “Then what do we do?” Gondry asked, swallowing. It seemed to me he was composing himself right there, and sincerely asking what was next of the person leading him.

      Leading the president.

      I was leading the president.

      Shit.

      I paused, listening. Just on the other side of the trees, I heard the low, rumbling thump of a car. “Wait here for a second,” I said, sirens starting to wail somewhere in the distance.

      Breaking out of the trees, I found myself on the edge of a rough, barely paved road. A car was coming; small, black, four-  door Geo Metro.

      I stood in the middle of the road and pulled my badge and my gun. Both were dripping, but I only pointed the FBI ID at the car, which started to coast to a stop.

      Before it fully halted, I was already at the driver's side window. Staring back at me with wide, wild eyes was a teenager with long black hair and slack jaw.

      “I'm an agent with the FBI,” I said, motioning to where the president was hiding in the trees, “This is an emergency and I am requisitioning your vehicle.” I popped his door lock and opened it up, motioning for him to get out.

      “You're, uh...” he said, still sitting there. “...Aren't you...?”

      “Yes. Get out of the car,” I said. President Gondry emerged from the woods at a brisk run, limping slightly.

      The teenager turned and did a double take at the president. “Hey, isn't that–?”

      “I'm sorry about this,” I said, reaching in and unfastening his seatbelt, then bodily exiting him from the vehicle. The car started to roll as he landed on the shoulder of the road. “Back seat, Mr. President.” I slid into the front and heard the back door open and close.

      “Hey, that's my car!” the teenager said, sitting up in the dirt, stray grass caught in his hair.

      “I'll make it up to you!” I shouted, then floored it, bringing the little auto around in a 180 to head west. I had only the vaguest idea of where I was going, but I could see the Freeway Bridge ahead now, with the 11th Street Bridge just behind it. “Buckle up and stay low, Mr. President,” I said, turning around to visually check on him before turning back to the road ahead. “I'm going to get you out of here.”
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      “Is the job done or not?” Chapman asked coolly, limo thrumming along through the streets of DC. The driver had found one of the less crowded thoroughfares and they were moving along quite nicely now.

      “Well, the chopper's down,” Veronika said tightly over the open line.

      Chapman rolled his eyes. “Hang on.” He turned his phone sideways, then opened an app on the dashboard. It came alive in a second, loading the tracking program built into Nealon's phone. Popping to life with a full map, it showed a red dot in southeast DC, near the Anacostia River.

      And it was moving, dammit.

      “You failed,” he said coldly, then tapped another button. He had a live view of a pocket, and the camera view was muddled with wetness. Chapman let out a little breath of frustration; she'd dragged herself out of the river, then? “She's at Water Street, about to turn north on 11th Street Southeast.” He listened, flipping the sound on for her.

      “–and stay low, Mr. President. I'm going to get you out of here.”

      He flipped back to the audio of the call with Veronika, watching Chase's eyes nearly bug out across from him. Whatever. He didn't have time to deal with her just now. “She's got the president with her.” He bailed back to the desktop and hit the share button on his phone, sending her the app. “I'm linking you the tracking program. Get it installed on your phone and use it to get the job done.”

      Then he hung up.

      Chase didn't say anything, but she was looking at him.

      “Come on,” he said, sighing contemptuously. “You had to know something was going on. I didn't just dismiss everyone else and keep you because I'd had enough of their shit.” Though he was bordering on it now. “I had a job for them.” He straightened in his seat. “You going to be okay with that?”

      She looked past him for a second, getting a glazed look in her eyes. “I...I don't know.”

      “Well, that's honest, at least,” he said. “Let me ask you this – what's your beef with Nealon?”

      That brought the hate back into her eyes. She blinked a couple times, jaw set in determination. “I – I come from nothing, okay? My dad was a coal miner in Kentucky, and his mine shut down years ago.”

      “Tough upbringing,” Chapman said.

      Chase glared at him, but then it softened. “You have no idea. I've looked for ways to make it on my own using my powers all my life, because a girl like me? Doesn't have anything else to fall back on. No education, no connections, nothing. So I did a government service spec ops thing – didn't work out. Tried bodyguarding, and finally found a guy, a connected guy, who could make things happen for me. Sienna Nealon killed him. So I bum around doing other stuff for a bit, then I get a job with her brother until he chucks me out. Find another bodyguard gig – heads of Inquest – that's going well until she shows up. Again. Every time I get a step up, she drags me back down. There. Now you have my story.” She sat back.

      Chapman nodded. “Let me tell you something you already know. Anyone...connected? Who can help you get whatever you want? Beachfront mansion in Malibu, maybe?” That softened Chase's look. “They're going to want you to do more than bodyguard, okay? Especially if you've got times in the past when you've failed to guard bodies. Extraordinary reward requires extraordinary commitment. Or to put it another way – Veronika and Phinneus are getting paid enough right now to retire. Same with Tyler, Kristina and Frost, assuming they make it to the party in time to help.”

      “I've only ever failed against Sienna Nealon,” Chase said, and boy was there a fire burning in her eyes. “You want to start a fight with her? Try to kill the president? Yeah, okay. Fine. I don't care. You want to deal me in?” She hesitated. “I think that's probably where I draw the line. But I'll keep you safe while the others are doing that. And I won't say anything because ratting on you isn't my job.”

      Chapman thought about it for a second. “It's good to know yourself. Your boundaries. That seems very acceptable to me. I think we have an understanding here, Chase. Now if you'll excuse me...I've got a little more work to do.” And he dove back into his phone, opening the Escapade app.

      CHAPMAN: Progress ongoing. Nealon made it out of the chopper alive – with the president.

      CHALKE: WHAT

      JOHANNSEN: How does she always do this?

      BYRD: wow

      CHALKE: She's a human hemorrhoid.

      KORY: She really is the Slay Queen.

      Chapman frowned at that.

      CHAPMAN: She's going to be the Slayed Queen soon. I've got my people converging on her position. They're armed, deadly, and they've got powers she can't counter.

      KORY: Isn't that kind of always the case, though? I mean, what can she really counter at this point?

      JOHANNSEN: She does show remarkable resilience for someone who's lost her unique powers.

      CHAPMAN: Yes, she's completely invincible until she's not. I predict we're about to see the cracks in the facade become canyons.

      CHALKE: I hope you're right. FBI and DC PD haven't received word she's alive yet.

      JOHANNSEN: That's interesting. You think it's because she's trying to keep the assassins from piggybacking the radio traffic and locating her that way?

      CHALKE: Probably. She's paranoid as hell.

      KORY: She's not paranoid. There really are people out to get her, lol, like ALL the time.

      CHAPMAN: Point is, these people are going to get her. I have them following the tracking signal in her phone.

      He looked up from his typing. In the distance, he could hear sirens.

      CHAPMAN: They're going to track her down, and finish the job. And then we can move on with our lives – and our plans – with Barbour as the president.
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      “What's your plan?” President Gondry asked me from the backseat. He was fastened in, but I had him bent over so no one could see him. He sounded a little muffled, keeping his head down like that.

      “11th Street to 695, follow the surface roads next to the freeway until I find a clear route north up to Independence Avenue. Take that up to 14th Street, and ride it straight to Pennsylvania Avenue.” I was gripping the wheel tightly, my sodden hair still wet and slick, strands of it having escaped my ponytail to sit on my forehead.

      “That seems sound,” Gondry said. “What if we run into trouble along the way?”

      “We improvise,” I said.

      “But you don't call for help?”

      I tightened my grip on the wheel. “I'm not sure where this trouble is coming from, but I have a suspicion there's at least some element in the government that's got a piece of it. They're connected enough that if we call in help from the DC PD or the FBI, it might bird dog them straight to us – and before help can get to us. So no...right now I trust me to get you to a safe location, given that twice now you've been shot at while in government 'custody.'”

      “That does make sense,” Gondry said. “You think this is the...the 'Network,' then?”

      “Probably,” I said tautly. “I don't think they liked you calling them out.”

      “Who are they, Agent Nealon?” Gondry asked.

      I kept my eyes firmly on the road, the cloud cover overhead casting Washington with a gray tinge. There was little traffic to speak of, given that it was the middle of the workday and lunch hour hadn't really kicked off yet. “I can't entirely prove it, sir, and we can't share names until I can. You understand that, right?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “Did I cause this? By talking about them?”

      “It's entirely possible they were pissed at you about China before this,” I said, “but I suspect calling them out gave them a push, sir.”

      “You know who they are?” Gondry asked. “But you can't prove it?”

      “I think so,” I said. “Some of them, anyway. And the problem isn't just proving who they are – it's rooting them all out. These are powerful people. They have their ideas about the way things should be, they're sure that they're right. They won't just give up, not after going this far.”

      “Can you at least tell me who they are?”

      I pulled up to a red traffic light, looking around for any threat. No signs of trouble. The cars around me were inhabited by a skinny guy who was talking to the phone in his hand, and a woman who was using a flat iron on her hair while staring at herself in the rearview. While driving. I felt safer already. “You promise to keep the names to yourself until I give you the go ahead to release them?” I looked back at his crouching figure in the rearview.

      “Yes,” the president said, sounding somewhat chastened. “I suppose I acted impetuously. I do that sometimes, and I'm sorry. I hope I haven't jeopardized your case.”

      “I'm a little more worried about you jeopardizing your life at this point,” I said dryly. “But I do want to nail these clowns to the wall. Here are the names I have so far – Dave Kory–”

      “Who?”

      “Publisher of that trash website Flashforce.”

      “Oh. Oh! I've met him. God, what a horrid little man.”

      I hesitated. “Jaime Chapman.”

      The president sat up in the back seat. “Why, I had a meeting with him this morning.”

      I stared at the president's wide eyes in the rearview. “What did you talk about?”

      Gondry leaned back over. “He came to argue against my about face on China. He was quite insistent.” He paused, thinking. “I didn't notice it in his eyes at that point, but looking back now...I wonder if he was deciding to kill me right then.”

      “Well,” I said, trying to answer judiciously, “the attempt certainly came together quickly after the meeting. What did you tell him that pissed him off enough to do...well, this?”

      “I told him I wasn't moving,” Gondry said, voice falling into a quiet realm of near-introspection. “Not off this decision. He...didn't care for that.”

      “Big surprise. It's going to cost him a lot of money.” I chuckled. “Which is hilarious, because he's like...one of the richest men in the world. And he can't bring himself to criticize China. You'd think if anyone could afford to blast them, it'd be someone who was richer than shit, but no...all these rich people will take the PRC government's side while they concentration camp their way through the Uighur population.” I shook my head. “Sorry. Just thought that was strange.”

      “It's not the money, Agent Nealon,” the president said softly. “It's the power the money brings – or the power outright. There's a feeling that comes from it, from having the connections. For Chapman, it may be that he's truly bought into the idea that he can change the world, change China, if he just has access to their markets with his products. There's a consensus of the powerful about this issue, about other issues – that strangely coincides with the interests of the powerful. I'm not sure they're even fully aware of the staggering amount of cognitive dissonance in their thinking around this issue and others. I've only opened my eyes to it recently myself, with your case. I didn't really see China for what it was before that.” He chuckled, but there was no amusement in it. “Funny to think it might cost me my life.”

      “I wouldn't worry about it just yet,” I said, trying to get hope back in him. The light went green, and I started to accelerate. “Oh, and Mr. President?” He caught my eye in the mirror. “Since we're running from death together, you can drop the 'Agent Nealon' and call me Sienna.”

      He straightened up as much as he could in the back without actually sitting upright. “Thank you...Sienna. You can call me Richard.”

      “Since we're being honest...I've been calling you a variation of Richard for years.”

      He laughed thunderously. “You're surely not the only one. Very well, then: Sienna. Thank you.”

      I sped us up to slightly above the speed limit. I didn't want to get too crazy, after all. Getting stopped by the cops could either help us get back faster, or result in us becoming sitting ducks. Taking the chance didn't seem worth it, and besides, every cop in the district was probably on their way to the crash site of Marine One right now.

      “Let me ask you something,” the president said. “Why...why do you do all this?”

      “Huh, what?” I couldn't look back because I was moving up to an intersection and preparing to turn north. The traffic was getting heavier. “Not sure what you mean there.”

      “You're always throwing yourself into possible death,” Gondry said. “I see this behavior from – you know, cops, the military. But they have the sanction of state. You fought for us even when you didn't. Flew into Las Vegas while you were wanted by every agency known to man and stopped that casino robbery on the Strip. Stopped Caden Sims from eliminating all privacy on the internet. Helped your old boyfriend bring those two kids to justice down in Florida. Do I need to go on?”

      “Should it worry me you can list my accomplishments chronologically while I was an outlaw?” I asked, finally squeezing through a gap in oncoming traffic to make my turn. It was tight, and I definitely used my meta reflexes, but I made it. “I mean, knowing them is one thing, but listing them like that...?”

      “Why keep fighting?” Gondry asked. “What drove you to keep going on even when everyone was against you? I'm curious.”

      Pure spite.

      I didn't say that, though, because it was definitely probably not true.

      “I don't know,” I said. “Something about...duty. Honor. Helping people. It's a gut level thing.” I was sorta mumbling, almost as much to myself as to the president.

      “Duty and honor,” he said quietly. “That sounds about right.”

      “If I don't do the 'right thing,'” I made air quotes for him, “when it's tough...why do it when it's easy? Yeah, I've occasionally had to cross a continent or throw myself into the line of fire, both when I was legally operating and not so much, in order to right a wrong or fight an enemy. But if I were the kind of person who would quit when it was easy, then it seems like I'm also the kind of person who'd get in a fight, take a hit, and decide, 'Ya know...that's enough for today.' Right?”

      “Too stubborn to quit at any time, then,” Gondry said with quiet amusement.

      “Something like that, yea–”

      I stopped mid-sentence as something caught my eye. We were coming up on an intersection, and there was a Buick sedan parked, waiting behind the stop bar. That, by itself, wouldn't have been so strange.

      What made it weird was that the people in the driver and passenger seats were wearing black ski masks.

      “Stay down,” I said, gunning the engine to make the light, which had just turned yellow.

      The Buick's driver gunned the engine, and came at me with a squeal of tires, aiming right for my car.
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      “There she is,” Veronika said, and sure enough, there Nealon was in a little Geo Metro. “You see the president?”

      “No,” Phinneus said, hands planted firmly on the steering wheel. They were waiting behind a red light, first in the line. They'd gotten held up by a damned city bus that had slowed their passage through the intersection, blocking them utterly and then squeezing through just after the light went red, leaving Phinneus high and dry, unwilling to risk the attention while he was already wearing a ski mask. Rousing suspicion before they'd acquired their target and were ready to make a move, well...that was unwise, even with the DC cops all scrambling for the river. Better safe than sorry.

      “He's probably crouched in back,” Veronika said, staring at the little Geo. “What say we get in behind the target and–”

      But that plan went out the window immediately. Nealon turned her head and looked right at them, dark, wet locks hanging twisty over her forehead. Her eyes still fixed right on them, though, and she started to accelerate through the intersection.

      “Hang tight,” Phinneus said, pushing the pedal down and squealing the Buick's tires. It lurched ahead, and he fought the wheel to skip in ahead of an SUV, which let out a bellowing honk.

      He pointed the nose of the Buick right at the center of the Geo and let it rip, engine going full out. Two tons of modern American engineering against that little pile of shit – there wasn't much chance he'd lose, was there?
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      “Hang on!” I shouted as the Buick leapt at me, engine going full out as the hood threatened to bury itself in the side of my car. It was going to be a perfect T-bone, my little Metro would get speared like a toddler being tackled by a football player, and the president and I would be lucky to wake up before the occupants of the Buick busted enough caps in us to kill even me.

      The Buick was bearing down, perfectly aimed. With the full length of even the small Metro's side profile presented, there wasn't a lot of chance for them to miss.

      But I wasn't going to just sit there and take a hit to the side.

      I popped the emergency brake, spun the wheel, and the Geo's tires skidded, going abruptly sideways.

      It pulled a ninety-degree turn and the Buick lurched to compensate, but ended up hitting us a glancing blow on the driver's side just between the front wheel and the door. We spun slightly (more) as I knocked off the e-brake and pushed the pedal down, fishtailing past the Buick and the stunned eyes of the people who'd just tried to kill us.

      I burned rubber in the opposite direction of them and watched the Buick stop, trying to make a three-point turn in the middle of the intersection post-collision. I was a full block down before the driver managed to pull it off, even with meta reflexes and skill, and I took a hard turn to the right, heading west.

      “Some fine driving there,” the president murmured from the back. “Did they teach you that at the FBI academy?”

      “No,” I said. “I've been taking offensive driving courses for years, but I barely get a chance to use them. Against a reflex type – which I'm pretty sure is what I'm up against – I'm going to be outmatched.” I shifted the Geo into a lower gear and threw us into drifting turn northward, almost hitting a crossover SUV in my haste to get a couple of blocks out of sight quickly. “Which is why I'm trying to lose them before that happens.”

      I looked ahead, trying to assess the possibilities for running a light at the next intersection.

      No need; it was green when we reached it. Lucky us. I sped through, still heading north but about to cut west again.

      “How far are we from the White House?” Gondry asked, voice taut like wire.

      “Fifteen? Maybe twenty blocks?” I threw us into a northward turn again, flooring it past a semi that was struggling to get going after a sudden green light. I looked in the rearview. “I think we lost them, though, at least for n–”

      No sooner were the words out of my mouth than a honking horn behind us caused me to turn and look. A Toyota 4Runner was burning up the lane behind us, cutting off the semi, prompting the honkfest. It was not the Buick from earlier, but it was heading toward us with a fury.

      And there was no way I was outrunning it in the Geo.

      “Think we've got trouble on our six,” I said.

      “How'd they find us?” Gondry asked. “We were clear!”

      I looked farther back; the Buick had just cut in front of the semi too.

      My mind raced; they'd tracked us somehow, and only a few possibilities existed:

      Traffic cams? Maybe.

      The president, if he had a device on him. Except the Secret Service would be all over us, too. So no.

      I felt down into my coat, and lifted my phone out, staring at it warily as I blazed through another intersection.

      “What?” the president asked.

      “Nothing, sir,” I said, unlocking the phone and making a frantic call with one thumb.

      “Hello?” Kerry Hilton answered like everything was right in the world.

      “Hilton, it's Nealon.”

      “Yeah, I can tell from the caller ID. Whassup? Are you seeing this craziness with the president? They're saying he's dead–”

      “He's not, he's in the back seat of my car,” I said, cutting her right off. “I need full DC PD and FBI on my location now, Hilton. Order a track on my phone. You hear me?”

      “Huh?”

      “TRACK MY PHONE AND CONVERGE LAW ENFORCEMENT ON MY POSITION!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “I'm leaving the line open!” I tossed the phone aside onto the passenger seat and both hands back on the wheel.

      “Probably not the time to mention this, but I think I'm getting a crick in my back,” the president said. “You know, from leaning over this long.”

      “Better than a bullet in your head for sitting up,” I said, throwing a quick eye onto the rearview. No one was waving a gun, at least. That'd have made things interesting. Though I was pretty sure the meta driving the Buick was my sniper. Tough to tell with the mask, but I had my guesses: Phinneus, that old coot.

      In the passenger seat next to him? Probably Veronika Acheron. The metahuman assassin-for-hire universe was a small place, and I knew most of the major players by now.

      Someone leapt out the window of the SUV behind me, skating through the air across the distance between us on a slide of pure ice. The mask hid the face, but the yoga pants might as well have been a flashing sign:

      Captain Frost.

      Whoever was driving was a little harder to see, but the broad-ish shoulders (comparatively) suggested Tyler Bowen was behind me. As if in answer to my unasked question, the SUV dodged an impossible near-collision with a yellow cab, the bumper missing it by centimeters. It sure looked like his luck changing powers.

      “How are you with a gun, sir?” I asked.

      “Never touch the things. I hate them.”

      I held in my eyeroll. “That's a shame, because I could really use some help saving your life right now, and I can't really stop driving to shoot.” I sighed, pulling my Glock and readying it.

      Frost was catching up and I blew through another intersection. A little ball of ice hit the back window, cracking it. He'd slid into position above us, where I couldn't easily shoot at him.

      “I really need those ice blasts to not hit us right now,” I muttered, steering us just in front of a big Escalade that honked, braking so that it almost rolled through the intersection. It missed our bumper by a couple feet, because I didn't have Tyler's luck working for me.

      All I had was the devil's own. Which was to say – mine.

      Frost's next ice burst thwacked against the street outside my window. I suspected he'd been aiming for my tire.

      Looking out the window, he was up above me and to the left, hanging out in my blind spot. I blew through an intersection (green light, this time) and pointed my gun up toward him. I shot half-blind, taking a glance between each trigger pull, and hoping the bullets wouldn't come to rest in some poor pedestrian three blocks away.

      Frost dodged back at the second shot, and his sled just vanished from beneath his feet for a second. I watched with a smile in my rearview as he tumbled out of the air, legs moving like pistons and arms pinwheeling–

      He landed in the windshield of a Prius like the dipshit he was, the smaller Toyota skidding out and going sideways onto the sidewalk. I doubted the landing had killed him, but hopefully it had put him out of the fight, at least for now.

      “One down,” I muttered.

      “Who was that ice man?” Gondry asked. He was barely peering out the back window doubled over, head turned sideways to look.

      “I think it was Captain Frost from New York,” I said, trying not to smile. “Couldn't prove it, though.”

      “I thought he was a hero,” Gondry said.

      “And I thought he was a douchebag,” I said. “It's technically possible to be both – I mean, look at me.”

      Gondry chuckled. “Any chance this is drawing to an end?”

      I gritted my teeth as I threw the car into a drifting turn, tires and brakes squealing as I cornered in ways that the manufacturer of both tires and car had not intended. This brought us into a westward heading again. “Ten or so blocks to the White House, sir. Just hang on.”

      Another frantic look in my rearview presented another challenge. Both the SUV with Tyler in it and the Buick with Phinneus and Veronika were closing on my smaller-engined Geo.

      “What...what does that look on your face mean?” Gondry asked.

      “Oh, just doing some math in my head and hit a particularly unpleasant equation.” I took the next right turn, skidding again but keeping us in the correct lane as I fishtailed. A Smart car honked at me.

      “What...what math?”

      “Simple enough calculation,” I said. “How long can a Geo Metro outrun an SUV and a Buick sedan?”

      “I don't know,” Gondry said, sounding genuinely introspective. “How long can it?”

      “Not ten blocks,” I said, “that's for damned sure.”

      We passed under the shadow of a building, and I felt a chill run up my spine. A glance back revealed that some of the darkness lingered in the backseat even as we burst out into the light.

      “Safety check. Do you have your seatbelt securely fastened, sir?” I asked.

      “What? Yes, I do, why–”

      “Great,” I said, and jerked the wheel straight for a light pole. “Have a great flight, Kristina.”

      “Who?” the president asked, even as the shadow that had remained in the back seat settled into a human figure with shadowy eyes and an afro.

      The Geo smashed into the light pole at thirty miles an hour, glass shattering all around us. A scream filled the air as Kristina Bonner, trapped in human form, flew out of the back seat where she'd been about to stab the president with a shadowy knife hand, and past me.

      She hit the lamp post and spun off like a rag doll as the restraints caught me – nearly–

      And I thudded against the seat belt as my head hit the steering wheel, plunging me into darkness.
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      “What the hell is going on?” Jaime demanded, only a thin thread of self control keeping him from shouting into his phone. He was safely back in his hotel suite, and the feed from Sienna Nealon's phone had just gone black. Rewinding the footage hadn't helped; she'd shouted something about Kristina and seatbelts and then the phone had gone flying through the air before everything stopped. Tracking, mic, footage. All gone.

      “Kinda busy right now, sir,” Veronika said tightly. He could hear a car door being thrown open in the background. “Can I call you back?”

      “Put the phone in your pocket and I'll listen as you work. Give me regular updates.” Chapman settled back in his plush chair, alone in the bedroom portion of his suite.

      “The job may be done. Stay tuned.” The rustling of phone against cloth reassured him that she'd done as he asked, and a distant, muted honking confirmed for him that the connection was still open.

      Chapman flipped to the Escapade app.

      CHALKE: Congrats on tearing up the District of Columbia. Getting emergency calls about car chases and meta powers and all else being flung around.

      KORY: Cell phone footage is springing up now on the 'net. I just linked to a great vid of some ice power guy sledding like Captain Frost across the air and getting wiped out by two well placed shots from Nealon. That one's going to win an America's Funniest Video prize, tbh. It's great.

      JOHANNSEN: I'd feel a lot better if this wasn't being caught on video.

      KORY: That's because you're a fossil who still gets his news from slices of dead tree the day after it's already happened. Embrace some change, old man!

      JOHANNSEN: You little weasel. Your website wouldn't know how to break news if a Pulitzer-worthy story came up and kicked you in the skinny jeans.

      BYRD: hey guys lets just visualize the goal we want accomplished ok like really focus on what we want to make it happen and maybe soon barbour will be no joke prez right yaaaaaay

      Chapman closed his eyes, almost physically revulsed by the spew of emojis that followed that missive. He made a mental note to delete the capability to use emojis in the Escapade app.

      CHALKE: Oh. My. God.

      Chapman sighed. Why did they always do these dramatic typings that left him on a cliff's edge?

      KORY: What?

      JOHANNSEN: What is it?

      Chapman refused to add his own inquiry, but it didn't matter, because he almost immediately lost focus when the sound of a gunshot over the open line snatched his attention away from the conversation scrolling on the screen and back to the events happening on the other end of his call.
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      I spit blood on the steering wheel and drew my pistol silently, tensing because I could hear someone approaching my car. The honk of horns in the distance, the occasional shout made their way through the fog of my skull trauma, but I didn't dare speak to the president and give myself away to the enemies that were surely creeping up on me even now. I could see sideways out the passenger window, which had been shattered in the crash. A DC street scene played out before me, and down the cross street I could see people running and cars stopped, gawking at my crash.

      The footsteps of our pursuers were quiet, but definite. A stir of motion and a groan from the backseat gave me some reassurance that my little stunt to keep Kristina from slaughtering him hadn't killed the president, but I couldn't turn to assess his condition without giving away that I was alive and about to thin out the herd of my enemies.

      And I was ready to do some killing. If I hadn't already killed Kristina by crashing the car or Frost by knocking him out of the air, I was definitely ready to kick off a slaughterfest in style with the yahoos approaching my vehicle right now.

      I steadied my breath, readying myself. The challenge was not letting them get close enough for Phinneus to get a clear shot on me but not moving so early that there was no chance of me getting the kill shot on one of them. I was facing deep odds, at least three to one, and I didn't need to make things worse for myself here by getting the timing wrong.

      The Geo's engine rattled in its death throes, making a strange, dripping, tick-a tick-a noise. Blood dripped down my palm in the humid air, my forehead aching and pressed against a steering wheel that had been built before the miracle of airbags. That would have taken some of the pain out of this experience.

      “...See 'em?” Tyler Bowen's voice reached me, and I recognized it from our encounters in San Francisco a few months ago. “Are they alive?”

      “Shut up, rookie.” Phinneus's unmistakable old man energy shushed the newbie right up. I suspected the only thing keeping me from catching a bullet in the back of the head from him right now was my seat blocking his view.

      Someone honked and a gunshot split the air.

      “Hey!” Veronika's voice was hushed but urgent. “No collateral damage.”

      “There's always collateral damage,” Phinneus said. He was easing closer. I knew he had his rifle at his shoulder, a bead drawn on my car, probably ready to pump fire if I kicked the door off and came at him that way.

      That signaled it was time for a change of tactics. I'd already released my seatbelt with the help of my knife. With care, I fell sideways, keeping below the line of the seats, and slithered my way to the passenger side, where I pushed the door open quietly and dumped out onto the pavement, landing in a little ball.

      “Hey!” Tyler Bowen was there, keeping watch on this side of the car. “She's here!”

      I snapped a shot right at his face. Perfectly aimed, perfectly aligned sights.

      It missed.

      I checked my aim, lining up the sight picture in the middle of his forehead. Fired.

      Missed.

      Bowen chuckled, though he'd flinched when I first shot at him. “Luck. Looks like it's not with you.” He smiled through the gap in his ski mask. “You're not gonna have much of it trying to hit me.”

      I readjusted my aim to the left of his head by an inch, concentrated on the spot just to the side of his ear, and fired twice.

      The second shot bent under the influence of his probability bending powers, and slapped wetly into his forehead, splattering his brains out the back of his head.

      “Too bad you were working on my luck, not yours,” I said to his corpse as he fell. “Otherwise me shooting just past you wouldn't have bent the bullet right into your forehead, moron.”

      “Hey Sienna,” Veronika's wary voice came from the other side of the Geo. “Any chance you might be willing to just...walk away from this?”

      “Oh come on, random stranger who I've definitely never met or worked with before,” I called back. “From your total lack of experience in knowing me personally, you should realize that I am not the kind of girl who just walks away from a fight.”

      I was stalling. I needed to get the president out of the back of the Geo before Veronika burned the whole thing to a crisp. When she had her plasma powers going, she could cover her skin in an impenetrable membrane of superheated particles. Bullets couldn't get through, which meant she was immune to the only weapon I had at hand.

      “We're not here for you,” she called back. “Don't get me wrong, there'd maybe be a bonus in taking you out, but I'm here for the big show. And I'm willing to do a little horse trading to get what I want.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I reached up and grabbed hold of the Metro's rear door through the smashed window. Pebbles of safety glass got caught in my palm as I adjusted my grip. I didn't have time to open the door nicely. The sound would give me away. “I bet your partner there isn't willing to do horse trading. That phrase is probably triggering for him, given he made his bones being a horse thief in the Old West.”

      “I – what?!” Phinneus spluttered in outrage, as any Old West man of honor would have. “You listen here, little missy, I ain't never stolen in all my born days–”

      “Hey old man?” I said, and ripped the Geo's door right off its hinges, twirling around once like I was in a hammer throw competition, using the car as cover and throwing the door like a frisbee over the top of the car, “Gotcha.”

      Phinneus dove for cover as the Geo's door nearly cut him in half. Only his meta reflexes saved him, but he went sprawling on the pavement.

      I didn't wait to see how that turned out; I grabbed the president and hauled ass out of the car, dragging him, unresisting, toward the building in front of us.

      We'd crashed into a light post on a corner, and the lack of street signs left me without a clue where we were. I had no time to think, and so I plunged, leading with my gun, through the floor-to-ceiling window of the building in front of us, glass shattering and cutting my hand and arm as I followed with my body, trying to save the president from the worst of the shredding that followed. Pain surged through my wrist, arms, and places on my sides and back where shards of glass cut through my clothing and raked into my skin. Warm blood trickled down, and I bit my lip.

      I staggered as I came into the room beyond, some sort of conference room with bean bag chairs filled with twenty-something hipsters on Macbooks. They reacted with clear surprise as I came stumbling in, bloody as hell, dragging the president of the United States behind me. One of them, a beanie-wearing dude with a faint trace of black hair forming a goatee/mustache combo I could have made darker with two seconds and a charcoal pencil, leapt to his feet, sending his Mac crashing to the ground.

      “Exit?” I asked, looking around, gun in hand.

      Beanie Guy pointed at a door in the far wall, and I sprinted for it, dragging Gondry's insensate form with me. I burst through the doors and into an open office area where people were working at open tables, their computers in front of them, big, over-the-ear noise-cancelling headphones on. Barely a handful looked up as I plowed into their workspace.

      Not that it mattered. I was just passing through, after all.

      “This is so crazy,” one of the hipsters said, head down, not looking at me as I ran up behind him. “They don't have any idea if the president is alive or dead. Wow.” He looked up as I approached, the thudding of my footsteps apparently reaching him through the headphones. His pupils seemed to dilate as he took in the sight of me, with Gondry in tow.

      “Alive!” I shouted, sprinting past. “And I'm trying to keep it that w–”

      The feeling of sudden heat behind me made me drag the president down into a skidding dive. We slid, raw, against my right arm, dragging blood across the office's white tile.

      A blast of plasma the size of a car shot over my head and hit the far wall, dissolving it almost instantly. As it dispersed, it revealed a hallway beyond, seemingly none the worse for the wear considering one wall of it had just been annihilated by a five-thousand-degree heat bloom.

      I'd always noted that Veronika's powers were tightly controlled. Her plasma bursts ran hotter than hell, but were localized, with minimal heat bleedthrough given she was tossing around five-thousand-degree blazes of pure energy. It was the equivalent of sitting a foot from the sun and not being burned to a crisp.

      Seizing the opportunity my last-minute dodge had presented, I dragged the president through the hole in the wall she'd made, sparing me a ten-second detour to find a door. I sprinted along the hallway beyond, the president a dead weight, dragging behind me like a flag.

      “Sorry, sir,” I said, hitting an intersection and dodging behind the corner to wait. I had my gun in hand, and the checkered grips were hanging on to my palms even through the heavy slick of blood accumulated there. I lined up a shot with the pistol barrel leaned against the corner of the hallway, pointed back the way we'd come. I prepped myself, trying to steady my aim in spite of blood loss and fatigue. Veronika and Phinneus were behind me, and I needed to improve the 2:1 odds further. I mean, I'd already taken it from 5:1 down to this; I just really needed to finish the job.

      Distant sirens reached my ears. Cops were getting calls all over our route, I was sure, probably trying to narrow down the location of the pandemonium I was unleashing on the District. I ignored them, trying to focus on the sound of footsteps.

      There – coming up from behind the dissolved wall.

      I opened up just after I saw the rifle barrel slide out from behind the wall. I planted a bullet squarely above the weapon's release, and recognized it as a Barrett MRAD. The weapon sparked as my round hit home, smashing into the machinery. I fired again as Phinneus jerked the weapon back, but saw another spark as my shot hit home somewhere along the barrel.

      Two hits to a gun from twenty yards while bleeding out and having just survived a car crash and a chase. “Not bad, Nealon,” I muttered to myself. The president groaned in his unconsciousness, and I broke into a run down the hall, reassured that my pursuers would have to slow, at least for a moment, to deal with the troubles my marksmanship had just caused them.
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      The little minx's shots had been perfect. Smart, too. She'd delivered a 9mm bullet just north of the magazine and another had dinged the barrel of the big Barrett rifle, rendering it completely unworkable for his purposes. He stared at it as Veronika paused, cocking her head to look at it. She looked funny under a ski mask.

      “It's kaput,” Phinneus said, slinging it over his shoulder. No reason to leave it behind as evidence. He'd used gloves, but why make things easy on the cops?

      “I kinda figured by the giant bullet hole in the side,” Veronika said. “You want to break off pursuit?”

      Phinneus reached down into his coat, pulling out the Colt Single Action Army he'd carried for a hundred years now. “No. But you know what I do want? You to not burn any more escape routes for her.”

      Veronika just rolled her eyes. “She dodged at the last second, okay? Plasma burst that large should have turned her to ashes. Not my fault she spider-sensed it.”

      “Hard to miss a heat wash like you make.”

      “You sayin' I'm hot?” Veronika's smile was leering, her eyes dancing through the holes in her mask.

      “Knock it off, you old carp,” Phinneus said, holding the Colt tight in his hand as he hurried down the hall after Nealon. “Let's get this over with.”
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      I stumbled out onto a narrow two-lane avenue, the president gripped tight to me, trying to figure out what to do next. I'd hauled Gondry halfway across Washington, and the adrenaline, stress and general wear of being in a helicopter crash, a car crash and under regular gunfire was definitely taking its toll on me.

      Also, blood loss. Blood loss was taking its toll on me, too. It dripped down both my legs, leaving crimson footprints behind me on the cracked pavement.

      “Am I...late for my speech?” the president mumbled wearily as I dragged him through the street at as high a speed as I could manage, receiving a cavalcade of honks for my trouble. “Turn the alarm off...lemme sleep just five more minutes...”

      The president probably had a concussion, though I wasn't in a great position to judge. I didn't know what street I was on, didn't even have a great idea of direction at this point. I nearly stumbled on the curb and paused, looking up.

      It was like a lightbulb had gone off, a hammer had struck a plate at the base of my spine and sent the little shuttle to ring the bell at the top, in my brain, like a little voice in my head offered advice:

      You're running and fighting in two dimensions. Go three dimensional and really throw things off.

      I didn't have to think about it for more than a second before I performed a vertical leap up the building in front of me, dragging the president along and shoving him ahead.

      Bullets cracked through the air behind me, striking through the space I'd just occupied, one catching me in the calf. I yelped as I crashed through the window above, rolling with the president and knocking over a desk with a person sitting at it, all of us coming to rest in an unfortunate tangle of limbs and torsos and blood and glass on the office carpeting.

      “What the hairy hell!?” the guy screamed, as one might when a superhero and the president have just come crashing through your second-floor window to land on you.

      “Sorry sorry sorry,” I said, shoving both the president and our new host aside as I rolled left. I had my pistol out, sights aimed at the window, which was not – thankfully – a floor-to-ceiling model but rather a traditional window that started about two, three feet off the ground. It minimized the view but also narrowed the perspective.

      “Who are you?” he asked, spluttering. Reasonable question under the circumstances.

      “Your fairy goddessmother,” I said, keeping my gun aimed at the window. I had a specific plan now, formed and in my mind, the permutations running through it quickly.

      They leapt without looking. Immediate pursuit.

      They took the stairs. Smarter, but with a chance for us to escape their relentless chase.

      Veronika burned the facade of the building off and incinerated the office, possibly killing us, possibly just making a bigger mess, but definitely obscuring things with a cloud for a few minutes. They'd be blind.

      Necessity is the mother of invention, but haste is the impetus of bad choices, and a second later, I got my answer on what they'd choose.

      The black mask of Phinneus popped into the window as he leapt into my view a second later, trying to lead with his old Colt but not getting it over the ledge of the window before his face and shoulders slipped into my sight picture.

      BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!

      I ran through four rounds as Phinneus cried out and flipped out of view, his legs twisting up above him, either because of the jerk of his body when he got shot or else – hell, I don't know how else he would have done that. It looked like a cat trying to land on its feet after being dropped, the contortions were epic, even in my little picture-frame view.

      He dropped out of sight and I grabbed Gondry with one hand and our new guest with the other and dragged them both out of the office sluggishly, anticipating that Veronika was going to go with plan C any second.
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      “Ahhhh! Augh! Auuuuuu–”

      “Stop being such a baby, Ph – uh, whatever your name is,” Veronika said, stooping over him. She was wincing as she looked at him, which told him everything about what he looked like. “You're acting like you've never been shot before.”

      “I don't care – how many times it happens,” he strained out through gritted teeth, “it – still – hurts like the dickens!”

      “Yeah, I found Great Expectations and A Christmas Carol to be a bit of a slog, too,” Veronika said, casting a wary eye toward the shattered window he'd just tried to invade with unfortunate results.

      “Burn them out of that gopher hole, will you?” Phinneus spat.

      Veronika swept around on him again. “I don't think that's a good idea.” She knelt next to him instead, gathering him up in her arms like he was a damned baby.

      “What are you doin – oh,” Phinneus said.

      The sirens were getting louder, and he'd just realized – they had no vehicle close by. Probably lost theirs at the crash site. Definitely didn't want to go back for it now.

      “Time for a strategic retreat, Phinneus,” Veronika said, darting down a nearby alleyway. “Live to fight another day and all that jazz, you know?”

      Phinneus wasn't listening. His head was filled with cotton balls, and when he touched the area around his left trapezius, his finger came back with dark blood on the tips. “Can't believe...that little minx...shot me...”

      “Try not to die of irony,” Veronika said, bumping him roughly as she jumped over an entire street. “Or bullets. I'm going to get you out of h...”

      Phinneus drifted out just then, though, so he didn't hear the rest.
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      I made it almost to the office break room before my calf decided it didn't want to carry weight anymore, and I collapsed. People were screaming in the halls, diving out of the way as I passed, dragging the president with me. I'd ditched the other guy after I'd gotten him clear of his office, and he'd lain there, refusing to move, shaking like I'd hooked a car battery up to his balls.

      “Just gonna...crawl for a bit, Mr. President,” I said, still dragging Gondry, my left arm snaked under both his, gripping him firmly under the armpits as I pulled him across rough carpet, Glock in hand, fresh mag changed out last time I stopped. I was mashing a trail of blood into the carpet as I went, and it was hard for me to tell which of my various wounds was causing it. The calf shot? The glass cuts? Something else? Combo platter of all? Hell if I knew.

      “Can't...I can't go for my morning run right now...” Gondry mumbled. He turned his head toward me and I saw a sliver of eyeball. “Too tired.”

      “Hang on, Mr. President,” I breathed. I wiped something slick off my hand onto my forehead. My hair was tangled, matted. Little pieces of glass dropped out of my sleeve, which was red as a scarlet A. Except mine would stand for ASSHOLE.

      But one that wouldn't quit.

      Even now I was sweeping in every direction with my eyes, trying to differentiate the bang of office doors slamming their occupants shut inside, out of fear, from the bang of one being shoved open, roughly, to herald the approach of our last, Terminator-like pursuer, come to finish the job and leave us both a pile of smoking ash.

      Could I kill Veronika with a well-placed shot before that happened? Hard to say. Depended on whether she was suited up in full plasma. If so, I was going to have to come up with something else.

      Fortunately, I had been in almost this exact situation before.

      “I need...to start a fire...” I said, my words slurring at the tail end. My vision was darkening at the edges, a sure sign of severe blood loss. Mostly severe for humans. I concentrated for a minute, took a breath, focused in...

      Then I blinked.

      That sound I'd been waiting for?

      I heard it.

      A door being kicked in, less than a hundred feet away.

      I dragged the president behind me, shoving his body behind the Coke machine in the corner of the break room. Hard for mere mortals to do while unable to stand, but I manhandled him with ease.

      He blinked at me a couple times. “...Nealon...?” he managed tiredly.

      “Stay down, sir,” I said, shoving him tightly into the corner and pushing myself in front of him, taking full advantage of the machine for cover. I held my Glock out, using the machine as a brace to keep from keeling over.

      The sirens were going in the background. Full. Fulsome.

      What would I sacrifice to do my job? My duty?

      Time.

      Blood.

      My damned life.

      How had it come to this?

      “Identify yourself!” a rough voice shouted.

      I took a long breath, almost gasping out my answer. “Nealon! FBI!”

      A pause. “Do you have the president?”

      This was the dicey part. The part where my trust issues and paranoia all combined to make me worry about – well, every possibility. Like that these guys were mercs, paid to back up Phinneus and Veronika in case they failed.

      “Yes!” I called back. “Now you identify yourself!”

      “Don Greer,” he called back. “DC SWAT. Good to hear from you, Nealon. We need to get the president checked out immediately.” I heard someone make a radio call, a quiet one, behind him, that included the words, “We've got the president. Dispatch Secret Service to our location immediately.”

      “Slowly,” I said, not quite willing to give up on duty just yet. “We've been chased from the damned Potomac, okay? Escort dead. Ambushed multiple times. I need to wait for Secret Service. And the president's concussed, but all right.”

      “I'm...I am?” Gondry asked, sounding clearer than he'd been in a while. Muffled, though, because he was speaking into my back.

      “You were in a car crash, sir,” I said, sotto voce.

      “I was in a damned car crash because you ran us into a pole,” Gondry rumbled, but quietly. His voice softened. “And saved my life from that shadow woman.”

      “I'm coming in, Nealon,” Greer called. “Putting my gun down.” Hands extended around the corner. “I'm a first responder. I'll check him out while we wait.” He put his head around, still buried in a tactical helmet. “Okay?”

      “No sudden moves,” I said, but the fatigue was getting to me. I covered him with my pistol, and he wasn't upset by it. “I've got one job here.”

      “You look like you've seen better days, Nealon,” he said, shuffle-stepping toward me. Another radio blared in the background. Dispatch, requesting update. More sirens in the background. If Greer was an assassin, he'd need to make his move soon or risk being surrounded by the real cops.

      “How'd you know we were here?” I asked, sight picture centered on his head. I would take no chances. If anyone opened up on me, he'd be the first to die.

      I could see his smile beneath the visor. “You don't leave a subtle trail.” He edged a little closer to me, to the president. “Can I...?”

      “Mr. President,” I said, “this gentleman wants to examine you for injuries. 60/40 odds he's from the DC SWAT Team. Give it another three minutes and we'll know for sure.”

      “I'd like to wait three minutes, please, Mr. Greer,” President Gondry said, loud and clear. “Because this woman has saved my life more times today than I can count. And not just because I'm absolutely terrible at math.”

      Greer's eyes flashed, and he nodded, stepping back. “If you say so, sir.” He crossed his hands in front of him where I could see them, and settled against the wall to wait.

      “I say so,” the president said quietly, and patted me on the shoulder. The sirens grew louder in the background, grew closer with every passing second the realization began to set in that we might just – finally – be safe.
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      “Get to safety,” Jaime said. “We need to regroup to discuss what's next as soon as possible.”

      “Understood,” Veronika said, her voice caught under the roar of background noise from her phone being on speaker. She was driving, trying to get away from the scene of this disaster in what was – presumably – a stolen car. It wasn't a question Jaime needed to ask because really, car theft was the least of the crimes they'd committed today.

      And failed to succeed on. That was...disappointing.

      “Talk to you later,” Jaime said, and cut her off. It sounded like Phinneus was wounded, Tyler was dead, and the fates of Frost and Kristina were uncertain.

      Disaster. Nearly unmitigated disaster.

      He flipped into the Escapade app, marinating on his thoughts about all of this. His feelings were complicated, obviously, and he kept his temper well in check as he considered the possibilities and typed his initial missive.

      CHAPMAN: We have a failure. A fairly disastrous one, in fact. At least one of our hires dead, two unaccounted for, another wounded.

      JOHANNSEN: That's terrible news. When can I print it?

      KORY: I'm going to press with it in like two minutes, lol. Catch up, dinosaur.

      BYRD: lol you guys suck im not on air until 2nite and hell if i will break news for the network w/o my signatur on it

      Sigh. With autocorrect, in theory Byrd should have been able to get at least one sentence out every now and again without the severe mess the man always seemed to spew directly into the app.

      CHALKE: So...where are we at on this project? Abandon it?

      CHAPMAN: I'm not the kind who quits after a single failure. I prefer to find a way to exploit it to my advantage. We do have a severe problem standing in our way, though, and you need to solve it before we move forward.

      CHALKE: Nealon.

      KORY: Nealon.

      BYRD: genital warts lol

      Chapman stared at the screen. No one typed anything for a long time.

      BYRD: joke guys see the lol that means laugh out loud bc its funny

      BYRD: srsly i definitely dont have genital warts

      BYRD: or any diseses of teh sexual kind at all everythin runs great down there all the thyme

      JOHANNSEN: And also all the parsley, sage, and rosemary, too. Can I change the subject for a moment? Since it seems we're at an impasse with our current main project?

      CHAPMAN: Please do. Distract me from the failure.

      And thoughts of Chris Byrd's communicable diseases, he thought, but didn't add.

      JOHANNSEN: Our project to destroy Julie Blair seems to be going rather well. We've hit her with another body blow I think, turning her firing into a sex scandal. But this...well, this business with Gondry is going to be front page. For a while. But we can still elevate the Blair business with the right touches, keep it in the side column if we push properly. If we keep it on our front page, I think I can interest our fellow top tier newspapers enough to put it on theirs, and that will keep it in the public eye for long enough to do the damage we want.

      KORY: I am so in. And I've had an idea about how next to hit her.

      BYRD: i can def donate a block to this story 2nite if u guys keep it on your front pages at least 5 mins maybe even 7 if u have someting real gud

      CHALKE: Don't keep us in suspense, clickbaiter. This isn't your website.

      KORY: Har de har har. Here's my idea. Chalke – send the FBI out to investigate her on some bullshit premise. Ask her invasive and shitty questions. Then leak the transcripts to us. Massage them first, maybe, make them even more titillating. Or we can just make shit up from “sources.”

      FLANAGAN: How does that work?

      KORY: It's all cool. Chalke can tee up anonymous source confirmations for us. Right, Chalke?

      CHALKE: You mean other than me? Yes. I have a former Director of the Bureau of Prisons who owes me...well, a lot.

      KORY: See? Between Chalke and that yahoo, we have dual confirmation of whatever the hell we want.

      FLANAGAN: But it's total bullshit. Lol. And I mean that mostly in the Byrd way.

      Chapman's face grew heated.

      CHAPMAN: What did you think was going to be involved in trying to change things for the better, Flanagan? Come on. You're a lawyer. Don't you put up the most strenuous defense possible for your client, regardless of their guilt? We're on the right side of history here, and if we want to change things for the better, we have to pay the price. Sometimes that means lies. Sometimes that means...more. Act as advocate for your beliefs here, and be willing to fight for them like a client.

      FLANAGAN: Oh, I'm fine with whatever. Ethical lines are pretty soft for me. Just pointing out the funny part for our supposedly noble heroes in the press.

      That made Chapman even redder.

      CHAPMAN: This is the thing about having power and knowing when someone's doing something wrong wrong WRONG, like we're seeing Gondry do. You can either stand by and watch it happen, or you can do everything possible to act to keep it from turning into a trainwreck. I've made my decision. I thought we all had, too, even Bilson. Clearly I was wrong about him. Hope I'm not wrong about anyone else. Because I want to see this through, make sure everything we're fighting for doesn't dissolve into nothingness in the weak hands of Richard Gondry. I didn't sign on to a suicide pact to watch him kill our electoral chances this fall.

      CHALKE: I think we're still all on board. It's just easy to find fault with each other and let cracks appear when we're under pressure. We've made some momentous decisions, and I don't see anyone backing off on those. I just see the normal fratricidal tendencies of groups to turn on one another manifesting in the wake of the China setback, Gondry's turn, and Bilson's murder. We're all still in this together, we've crossed the Rubicon, we just need to hold fast, hang tight, and see it through. To that end...if we need a breather on Gondry to readjust and come at it from a new angle, fine. Blair, though? We're good to go.

      KORY: Blair's easy. You get her investigated by the FBI, we have two days' worth of juicy headlines. Gives us time to work on the next thing to hit her with. Like a chair in pro wrestling! Next: a ladder.

      JOHANNSEN: What if you doxxed her?

      KORY: LOL what the eff, prestige-boy? You handing the dirty assignment over to me because you're too good to get your hands dirty by printing her...what? Address? Cell number? Email address?

      JOHANNSEN: Yes, I'm too good for that. But you're not. Am I wrong, or was I reading another Flashforce that did all those things to multiple people over the last few years after designating them as “retrograde,” “human garbage,” and – I'm going from memory here – “human fungus,” in the case of the Speaker of the House?

      KORY: Okay, yes, that was me, and that was really funny. Also, Speaker Wade is pretty close to human fungus, just putting that out there.

      Chapman smiled. This was what he was here for. A perfect distraction.

      CHAPMAN: I can make anything you write about Blair go extra-viral. Will make it happen just after this chat, in fact. But I feel like we need to do more to ruin her. So far we're hitting her from outside.

      He paused, thinking.

      CHAPMAN: She has a husband and kids, right?

      JOHANNSEN: Yes. Why?

      Chapman chuckled, a delicious little thrill going through him.

      CHAPMAN: Get me his name. I can funnel the worst articles right to his Socialite account and make them pop up in his search results on FindIt. Hell, I can chase him around the internet with our ad platform so he sees Kory's worst headlines about his wife everywhere he goes. I can assign one of our behavioral teams to him and Julie, and we can analyze how it's hitting them. See where to push next. And...

      JOHANNSEN: Dominic Blair. That's his name. And she's Julie Henson Blair.

      He opened up his laptop, and with a few tapped keys was inside the database of Socialite's users. He had Julie Blair isolated and her husband figured out moments later. Did they have the Socialite app on their phones...?

      They did. He activated the microphone on both their phones, the cameras, then their computers.

      Ah, there she was. He looked at the live feed of a woman with bleary eyes and mussed hair, sitting at her keyboard, typing away. She touched her eyes with her sleeve, catching a tear. Soooooo sad. Chapman laughed, loudly, at her pitifulness. It did his heart good that she was suffering. She'd messed up his plans to save the China deal, and now the fruits of her labors, that damned Sienna Nealon, was screwing up his plans to save the US from an idiot at the helm of their foreign relations.

      He chuckled as he flagged the accounts and sent them to Devin, his devious partner in crime on these projects. He'd help deliver precision body blows. Then, Chapman tapped out quick instructions to the search teams at both organizations about what results to inflate and sent those. It'd be implemented in minutes.

      CHAPMAN: Okay, that's all done. I'll be able to deliver nearly real-time updates on his and her emotional states. And I've got people sifting their conversations for dirt, so...

      BYRD: lol remind me not 2 piss u off

      KORY: Yessssss give me allllllll the DIRT. FEEEEEEED ME!

      JOHANNSEN: I would be disgusted...but I'm too busy being amused. She earned this with her self-righteous meddling, anyway.

      CHAPMAN: Exactly. We'd be in a whole different place right now if she hadn't interfered in the China business and blown this whole thing up. So...that's happening. Now...what do we do about Nealon?

      CHALKE: I...I have some bad news in that regard.

      JOHANNSEN: Do tell.

      KORY: …?

      Chapman stared at the screen. More drama queening. He sighed. Whatever. He needed to finish this out, then decide which of the members of the Network were reliable and which weren't. The ones that weren't needed to have a series of accidents. Like Bilson, but more deniable. He was feeling a little too exposed at the moment, and...

      And the next thing Chalke posted didn't help.

      CHALKE: This just came to Nealon in a messenger envelope. No FROM on it, but it's a picture of us...talking...

      Chapman stared, eyes widening.

      CHALKE: ...IN THE ESCAPADE APP.

      BYRD: omg u guys

      CHALKE: We're blown.
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      “Blood pressure is a steady 115 over 75,” the Army doctor said. We were in a center office in a secure government building a block from where we'd ended up after our chase through Washington, and the president was being looked over by an Army doctor on scene while the Secret Service swarmed both here and along multiple routes back to the White House. We were going to be moving any minute now, as soon as we got the go ahead.

      In my opinion, the sooner, the better. The less time Veronika, Phinneus, and any of the other conspirators had to regroup, the safer we'd be. Unfortunately, I was FBI, not Secret Service, so my opinion counted for little in this discussion.

      “How are you feeling, sir?” I asked, an open line of O negative blood running straight into my veins. I'd been a little skeptical when the Army doc had suggested it, but I had to admit, I was already feeling right as rain. Way better than if I'd just mainlined a saline IV.

      “Head's a little fuzzy,” the president said. There was a bandage on the top of his skull where he'd bumped against the back seat of the Geo Metro when I'd slammed us into the light pole, but otherwise he seemed good. He'd complained a little of joint pain and bruising from the seat belt – which had just been a lap belt – but that was it.

      “Academic is moving in two minutes,” a Secret Service agent said ominously into his microphone.

      I shucked off the blood bag IV, sticking a finger against the hole in my arm to staunch it. Ten seconds and I pulled it away to find it already clotted. “Okay. I'm good to go.”

      The Secret Service agent looked me up and down. “You sure about that?”

      I didn't have a full-length mirror to inspect myself, but I had a feeling I knew what he was talking about. Both my sleeves were shredded, small pieces of glass were still stuck in both wrists. I had bullet wounds in both calves, and I was still wet from my swim in the Anacostia.

      Still, I made a great show of looking myself over before answering. “Yeah, everything seems five by five. Why? Is my hair not up to Secret Service standard?”

      The Army doctor laughed, low and guttural, and he cut it off midway through. “Sorry.”

      The president didn't bother cutting his off. He let out a belly laugh. “Good one, Sienna. But seriously...I'm going to need to have you talk to my hair and makeup people before you present yourself.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, and let the Secret Service agent lead the way.

      “Academic is moving,” the Secret Service agent said, and we were, heading down the hallways of this government building. We encountered literally no one other than Secret Service agents. The building had been emptied before we'd been moved to it, and I preceded the president as the Secret Service physically carried him along, my Glock refreshed with fresh rounds courtesy of the DC PD, who had now pulled back to establish a perimeter and would be escorting...

      Well, they'd be escorting all five convoys of Secret Service and police vehicles that were going to be leaving along all the probable routes back to the White House.

      “How you feeling, sir?” I asked, stepping aside so the Secret Service could push him first into the waiting elevator.

      “I haven't been handled this roughly since I dated that girl in college who majored in sociology but specialized in BDSM,” he quipped. Didn't know whether he was joking or not by his delivery. Didn't want to know.

      We were silent as we rode down to the parking garage on level B1. When the elevator dinged, we were greeted by fifty cars, logjammed and parked up the snaking ramp with barely an inch between each bumper.

      “Academic is in transit,” the lead agent announced, and the first two convoys squealed tires and blew up the ramp out of sight toward the exit, leaving the remaining three behind. Two more eased up, slowly, and after about ten seconds, they, too, squealed tires and headed up, leaving us with one convoy...

      And six armored cars lined up behind it.

      “Think you might need this, ma'am,” the agent said, handing me a blue scrunchie.

      I stared at it for a second, then shrugged and bound my messy hair together tightly with it. It wasn't perfect – or even within the same time zone as perfect – but it didn't look as bad as leaving my hair free in its current state.

      “Convoy five moving,” the agent declared, and the last presidential motorcade squealed tires, burning the hell up the ramp, snaking out of sight and presumably – moments later, when they reached street level – out onto the roads of Washington DC.

      The first armored car eased up to the curb in front of us, then squealed tires and blew out, skidding on the turns as it made its way up the ramp to follow the others.

      “Sir,” the agent said, as the next truck parked and they opened the back door. Five of our agents squeezed in, then it blew out of there in a burning of rubber, the same as the previous ones had. The agent handed the president a T-shirt.

      Gondry stared at it, then held it up. “Grateful Dead, huh?” He considered it a moment, then shrugged and put it on over his Kevlar vest and bare chest. I kept my eyes off him, other than giving him a glance. “Could do worse.”

      The next armored car peeled out, followed by the fourth. The last rolled up next to the curb. Every single one had been crewed by the best drivers in the Secret Service.

      Even with my lack of experience compared to them, though, my meta reflexes made me better.

      “Sure you're up for this?” the agent asked, and now you could hear the tentativeness leak through in his voice. Doubt was settling in.

      “Agent Nealon has saved my life multiple times today,” the president said, cutting off the debate for the Nth time and saving me the argument. “We're doing this her way.”

      The agent wanted to argue. “Yes, sir,” though, he said finally. “Wig.”

      They put a wig of long, gray hair on President Gondry's head. It wasn't fancy, it wasn't even particularly good, nor was it held in place by anything other than gravity and pure luck. But it rested there, making him look like a hippie.

      He looked at me and my messed-up ponytail. I looked back at him and his terrible wig. We both looked like we'd been through hell today. Because we had.

      A black new model Corvette squealed into place in front of us, and the agent at the wheel popped out, leaving the door open for me. Another opened the door for the president.

      “Remember, keep your distance,” I said. “I'll call you to converge if there's a problem, but our best bet is to sneak through without being noticed.”

      Our Agent Smith-alike stared at me. “A Corvette is unnoticeable?”

      I gave him a toothy smile. “When it's being driven by a gold-digger, it is.”

      “FN SCAR 17H and an Uzi behind the seat, ma'am,” the agent holding my door said. “Just in case.”

      “Thanks,” I said, “but the idea is to not use them.” I would have crossed my fingers for luck, but by now they were wrapped around the smooth leather steering wheel. I glanced at the president. “Ready, sir?”

      “Feeling a little more 'Take Me Home, Country Roads,' than, 'Dire Wolf,'” the president said. “But yes. I'm ready.”

      “Far out, dude,” I said to the president as I gunned the Corvette's engine. We blazed out of that garage onto the street, where I throttled back – but only a little. Because hell if I was going to drive the president home in a Corvette without at least giving it a little juice.
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      We made it back to the White House without incident, sliding under the portico after clearing the gate with absolute ease. Aware of our arrival thanks to a tracker in the car planted by the Secret Service, we slid through traffic unnoticed and safe. No Veronika, no Phinneus, no trouble except an annoying red light just before the last turn.

      “Smooth ride, Sienna,” the president said as a Secret Service entourage hauled him bodily out of the car and charged into the West Wing with him. I hustled to keep up, my boots still sloshing as I tossed the keys to an agent who remained behind.

      I got stopped at the security checkpoint. The lobby was clear, for once, and the guards had pulled out the party favors: big guns and bad attitudes. They watched me with extreme skepticism, though again they let me through with my weapons. Not my cell phone, though. (Because this time, I didn't have it.)

      “Hey,” came a stern voice from behind me as I finished clearing the security checkpoint. Chalke was just coming in, her usually perfectly coiffed hair mussed from – presumably – the wind, and a slightly frazzled look on her face. She got stopped by a guard with a submachine gun and had to flash her ID. “Hold up,” she snapped at me, pausing to comply with his requests rather than getting herself shot or tased. My money was on shot, mainly because it was what I would have most liked to see and he already had a gun. Though tasing would have been nice, too.

      “Sure,” I said to my boss, because I had neither the disposition nor the reason to argue. Where was I going to go? The president was on his way down to the bunker beneath the White House, where he'd be nice and safe, surrounded by Secret Service. They'd already started bringing in klieg lights to ramp up the lumens in the hallways to make sure one Kristina Bonner couldn't sneak through. Assuming she'd survived our little wreck. There was no tunnel to the White House basement and they had seismic sensors everywhere in the ground around it. If Frost came gliding in from above he'd get popped by a Secret Service sniper before he came within a hundred yards, hopefully.

      Besides, they already had a second doctor down there to give the president a full workup, and I wanted to see the president get a prostate exam like I wanted to fling myself off a tall building without flight powers.

      Chalke was done clearing security a moment later, aided by the fact she never carried a gun. She hustled toward me as I stood in the center of the lobby, wavering back and forth on slightly woozy legs, enjoying the sway of the room now that the adrenaline had dumped out of my bloodstream and the fatigue was fully settled in. When she got to me she grabbed me by the arm and started pulling me toward the offices.

      “What is this?” I said, laughing. I went along with her because there was no reason not to. I could rip out of her grip so fast her fingers would be split off her hand, but why would I? There was no threat here. The strength of her hold was like an infant to me.

      She dragged me to the Roosevelt Room, which was empty, and thrust me inside, slamming the door shut behind me.

      The moment was too perfect not to say it, so I did. “What is your damage, Heather?”

      She looked at me with eyes that were practically glowing, and whipped out the glossy photographs that Mike Darnell had promised to messenger to me during our meeting outside my apartment this morning – a lifetime ago, really. Or so it felt. “What is this?”

      Me, a capable liar by this point, peered at them, showing no hint of recognition. “I don't know. A chat room? Here, let me see, maybe I can suss it out for you. Unless it's anything to do with Furry Appreciation, in which case you're going to have to unpack that all on your own.”

      Chalke blinked at me, fire leaving her eyes, uncertainty replacing it. “You mean...you haven't seen these before?”

      “No,” I said, putting some real fervency into my voice, because I'd just been manhandled in a way that usually got people killed for attempting it. “Let me see. I'll–”

      “Never mind,” Chalke said hastily, shoving the photographs back into her bag, crumpling them in the process. “I thought they – that you – never mind.”

      I stared at her, trying to give her my best suspicious look. “...Okay.”

      Well, this was awkward. Chapman had to have told her I knew they were in the Network together. Clearly she'd been sure that I knew about her, and probably thought I'd figured it out from those photos. My sincerity in lying had thrown her off, though it shouldn't have. Chalke dealt with social liars all the time – in Congress, in Washington at large, when she looked in the damned mirror. If I'd fooled her, I didn't hold out much hope it'd last long.

      “Why were you at Joint Base Andrews this morning?” Chalke asked, shifting us away from her uncomfortable topic and onto one that was the same for me.

      “Got a call from the White House,” I said. I had suspicions that I hadn't actually gotten a call from the White House, but that was how the guy had identified himself. Sure, I thought I recognized those dulcet tones, even through a hammy, fake Southern accent, but I didn't feel like I should tell my boss that I'd showed up at a presidential assassination because the boyfriend she didn't even know I had told me to.

      Chalke was looking at me suspiciously. “On the tape they showed you moving before the shot had even been fired.”

      “I got a text saying 'GUN' over and over again,” I said. “Took me a second to realize that was what the Secret Service calls out when they're trying to get the president down. As soon as I figured it out, I reacted.”

      Chalke was staring at me, that suspicion returned. “So if I check the digital records of your phone, they'll reflect this? Same with the FBI line for the White House call?”

      “Far as I know,” I said with a shrug. Though I had my doubts that Harry's call would show up as from the White House, spoofing technology could have made it possible that it did – assuming he'd employed it. Harry wasn't stupid, but he'd been born in the 1950's. Tech savvy wasn't usually a thing with those damned Boomers.

      Chalke was still staring at me with slitted eyes. “Has anything changed in the investigation? Either of the Bilson murder or this Network?”

      “Yes,” I said, easing closer to her. “That was something I wanted to mention to you before – I think Jaime Chapman is a member of the Network.” I said it with full sincerity.

      Chalke's eyelids fluttered a little, but her expression stayed roughly the same. “Explain.”

      “Remember Bilson's diary?” Here the trick was to feign earnest sincerity. The method: leaning in, using my body language to make it clear I thought this was interesting, and that I wasn't at all appalled to be near a human tick like Chalke. This forced me to get closer than I really wanted to get, but it also made it seem like a more intimate conversation. “He'd tagged someone in that group as Tech Head. Furthermore, when I'd talked with Bilson before the China business, he seemed very insistent that I delete Socialite off my phone. Which I didn't, because I'd never had it to begin with–”

      “Right,” Chalke said, still staring at me with eyes narrowed.

      “–And it made me think: what kind of person would have the sort of tech power and influence that Bilson would be intimidated by?” I really got into my story, lowering my voice, checking around me like we were being overheard rather than being shut in a private conference room in the most secure building in the world. “It couldn't be just some low-level guy that runs an app company that shows you where poop is on the streets of San Francisco. It'd have to be someone with some real sway. Now, you could have argued that maybe Inquest's founders fit the bill – until earlier this year, when everyone found out their business was almost total bullshit.”

      Chalke nodded along. Her eyes were relaxing as her belief that I suspected her dissolved under the influence of my enthusiastic theory.

      “So who does that leave?” I asked, straightening up, putting a little delight in my eyes, like I was a freaking genius. “I mean...Jaime Chapman is the tech guy. Furthermore, he had a meeting with the president this morning, and it did not go well.”

      “The president tell you that?” Chalke asked. Her voice was a little husky.

      “Yeah,” I said. “When I floated my theory of Chapman being involved. Coincidence that Chapman has a rough meeting with the president on the same day that someone tries to gun Gondry down?”

      Chalke nodded, cleared her throat, and paused before speaking. “This assassin...it's the same person who killed Bilson, isn't it?”

      “Not sure,” I said, trying to play the careful, almost disinterested investigator. “Forensics is working on the bullets from Joint Base Andrews. Time will tell. Maybe we'll get more idea from Marine One, too, but we've probably got enough to make a determination from the Andrews material, compared to the bullet that killed Bilson. At the very least, I believe the caliber is the same.” I hesitated, baiting the hook.

      She took it. “You don't believe it's the same person, though.”

      Now I poured on the skepticism. “It could be. But it's awfully convenient timing.”

      “There aren't that many people who could make that kind of shot,” Chalke said. So very firmly, too.

      “True,” I said. “And that's good, albeit circumstantial, evidence in favor. We'll see how it plays out.”

      Chalke nodded, then straightened to her full height. I hadn't even realized she'd been slumping, but now she towered over me. “What's your gut tell you?”

      “That this is a mess,” I said without hesitation. “That as per fricking usual, there are so many factors in play that a meta juggler would struggle to keep up with them all.”

      “You saying we need to get someone more capable to take on this case?” Chalke asked, leaping right to replacing me. Interesting. I would have laid down all my lost Caribbean bank accounts that she'd replace me with someone way dumber and less capable.

      “Is there someone more capable on cases involving metahumans?” I asked, maybe a little slyly.

      She looked like I'd slapped her right across the ass. With that fabled steel rod she usually kept up hers. “Well, we could certainly look at getting a different investigator if you feel...overmatched.”

      “The only place I'm overmatched is that I have almost no evidence, the little I have has been stolen, and I had to spend the morning protecting the president from an assassin that may or may not be involved in the Bilson case,” I said, cool as a frost giant.

      “That's priority one,” Chalke said, though she faded a little in her delivery, which I found interesting. “Just...keep at it. I'm sure–”

      Someone shouted back in the lobby, and I heard it through the intervening walls. Thudding footsteps started coming our way, and my reaction to them must have been profound, because Chalke stopped talking without me even saying anything. “Sorry,” I said, “something's happening.”

      I strode to the door and ripped it open, probably a little fast given it was an antique. A lone security guard was rushing toward me, held up only by the fact he was having to snug his rifle tight to him to keep it from bouncing against the sling. “Agent Nealon!” he shouted as soon as he saw me stepping out of the Roosevelt Room. He was utterly breathless, traveling at a sprint.

      “What?” I poised to dash for the bunker. “Is it the president?”

      He shook his head. “No, ma'am. There's a report of a metahuman at the Lincoln Memorial. Black smoke looking thing.” His breaths were coming in gasps.

      “Oh, great,” I muttered.

      I could feel Chalke stiffen behind me. “Our evidence thief. What's it doing?” She stepped forward to lurk behind my shoulder.

      “Nothing – yet,” the guard said, still breathing heavily. “But it has hostages, and it's calling for her,” and he nodded at me. “Says if she doesn't come out and face it...” He gulped. “...it says it'll kill them all.”
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      CHALKE: We have a situation. Is this Lincoln Memorial thing on the news yet?

      Chapman stared at his phone. It was getting close to twilight, his meetings were done, he'd checked in with the office – and he was tired. Feeling the results of late-night talk and travel and rising to be on East Coast time.

      This woke him, though. He got up from his chair as he waited for someone to answer Chalke's inquiry and made his way to the hotel room's curtains, drawing them back. He had a fantastic view of the Lincoln Memorial and the reflecting pool, and from here he could see...

      Well, something was going on out there. Sundown was coming, and the cloud cover above Washington was giving the sky a nice orange tinge. A crowd seemed to be assembled on the Memorial side of the pool, though they were far enough off he couldn't distinguish what was going on. The reflecting pool was nearly still, too, almost a mirror.

      CHAPMAN: I'm looking at the reflecting pool now. Looks like something's going on down at the World War II Memorial.

      He fetched the TV remote and turned it on. It was already tuned to NNC, and the chyron at the bottom was declaring, “METAHUMAN EVENT AT LINCOLN MEMORIAL REFLECTING POOL.”

      CHAPMAN: National News Channel is reporting something's going on. Guessing they don't have a camera on scene yet. Or video from the internet.

      No one had said anything in Escapade yet, so he grabbed his laptop and logged in, pinging Devin with a simple message: Lincoln Memorial? It'd be enough to get him moving in the right direction. Get him working on the security cams in the area, if they were crackable.

      Chapman had his own ideas about what to do, though, and he logged into Socialite's system architecture. “Location services,” he muttered under his breath, activating the tracking algorithm in the code that would tell him how many active Socialite users were in that area right now.

      Ah. Thousands. Too much data.

      He narrowed the focus of the GPS search on the map interface. Now he had it down to those standing in the vicinity of the pool itself, the Lincoln Memorial, and around the World War II Memorial.

      There. A hundred and twelve results.

      He checked their livestreams first, then opened another window to see what Instaphoto had to offer. Here, he had to go with a hashtag, because, having not built Instaphoto from the ground up like he had Socialite, it didn't offer this nifty tracking feature. He was looking to find a way to implement it, but it hadn't been a high priority.

      “There we go,” he whispered, looking at one of the livestreams.

      There had be fifty, sixty people standing on the steps of the war memorial, all facing in one direction – toward the Lincoln Memorial – with their backs to the World War II Memorial. It was a little eerie, like they were all pod people.

      And there, behind them, was that smoky black creature standing tall over them all up a step, with the Washington Monument in the distance behind as a backdrop.

      CHAPMAN: It's that thing that stole our notebook.

      BYRD: lol sounds like grade school all over again lololololol

      Idiot.

      CHAPMAN: It's got Bilson's diary with codenames for all of us.

      CHALKE: Nealon is on the way to counter it. It called her out, threatening hostages. Police on scene.

      Chapman zoomed the video out slightly; yes, there were the police, standing at a careful distance. Were the hostages mind controlled? He activated the audio, but it was all the crowd noise around the person filming. Half the concrete surround around the reflecting pool had been cleared, and no one was close to the hostage situation save for the hostages themselves, all lined up in neat rows on the steps below the World War II Memorial. Everyone else was back at what they probably deemed a safe distance.

      Dumb. He'd have left entirely rather than rely on some misguided conception of what safe distance entailed on this sort of thing. But then that level of strategic thinking was probably one of the reasons he ran one of the largest companies in the world and those peons standing near the pool would die penniless or nearer to it than they'd ever be to his level of wealth.

      KORY: All I see is what's on the internet. We're combing the streams now, posting them live to capture clicks, but all I've got is crowd shots and people babbling about how worrying this is.

      JOHANNSEN: Are the hostages making any noise? Can anyone see their faces? They're standing so perfectly in line. Looks like a mind control thing, doesn't it?

      KORY: Big time. Super creepy.

      BYRD: yeah im watchin on the feed and it looks lik some1 has scooped their brains out n replaced w/ pudding

      “Surely you must sympathize, then,” Chapman muttered. His computer beeped – an alert that Devin was pinging him. He opened a window directly to video chat, ignoring the request for text.

      “Oh! Whoa!” Devin said as Chapman appeared on his screen. “Sorry, didn't expect you to just...show up, boss.”

      “This is urgent,” Chapman said. “Can you get a window open into DC's surveillance on the mall?”

      “I think it's technically part of the parks department,” Devin said, typing swiftly. “But I do have an open door into DC Metro right now, and I'm working on getting the Memorial's footage. I'll open the path to you as soon as I've got it.”

      “Do you have any kind of a view on this thing closer than what's on the news or net right now?” Chapman asked.

      “No. The best footage is streaming live on Socialite and Instaphoto right now. Nothing I've got beats that, but give me a few minutes and maybe I can come up with something.”

      Chapman stroked his chin, thinking. “Hey, Devin...?”

      Devin cocked his head at Chapman. “What's up, boss?”

      “You know that facial recognition tracking program we've got running around Sienna Nealon?”

      “FaceTrack? What about it?”

      “Can you apply it to footage coming in from that geographic area?” Chapman felt his eyes narrow suspiciously. He wasn't entirely sure why.

      “I guess,” Devin said. “But to be honest, it's been kind of a waste so far in the months we've had it running. I mean, we haven't picked up anything genuinely suspicious. Just a lot of false positives.”

      “Do it anyway,” Chapman said. “Nealon's on her way, and it'll theoretically kick in when she gets close, but I want it running in advance.”

      Devin shrugged. “Okay, boss. Will do.” And he started typing.

      “I'm muting the line,” Chapman said. “May be back in a minute. Ping me when you get into the surveillance cams.” And he hit the button to video and audio mute Devin, minimizing the window so he could work on the next thing.
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      I took the Corvette to the National Mall because it was still parked under the White House portico and because I wanted to, damn it. Screeching to a stop at the curb, I stepped out under scrutiny from the DC police, who waved me through without asking a single question.

      Day was fading, and the cloud cover above had broken to allow a pretty orange glow to light the sky. It was hard to believe I'd been running around this city all day, though I was definitely feeling it. The adrenaline was pumping again – slightly. Hopefully enough to get me through this confrontation.

      No one said anything as I jogged along the reflecting pool, the waters nearly still under the sunny glow of the clouds. It wasn't hard to pick out where I was supposed to be heading.

      Fifty or sixty shadowy figures stood in front of the World War II Memorial, cast in shadow by the low, diffused sunlight. In their midst, standing tall above them, was Mr. Smokeskin, a head above the rest and in perfect position for a sniper to take his skull off. If that sort of thing had worked on him at all.

      Nobody on that side of the pool was moving, like, at all. Behind me, toward the Lincoln Memorial, a crowd was being held back by the police, and they had a normal level of chatter. A couple people shouted, SLAY QUEEN! A couple people shouted less favorable things. But there was chatter, there was breath, there was normality.

      On the steps to the World War II monument, though, it was like an eerie army was waiting to break loose on me. I traced a path along the edge of the reflecting pool, in no particular hurry since Mr. Smokeskin seemed to be waiting patiently.

      I stopped between the steps and the pool, looking up at him over the heads of the crowd. “You call, I came, and in thirty minutes or less. No pizza, but I brought you a lifetime supply of knuckle sandwiches. The fine print on them says that those who enjoy my fine knuckle sandwiches could see their lifetime greatly reduced, thus reducing the amount of such prizes they will receive, but–”

      “You talk...too much,” Mr. Smokeskin said in a grainy, rumbling voice.

      “I'm a woman, that's a pretty common, sexist complaint from dudes against us,” I said, deciding to push him a little further because...why the hell not? “Still, I showed up. Didn't keep you waiting forever, in case you were going to complain about that next. Though if you say one word about my hair, I'm going to shove that giant obelisk behind you straight up your smoky ass.”

      Mr. Smokeskin just stared at me. “Can you hear me?”

      I looked around, slightly theatrically. “Yeah. I'm not deaf. Why?”

      He pointed over my head, to the crowd and the police beyond. “Can you hear me? Do you see me now... Morris Johannsen?”

      “Sorry, I don't know who that is...” I looked around. “Is...is Morris here right now?” I stared at him. It. Whatever. “Are you Morris?”

      Mr. Smokeskin rumbled. “Morris Johannsen is the editor of the Washington Free Press...” He looked over my head, and I realized he was playing to the cameras, talking to someone who wasn't even here. “...And a member of the Network that is behind all these evils.”
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      JOHANNSEN: WHAT THE?! I just got doxxed on national television!

      KORY: Did you really, tho? Doxxing means exposing your name or your address or email or phone number. This was just you getting outed as part of our group.

      Chapman almost buried his head in his hands. At least it was Johannsen and not himself. Though this presented some new challenges. Johannsen knew everything about them, after all.

      Whatever. He'd deal with the implications later.

      BYRD: yeah can confirm it definitely went out on all channels lol your ass is hanging in the breeze

      So helpful.

      CHAPMAN: Someone needs to shut this thing down.

      CHALKE: Nealon's on it.

      “Great,” Chapman muttered. “That ought to fix everything.” He switched windows to Devin. “You got those cameras yet?”

      “Yes!” Devin shouted, and the window opened on Jaime's screen proffering the gateway into the camera system. He took it, zipping right in and opening up a clearer window. Now he had a bird's-eye view of Nealon staring from the reflecting pool to this sonofabitch who was threatening to expose them all.

      “Who are you?” Chapman muttered.

      “You...you talking to me?” Devin asked.

      “No – yes,” Chapman said. “I want to know what this thing is. Did you facial scan that crowd yet?”

      “Yeah,” Devin said. “No matches on the crowd around the...uh...creature? Not really sure what it is. I mean, I thought the thing that broke into our HQ was weird looking, but this–”

      “Focus,” Chapman said. “Scan the crowd that's being held back by the cops. And–” He froze, thinking. “Wait. What did you compare the faces of those hostages to?”

      “Anyone who's come in contact with Nealon since we started the FaceTrack web around her,” Devin said. “Plus her known associates. That was what you asked for.”

      “Expand the database,” Chapman said. “To all Socialite users – US first, then go international.” He leaned back in his chair. “Run the hostages through first, then expand to who's in the crowd near the Lincoln Memorial. I want a list of names.”

      “Well, okay, but,” Devin said, sounding a little abashed, “wouldn't it be easier to just use the location services hack in the Socialite app to ID the hostages?”

      Jaime froze. Once again, Devin surprised him by knowing something he shouldn't have about the app's backdoor capabilities. Sure, it wasn't a huge secret, but still...to hear it talked about casually like this by someone he was relying on...

      Whatever. He'd deal with Devin later, too. Once this was over, lots of accounts were going to get settled.

      “Do it,” Chapman said, as he turned his attention back to what was happening both on screen and in the Escapade app. Johannsen was having a meltdown, of course. Well, couldn't be helped, at least not right now. There were other, more important things afoot.
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      It couldn't possibly get any worse.

      “Dear God,” Morris Johannsen breathed, torn between watching the television feed in the corner of his office and glancing down at the Escapade app on his phone, which he squeezed tightly in his hand.

      It was all falling apart. He'd just been called out – on national television, no less!

      Was it hot in here? It certainly felt hot.

      Johannsen was standing behind his desk, staring at the feed when the knock at the door almost sent him into a panic attack. Was that tightness in his chest?

      “What?” he shrilled.

      “Hey boss,” his secretary, Rita, said. She was a woman in her late thirties, and she had an almost pitying expression on her face. “Sorry to bother you, but...”

      Johannsen swallowed. “Have you any idea what you are interrupting?” His voice was high, even to his own ears. Such was his panic.

      She hesitated, glancing over her shoulder. There were a couple TVs in the bullpen, and yes, they were tuned, live, to the events at the reflecting pool. His own reporters were sneaking glances at him over Rita's shoulder. Whispering. Wondering about him.

      “What is it?” he cried plaintively. If only he could get her out of here and get back to the business at hand. He locked his phone, putting it down. The Network could wait. After all, none of them were facing being outed.

      Johannsen could barely see in front of his nose at this point. His breath was coming heavy, knees feeling a little wobbly.

      “There's a delivery for you,” Rita said. She looked like she wanted to turn and run from his office as fast as possible. “It requires your signature.”

      He took five breaths in three seconds. Was he hyperventilating? It seemed likely. “Not now,” he said, waving her off.

      Rita hesitated. “He insisted. Said you needed to sign for it...?”

      “I don't feel up to signing for anything right now!” Johannsen cried. “Just leave me b–”

      Johannsen wobbled as a stabbing pain shot through the center of his chest. He clutched at himself, trying to find the knife that had surely just been plunged there–

      There was no knife. No blood. His fingers came away wet, but only from the sweat that already slicked them.

      Johannsen looked up, panicked, at Rita. His breath was gone, and he gasped.

      “Mr. Johannsen...?” Rita asked.

      Johannsen tumbled back into his chair, the frame squeaking under the sudden violence of his entire weight, and it slid back a foot. He twitched in the chair, jerking and spasming as the pain overwhelmed him, a hot blade plunged into his chest and twisted, turned, ripping through flesh–

      But there was no blood. His vision blackened at the corners, but it was all pain, all pain and no blood and he couldn't breathe–

      “Mr. Johannsen!” Rita shrieked from somewhere in the darkness surrounding him. “Call the paramedics! He's having a heart attack!”

      The last thing that passed through Morris Johannsen's mind before he tumbled off the chair and lay, dying, upon the floor, was the realization that at least he'd gone out before it had gotten any worse.
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      “That's a new one for me,” I said, looking around, waiting to see what Mr. Smokeskin did next. He'd just named a member of the Network, after all, and that wasn't nothing. Maybe for an encore he'd name a few more. Make my job easier for once.

      “Do you feel the troubles settling on you, Johannsen?” Mr. Smokeskin said. Tendrils of black wafted off his bizarre silhouette. He didn't look human, but he wasn't entirely alien, either. He looked like something between; a man-like form with smoke and ooze composed of pure ebony. “Do you feel that black despair in the pit of your stomach now that everyone knows that you are one of the conspirators at the heart of this dark business?”

      “Wow, that's super dramatic,” I said under my breath, staring at Mr. Smokeskin surrounded by his hostages. The sun was nearing setting, and the orange tint that was being held back by the cloud cover lent the whole scene a surreal feeling, aided by the unmoving figures around my...foe? Probable foe. It had kicked my ass once already, after all.

      I wasn't going to start a fight until he indicated he was going for it, though I needed to do something about those hostages soon. We were being watched by the whole world, and I was supposed to resolve this situation.

      “Now you are exposed, Johannsen!” Mr. Smokeskin shouted to the heavens. “Revel in the misery your deeds earn you!”

      “Hey, uh...you mind letting some of those people go?” I asked, gesturing to the crowd assembled around him. “It's getting close to dinnertime, after all, and these fine people probably need to get back to their pods.”

      The response was immediate, though not from Mr. Smokeskin. The crowd, as one, looked directly at me.

      And their eyes glowed green.

      “Wow, that's creepy,” I said. “I'm seeing a lot of glowing eyes lately. Is this like a motif in my life right now? Curious because if so, I'd like to know what it represents. Is it an 'all-seeing eyes are always watching you' kind of thing? Because lemme tell you, I feel that.”

      “SILENCE.” Smokeskin's voice bellowed out. I almost took a step back it was so powerful. He looked right at me. “You stand between me...and them.”

      “...I do?” This was news to me. “Well, let me know and I'll move. I'm really just here for the hostages, you can have your fun with the Network for all the damns I give.”

      Smokeskin looked at me. His oddball, mind-controlled hostages looked at me, too, and I felt a little chill run through me. It was warm; the chill was out of place, and not prompted by the weather. Standing in the orange glow of sunset diffused by clouds, I stared at the hostages, who stared back at me, not remotely looking like they wanted to go back to their pods. At least not peacefully.

      I'd been here before, staring down a flotilla of mind-controlled hostages as a madman sicced them on me.

      Almost before the thought had completed, the hostages leapt into motion, as one, driven forward by a singular mind and toward a single target–

      Me.
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      “No...” Reed watched the television screen, riveted, just the same as everyone else in the office. The scene at the Lincoln Memorial was playing out in the worst possible way, the way that of course it would have. He'd known the moment he'd seen those poor people lined up in their little formation around the bad guy that it was going to go this way.

      “History repeats itself,” Augustus Coleman whispered from where he sat on the chair across from Reed. Jamal was next to him, Angel, Olivia and Eilish watching out in the bullpen. Scott had gone home early, and Kat was in LA. All present were silent, even as the action began on both the office televisions.

      Reed just closed his eyes rather than watch the mind-controlled hostages rush his sister, because it really was history repeating itself.

      “It's the Eden Prairie incident all over again,” Augustus said, as they all watched the figures flood toward Sienna, feral savagery evident in their faces.

      “And she's got less powers to stop them now than she did then,” Reed whispered, squeezing his eyes tight. He couldn't even bring himself to watch it all go wrong.
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      Being bum rushed by a shit lot of hostages was not my idea of a fun way to spend my evening, especially when I really could have gone for a nice dinner at home, some Pad Thai and a glass of milk (no alcohol, remember).

      Not a plethora of angry, charged-up people running at me, screaming for my blood.

      And, oh, were they screaming.

      It was really quite bone-chilling. Or it might have chilled the bones in colder weather. It being a warm-ish summer night, the sound was doing plenty fine working my already tattered nerves all on its own, without any chilling effects.

      I fell back under the assault, retreating around the bend in the pool. Two leading members of the crowd rushed toward me like water overflowing the bounds of a boiling pot on the stove. They flooded around the edge of the reflecting pool, and I dodged their clumsy attacks, which amounted to rushing at me with hands extended.

      “Hey, guys, we really need to talk about this,” I said, dodging the next attack. Group of them, really, because the problem here wasn't any of the swipes or thrusts or hissing charges of any one of the members of this shadow mob on their own.

      It was that as a crowd, as a collective, they could surround me, beat me down, and give me the option of either laying down and dying or fighting back and killing...whoever these hostages were.

      Unpalatable. That's how I found those choices.

      If one were watching with a partially objective eye – or hell, even if one were blind and deaf and had the situation explained to them by Annie Sullivan spelling it into their palm, the symbolism would be obvious.

      It was The Eden Prairie Massacre, Part II: Wrath of Sienna.

      “No! No!” I shouted, my protestations having no effect on the swarming crowd trying to surround me. I was taking leaping steps back but they were coming at me hard around the edge of the pool, and I was completely cognizant of the crowd of gawkers penned up by the DC police at a “safe” distance behind me, camera phones still extended in the air to provide a view to the entire world of what was happening.

      Every step back I took brought me closer to the innocents in the crowd behind me, so I made a split decision and opted to leave the ground.

      A pivot and a backflip landed me in the middle of the reflecting pool. It was only about a foot and a half deep, and I splashed in up to my knees as I came down. I didn't fall over, though, so that was something.

      The hostages swarmed at the edge of the pool uncertainly, halting at the water's edge, and I wondered for a moment if I'd stymied them.

      Then they looked at the crowd to their left, and I knew I had seconds to act.

      “Hey-yahhhhhh!” I shouted, and charged toward the steps up to the World War II Memorial. Mr. Smokeskin was still standing there, waiting, his crowd having departed his side and left him all alone.

      My shouts drew the mob's attention, and they swarmed against the water's edge as I took great, splashing leaps through the reflecting pool, sending mighty ripples in all directions as I stormed toward Mr. Smokeskin. No point involving the hostages, or letting them run wild into the crowd by losing their attention. I was loud, I was leaping more for purposes of drawing the eye than being efficient in my movement, every landing causing an immense splash.

      They watched me from the edge of the pool, leering, clearly unwilling to step down into the water with me. I covered the distance to the far edge and stopped, just a couple feet from the concrete surround. I stared up into the face of Mr. Smokeskin and glared. “What? Your mind control powers fail if you get your collectible minifigs wet?”

      He just stood there, still looking pretty large against the backdrop of the monument. There was no real expression to tell from his face, but he cocked his head at me. “You defend them.”

      “The Network? Are you freaking kidding me?” I asked. “I'm investigating them. You stole my evidence or I'd have already been all over them like reporters on an open bar.”

      He cocked his head the other way. “Do...do reporters heavily hit open bars?”

      “Yeah, there was a study about how their consumption of alcohol is off the charts – say, are we going to fight?” I put my fists up, more for theatrics. “Because I'm not trying to stand between you and the Network.” I turned my head to look back at the crowd with great significance. “I will stand between you and the people, though.” The crowd of his minions was inching around the pool, but they were not rushing toward me any longer.

      When I turned back, Smokeskin was right there, in my face, and he reached out, enveloping me, black tendrils tightly surrounding me. He said, loud enough for them to hear it on the other side of the pool, “You don't get it. The Network's purpose is consume the people – to use them. To lead them.”

      Completely encircled in his grip, all I could do was turn my head and look at his assembled crowd. “Uhh...how is that different from y – yahhhhhh!”

      He lifted his smoky black appendage up, very slowly, twirling and coruscating around me, and my feet left the ground – well, the water. He extended his black appendage skyward and I went along for the ride until I was twenty, thirty feet up in the air.

      “You...cannot stop me,” Smokeskin rumbled, then braced himself, his tendrils wavering as he moved them in his equivalent of a pitcher in baseball winding up to throw.

      I braced myself. I knew what was coming, and this was going to hurt.

      Smokeskin whipped his tendrils with me in them, and I flew across the reflecting pool toward the far side. I crashed down into the concrete end some two thousand feet later, rolling and skipping until I crashed into the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.

      There I lay, staring up at the sun-tinged sky, until I closed my eyes.
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      CHALKE: She can't stop this thing.

      KORY: Look! It's leaving!

      And it was, Chapman saw. The hostage mob that it had held scattered, running in every direction, as the smoky, gooey creature itself seemed to go insubstantial, vanishing around the World War II Memorial. Where it went after that, he couldn't see on the surveillance cameras, but he sent a quick ping to Devin to get him to trace the path. He wasn't hopeful on an answer.

      CHAPMAN: This has been eye-opening.

      CHALKE: I think you mean “a catastrophe.”

      BYRD: lol u guys she got rekt

      KORY: Uhh...shit.

      Chapman rolled his eyes. Drama again.

      KORY: You know how reporters gossip amongst themselves? Like all day, every day in our own Slack channels? Well, one of my people went to the Washington Free Press about eight months ago, but they still keep in contact with some of my other reporters, and they just told my peeps...Morris Johannsen just died in his office. Heart attack.

      CHALKE: Wtf?

      BYRD: brutal

      FLANAGAN: Damn.

      Jaime blinked, taking in this news. Well, that was a bit of a time saver. But...

      CHAPMAN: In a way, this is good. Johannsen was about to be a liability.

      A thought occurred, and Chapman hurriedly checked the Escapade app – no, Johannsen was not shown as logged in. Okay. Whew. That was good. All the Network members were forced to use a passcode on their phones rather than any biometrics, so there was no chance of someone logging in under his name. All the same, Chapman flagged the account, banning it, just as he had Bilson's following the man's death, and set up an alert to let him know if someone tried to access Escapade using their credentials.

      CHALKE: I agree it was bad that he was doxxed, but he was the editor of one of the most influential newspapers in the country. He had a role to play in our plans.

      KORY: If you mean the Julie Blair coverage, I think he's probably set that in motion for a few days at least, so that will continue without him. If we can continue to feed interesting follow-ups, I can pretty well promise it'll go on for a while. I can help drive that, even without Johannsen.

      That was fine with Chapman. He hadn't been thrilled with the seeming over representation of press people in the Network anyway. Having a tighter circle now, when they'd transitioned to direct action and hard power, seemed like the smarter move.

      There was a click at Chapman's door, and he looked up to find Chase Blanton's bob haircut peering through at him. “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but Veronika and Phinneus just made it back.”

      “Give me two minutes, then send them in.” Chapman frowned. “What happened to Frost and Kristina?”

      “No clue about Kristina,” Chase said, “but I checked Frost's social media and it looks like he's on his way back to New York. Posted on Instaphoto an hour ago, a shot from North Jersey looking to NYC, captioned it – well, it doesn't matter. It was pure CYA garbage anyway, like he was trying to show he'd never left.”

      Chapman's eyes narrowed. So Frost had quit on them, and Bonner had – what, died? “Fine, send in the survivors.” He didn't wait for her nod, he was already back in Escapade.

      CHAPMAN: Good. Let's keep running down Blair.

      He flipped back to the window of the surveillance cams. Paramedics were swarming around Sienna Nealon now, and the crowd was filming all of it. He glanced at the TV screen and saw a similar feed, so he exited out of the surveillance cam system. There was nothing else to see there. He pinged Devin with a quick instruction to let him know about the results of the facial recognition scan, and if anything else developed, then logged off. Any alerts on that would go to his phone.

      CHALKE: Can we review real quick? Because while I'm fine with the Blair thing and have already sent agents over to interview her, that's more of a 20% project than an 80% one, IMO. Talking Pareto here. We have that black smoke monster stealing our secrets, declaring war, our attempts to assassinate the president have failed – twice – and our lone operative is also investigating us, because she doesn't know she's working for us.

      CHAPMAN: We have more operatives than just Nealon.

      CHALKE: Maybe *you* do. But they're a little too new and they've already failed one too many times for me to be excited about their prospects thus far.

      Chapman nodded. That was a good take. Pragmatic. Still, he had a defense.

      CHAPMAN: I agree, today has gone sub-optimally.

      KORY: Plus, if anyone's counting, we're now down two members. Both targeted, admittedly in different ways, but both dead. It's not looking like a great time to be a Network member.

      CHAPMAN: Hey, look, other than the two dead guys, I think we can agree I've lost the most over the last few days. But I'm not disheartened by any of this. You know why?

      There was a knock, and the door opened, admitting Phinneus and Veronika. Chase lingered, holding the door, apparently undecided on whether to enter or stay back.

      “You know what we're going to be talking here, Chase,” Chapman said with a lazy smile. “Either you're in or you're out.”

      “I'll stay on the outside for a little longer, if that's all right,” Chase said. “I don't care – but I'm not sure I'm in.”

      Chapman shrugged, then looked back at his screen.

      CHALKE: So what are we going to do about it? Nealon threw a monkey wrench in our plans twice today, and I don't have a lot of faith she'll stay on the sidelines. The president is locked down in the bunker and isn't coming out for the foreseeable future. And this thing is after us, and operating in our blind side. What do we do about...well, any of this?

      Chapman smiled. Of course they came to him for the answers. He solved mightier problems than this for his job, after all.

      CHAPMAN: Simple. We slice and dice the tasks to a manageable level. Cut it up into smaller problems and deal with them one at a time. One – Nealon. Two – Gondry. Three – this slime/smoke meta.

      CHALKE: We have been trying to deal with Nealon in our way for a year. Today we tried to deal with her in her way.

      KORY: Agreed. I know no one's invincible, but she's built Ford frigging tough, man. Actually, tougher. What's that product brand they proclaimed invincible?

      CHALKE: The Energizer Bunny?

      FLANAGAN: Timex?

      KORY: Whatever, doesn't matter. Point is – everyone tries to kill her, no one succeeds. And they all die trying, pretty much. I'm not down with dying. Call me a convert to the Church of Not-Wanting-to-Die-By-Nealon, but while I want the president out of the way, I don't want it bad enough to die trying.

      BYRD: agree w/ kory this is knife edge stuff and i dont want to dance there u know lol gondry was fine but nealon is uber problem i dont like her any better than the rest of u but not here 2 die lol

      Chapman smiled. Of course they were scared.

      CHAPMAN: The problem with Nealon is that she's powerful, and she's a hell of an improviser. That's how she wins. Lack of planning is a hallmark, both for her and the people trying to kill her. They're always leaving a back door open, and she takes that tiny crack, whatever's offered, and just slams through like a champ.

      CHALKE: Having seen her in action, I concur that's what she does. Sometimes she's underestimated, but sometimes...she just flat out pulls off damned miracles. It's absurd and infuriating. She's less than five and a half feet of pure fury that seems to survive insane situations almost on spite alone. But she does survive.

      CHAPMAN: Until she doesn't. Look, these are strengths, and her weakness is getting caught in plans with holes in them. These people know her at a distance. We know her, after this last year, intimately (for lack of a better word). So what do we do? We look at those weaknesses. We plan.

      Chapman looked up at Veronika, at Phinneus. “Just one second. I'm finishing up a meeting.”

      CHAPMAN: We lock down the back door. We consider every possibility, then construct the situation and location so that she has no chance...and then trap her in it. We play against the weaknesses we know she has. We look at things that have almost worked to kill her, and we copy them, taking care to eliminate the flaws she has exploited. We just saw her taking a beating in real time; she's not invincible. That smoke meta could have killed her if he'd been of a mind to. She's weak.

      Chapman looked up at Phinneus. “You took some bullets today, huh?” They weren't obvious, except for a little gauze sticking out of the man's collar.

      Phinneus's rugged face reddened slightly. “I did. Not fond of the sensation.”

      Chapman smiled. “Looking for a little payback with the person who caused it?”

      Phinneus's mouth twitched. He almost smiled. “I wouldn't turn it down. But she's trouble. Real trouble.”

      “I agree,” Chapman said. Veronika was pretty passive, but Phinneus looked ready to spit nails. “In fact, I see her as the chief obstacle to our original plan. And I'm all about removing the obstacles.”

      Phinneus's jaw tightened. “Remember those friends I mentioned? They're on their way to town. Got some nice skills to them.”

      “Oh?” Chapman asked, glancing back at the Escapade conversation. It was still going, but he didn't want to poke back in yet.

      “Yeah,” Phinneus said. “Magnet powers on one. Earth moving for another. A Steelskin for some heavy lifting, plus a vampire and an Achilles. All folks I've known a good long time that won't shy away from a rough assignment, let's say.”

      Chapman nodded. “That'll be good, having them available – you know, for the next swipe at Gondry.”

      Veronika hesitated. “We don't want them for taking another shot at Nealon?”

      “No,” Chapman said, turning his attention back to the chat box. He skimmed what had been said as he'd ducked out of the conversation. It wasn't important, really, just the lemmings running in circles while they waited for someone who knew what they were doing to take the lead.

      CHAPMAN: I know one area that she'll be incredibly weak, as we already proved today. Now...let me tell you how we're going to do this.

      And he did.
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      “Chris Byrd's on in two minutes,” Dom said, breaking Julie's focus as she was finishing up writing out her recollections for the lawyer. He'd reached out to her after their meeting for a follow-up, which was good. He'd laid out his own thinking in the email, and asked her to take this basic step of writing out her memories, and now that she was able to put a little more focus on things, she'd laid it all out as clearly as she could.

      The false accusations.

      The meeting with Betsy before her firing.

      Finally, the one that culminated in her firing.

      All the other stuff...she didn't know what to do with. She didn't drink – well, much, anyway. And never at work! As to the other allegations – they were complete bullshit, and who knew where they'd come from?

      “I'll be right there,” Julie said, finishing her paragraph. The kids were already tucked in – she'd actually been able to partake in the bedtime ritual tonight, which was nice. Chris Byrd's show had been a fixture of Dom and Julie's early life in DC, before she'd gotten the White House job and lost all the hours of the day.

      This would be nice, she reflected, shutting her laptop. Catching up on official Washington, seeing what was percolating outside her own personal scandal? It'd be a relief after the hours she'd just spent trying to defend her reputation against these scurrilous attacks.

      Julie ached for a glass of wine, but was cognizant of Dom's eyes on her as she pulled a glass out of the cupboard. She settled for water, ice rattling in the glass and the filtered water hissing out of the fridge dispenser.

      She settled on the couch next to Dom, but he didn't put his arm around her. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye as her heart sank, but he was focused on the TV, where the theme music for Byrd's show had just played.

      “Hello, America,” Chris Byrd said seriously as the title card cut to his face and panned in to a close-up. “I'm Chris Byrd. We've got a fantastic lineup for you tonight. We're monitoring the situation that unfolded at the Lincoln Memorial earlier tonight, and will cut to breaking news if any happens. Until then, we have a live update on the current negotiations over the crime bill, a retrospective feature on the life and impact of the incredible editor of the Washington Free Press, Morris Johannsen, and we've got analysis and opinion from former presidential candidate and senator Robb Foreman. But first–”

      Byrd turned as they shifted cameras, and he looked with great seriousness at his viewers, though obviously he couldn't see them. Dom sat up a little straighter. He really got into Byrd, especially when the pundit got on his soapbox. “He just says things so reasonably,” Dom muttered under his breath.

      “Tonight's top story is one that's unfolding even now,” Byrd said, his perfect eyebrows inclined, the slight wrinkles on his forehead indicating the seriousness of his concentration. “It's a quintessentially Washingtonian story – but one that affects the course of honor, integrity, and all of America, really. I'm speaking, of course, of the unfolding tale of former Gondry administration official Julie Blair–”

      “Ohmigod,” Julie said, all the air rushing out of her at once.

      Dom's shoulders sagged, and he looked at her accusingly.

      “We have confirmed with two highly placed sources in the administration that as of today, Julie Blair is under investigation by the FBI.”

      Julie's jaw dropped.

      Dom's eyebrows knitted together. “What did you do?” he whispered, a pure knife of accusation.

      “I didn't do anything,” Julie whispered, her heart taking an abrupt plunge in her chest.

      “While we can't be certain of the crime yet,” Byrd went on, staring so very seriously into the camera, “what we can confirm is there exists the stench of malfeasance around this woman. In a time when our president is under attack, we need loyal servants of our nation. But this woman appears to be all about serving herself. Our government is the thing that makes our lives possible, makes us better, is charged with helping our general welfare. Every act such as this undermines its ability to do the job. Betrayals cannot be countenanced and should be punished fiercely.”

      Byrd changed cameras again, and was looking straight into this one, on cue. Julie had never really noticed it before, but now, detached from what she was hearing in a dim, sick sort of way, it was impossible to miss the theatrical elements as this man called her out for being the worst person in the world.

      “I can tell you this: we pursue this story to the truth, one way or another. Because that's the job of an honest press. To shed light on the failures of our system and demand accountability, so that we can fix the flaws – and rise together. Discovering the truth behind the crimes of Julie Blair is just such a mission. Other than protecting the life of the president, I can't think of any higher calling right now.”

      He moved on to the next segment, but Julie sat in stunned silence with Dom, Byrd's words fading as their relevance to her did the same. Her thoughts were churning at top speed, and she was torn between wondering what had prompted her favorite on-air personality to come after her with such thunder, and what Dom could be thinking right now.

      A knock at the door stopped her before she could ask the question forming in her mind, to find out what was on Dom's mind.

      He popped up first from the couch, hurrying to answer it as if it provided escape from that unasked, uncomfortable question, and when he opened the door–

      Two men were standing on the front step in suits.

      “Mr. Blair?” one of them asked, and flipped open a badge. “I'm Agent Dominelli, this is Agent Burton. We're with the FBI.” He looked right past Dom and his eyes found her on the couch, watching, knowing what the next words were going to be before he even spoke them.

      “We're here to talk to your wife.”
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      I opened my eyes in a bright room, and there were faces over me. Familiar faces.

      Or at least one.

      “Oh, good,” President Gondry said, staring into my eyes, “you're awake.”

      “Yeah, I do that, eventually, after a harsh ass-kicking,” I said, glancing 'round the room. “Shouldn't I be in a hospital or something? Usually I wake up in a hospital.”

      “You're in the White House bunker,” Gondry said, waving his hand. A slew of Secret Service agents and one guy I suspected was a doctor retreated without a word.  “They debated bringing you to the hospital, but someone pointed out...” He waved a hand.

      “I don't need hospitals,” I said. “But they keep sending me to them. Surprised my insurance company doesn't deny the claims on that basis every time they get the bill.”

      Gondry wore a ghost of a smile. “If that area of law had caught up to metahumans, I'm sure they would.” He looked a little banged up, wore a bruise at his hairline, a spot of purpling that he hadn't had this morning at Andrews before we'd started our odyssey through Washington. “I'm glad you're all right. You took a real hammering out there.”

      “I took a good flight, that's all,” I said, stretching. A couple solid bruises still protested on my back where I'd come in for a hard landing. “I've had way worse beatings. Clearly Mr. Smokeskin wasn't serious about hurting me.” Gondry cocked his head at me. “Sorry...I make up stupid names for my villains because they don't usually introduce themselves politely before trying to kill me, and I just can't handle saying, 'That guy,' or, 'the lady who tried to kill me this afternoon.' It's all very unwieldy, ergo...”

      “'Mr. Smokeskin.'” Gondry nodded. “Yours is a peculiar business, and having now seen it from the inside...one I would not wish to participate in on a regular basis. Do you have a name for my assassin yet?”

      I almost said, “Phinneus,” flat out, but held that one in. “I dunno. I'm not great at naming. My inclination goes to, 'Mr. Shooty Bang-Bang.'”

      The president cringed. “You're right about the naming thing. Perhaps 'Shooter McJerkface?'”

      “I like it. Feels like you've done this before. And are maybe a fan of Happy Gilmore.”

      “A classic of comedy,” the president said. “Sienna...thank you again.”

      “You're welcome, Mr. Pr–” I caught a glare from him. “–errr...Richard.”

      “Better.” He paced to the far corner of the room. The place was lit brightly, and I noted work lights plugged into every outlet, eight of them in total, chasing away all the shadows in the place. The Secret Service had wised up quickly and taken my advice at top speed. “So...what do we do about Shooter McJerkface and his friends?”

      “I have a simple method for dealing with situations like this,” I said, and he turned to look at me. “Find 'em, fight 'em, kill 'em.”

      “That's not so much a 'we' thing as–”

      “Yeah, it's on me,” I said. “Your job is to bunker down, and also to run the executive branch. I'm sure that the latter is very light work and you'll be done for the week in an hour or so tomorrow morning, so after that you can just chill, watch a little Netflix, maybe catch up on Downton Abbey.”

      He settled his gaze on me. “Why would I watch Downton Abbey?”

      “Because it's a really good show,” I said, pushing up off the couch. I was very tired, and felt like I could conk out right there.

      “What are you going to do?” the president asked.

      “Chase my tail, I suspect.” I frowned, scanning the room. There were oil paintings on the wall, antique furniture was everywhere. The only concession to modernity was the work lights, and if they'd been pointed at the furnishings and paintings rather than at random spots on the wall, the place would have looked like a museum. “That's what I've been doing so far, muddling my way through. It's a thing I do, you see. Muddle my way through to the end of a case.”

      The president frowned. “That makes it sound rather...haphazard.”

      “Typically, it is,” I said. “Motives, perpetrators, their plans...they unfold as the case goes on. I'm not farsighted enough, or predictive enough to know what's coming. I'm constantly surprised by the lengths people go to, the things they do. Sometimes I wish my powers had gone to a Sherlock Holmes type, because I'm forever getting blindsided by...well, lots of things.” I sat back down, because by golly, I felt like it. And because I felt like I'd stood up too suddenly.

      The president pondered this for a moment, then nodded. “I did a rather exhaustive survey of your 'cases' last year, after Revelen. Your entire file, really, from the Directorate up to present. It seems to me you've always done the best you can, and in rather less than ideal circumstances in most cases.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked, genuinely curious what the president was talking about.

      Gondry smiled faintly. “You left your house for the first time in your post-childhood life when you were seventeen, correct?”

      “Yeah, I was a shut-in.”

      “Well, it seems to me,” the president said, “most young women in your situation would have struggled to adapt to the outside world. You were, after all, a bit like Miranda from The Tempest.”

      “Oh, it was a brave new world, all right.”

      He smiled. “But you didn't just find yourself thrown, you found yourself thrown into the worst part of it. I read about Wolfe. The government has a long file on him. The FBI's known about him since its inception. Do you know what instructions were appended to it? 'AVOID AT ALL COSTS.'” He gave me a look of great significance. “You're not the first metahuman in government service, after all. They consciously avoided Wolfe for almost a hundred years. His brothers, too – but you killed all three. Wolfe within days of leaving your house for the first time. His brothers...what? A year later?”

      “The timeline is fuzzy in my head but yeah...probably. After I discovered my powers. The additional ones, you know.”

      “Another interesting thing about that file,” the president said, pacing past me and stopping in front of a painting of a woodland scene defined by its messy brushstrokes. “Scotland.”

      “Ah, yes. My finest hour,” I said sarcastically.

      “That Rose was a bonafide threat to the world,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me. “She was immensely powerful, she grew under our very noses and not a security service on the planet noticed. She leveled your offices in Minnesota, and no one could stop her – except you and your friends.”

      “Well, what can I say? I have some powerful friends.”

      Gondry laughed. “You shouldn't have any friends at all with your upbringing. You realize that, don't you? You should be...isolated. Untrusting. Forever alone, doomed to be unable to form proper social connections to people.”

      “That's...cheerfully specific, as diagnoses go,” I said, frowning.

      “I had a psychologist in to talk about it,” the president said. “One night for dinner. A whole panel of experts – on you.”

      “Uh, sir,” I said, “I'm hearing what you're saying here, but I'm starting to get a little concerned that you've spent this much time thinking about me, my doings, my upbringing, all that–”

      “Most people would be flattered, I would think,” the president said, arms tightly behind him. “To have the president give this much thought to them. To their history, their life, their current...predicament.”

      “Yeah, well, don't take this the wrong way, but to me the scrutiny feels a little like the eye of Sauron,” I said. “I do what I do because I'm the only one who can. Or who wants to. But if I could do it anonymously...be assured I would.”

      “That's something the psychologist told me,” he said, pensive. “That you seem to eschew fame. A curious quirk, very...not of your generation, with their Instaphoto and Influencers and whatnot.”

      “Definitely down to my upbringing, I'm sure,” I said, suddenly feeling like I was trapped in here with someone whose interest in me had grown somewhat...uncomfortable. Would anyone notice if I bolted?

      Oh, right. It was the White House. How could they not?

      “You have a look about you,” the president said. “Like you think I'm about to skin you alive to make a dress of your flesh.”

      “The goods news is, I'd survive that and it'd grow back, so if you are Buffalo Bill, I'll be okay after some serious discomfort,” I said, a little weakly, because...

      ...Because the president of the United States seemed to be about two steps short of dropping to his knees and bowing to worship me. Or at least that was how I was reading it.

      “You saved my life,” the president said quietly.

      “So has the Secret Service, sir,” I said, standing rigidly. “This is the job.”

      He nodded slowly. “And that's all it is to you? A job?”

      “No,” I said. “Not exactly. It's more than that, or I wouldn't have done it while on the run all those years.”

      There was a gleam in his eye. “A calling, then?”

      “For lack of a better word.”

      “This makes you uncomfortable,” he observed. “Why?”

      “It's a little like feeling beholden to save people sometimes,” I said. “And it's a great way for my enemies to trap me. Any time they want to, just put lives on the line. Random strangers, my friends, the president – they do that, they know I'll come running.”

      He nodded again. “So you're duty bound to save me, then?”

      “I have to save you, yes,” I said. “But it's more than duty.”

      The president turned to me, and his eyes were haunted. “Save me, Sienna. Please. Like you have before.”

      I didn't know quite how to respond to that. “Sir, is there something you're not telling me...?”

      “I've been in this job for two years,” the president said, shoulders sagging, “and I feel it eating at me. I can't let go because I'm afraid of what someone else would do with it. We do some good, you know? We try, anyway. But part of me wants to let go, too. To throw it all away, all this responsibility it entails. In days of old, it would be 'godlike', this power that I have to watch people, to kill people. I have armies at my command, the ability to ruin lives at my fingertips. Any mortal who takes command of this office and doesn't feel that awe...I fear to hand that power over. I fear what others, more ambitious, less moral, might do with it.” He stared at me – through me, almost, still haunted, speaking so quietly. “Why would they want me dead but to put someone else in my position? Someone more amenable to...whatever it is they want.”

      “China,” I said quietly.

      “China,” Gondry agreed. “And maybe more, besides. Barbour would get back to business as usual. Let China run roughshod in every way. Make peace without conditions so that the donors could have their deals and she could get back to enacting the party agenda.” He bowed his head. “So, yes, I fear losing my grip. I fear dying – not because I fear death. In some ways, it'd be a blessing to lay all these burdens down and erase those worries about who succeeds me. But I can't. I can't. And you're the only one who can protect me. They're coming. With metas, they're coming. So...will you...stay with me, Sienna? Save me...from them?” His eyes locked on mine, so plaintive, so...

      Fearful.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, without another thought. Of course I had to. “Of course I will, sir. And I'll stop them, too.” I nodded, slowly. “I'll stop them.”
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      She shut the door as the FBI agents walked off, down the front steps, retreating into the darkness of the night. Their queries had been quiet, patient, not hard and fast like she'd have expected from an interrogation.

      They'd all been centered on the reporting from the websites, seeming to avoid asking about any actual crimes, at least as far as she could tell. Julie put her back against the front door, sagging against it, all the breath and energy gone from her. Now she really did need that glass of wine.

      But Dom was there, in the entry to the kitchen, arms folded in front of him. “What'd they say?”

      She stared at him languidly. “You weren't listening? We were sitting in the dining room. There aren't any doors separating us from here.”

      “Of course I was listening,” Dom said petulantly. “I was asking to be polite.”

      Julie pushed her hair back behind her ears. “Eavesdropping is polite? Interesting take.” She took a few steps to the nearest chair and collapsed into it. She needed to sit first. Wine could come later.

      “I'm your husband,” Dom said, standing there, foreboding. “I have a right to know what's going on with you, especially when two men with guns show up at our house – our children's house, Julie – and question you for an hour!”

      “I didn't do anything wrong,” she said, just so tired. “You heard them. They were asking about the reporting. The stupid...” She didn't even want to say it out loud, so she whispered it. “...The drinking on the job stuff. The...affairs stuff.” She shook her head. “I don't even know why the FBI would care about that.”

      Dom's eyes blazed. “I care about it.”

      “Of course you would, you'd be personally involved if it happened,” she said. “But what would the FBI have to do with it? It makes no sense.” She pushed her hair back again; regularly bowing her head with the hair free was causing it to spill over her eyes.

      “I can't have you here when – men with guns just came to our door, Julie,” Dom said. He sounded hoarse. Serious. “We can't – that's not safe.”

      “I didn't do anything wrong!” She almost shouted it. “I got fired, Dom – but I didn't do anything – none of these things they're talking about happened, okay? I–”

      “You came home drunk, Julie,” Dom said quietly. “And all this other stuff – I mean, it's everywhere. They're talking about it everywhere.”

      “I came home drunk one time! One!” She threw her arms wide in exasperation. “And I have no idea where any of the rest of this is coming from. None!”

      “I got to thinking about it, though, after I read another of those pieces,” Dom said. “How many times did you come dragging in after midnight? When I was already asleep or barely awake? I'm a sound sleeper. I don't know even know what condition you were in.”

      “Sober and tired,” she said, feeling disbelief absolutely shellack her like a slap across the face. “Because I was working late!”

      “I...I just...” Dom shook his head. “I don't know, Julie. This is all...it's so much.”

      “Someone is feeding the press this stuff, Dom,” she said, voice rising. “You can't possibly believe any of–”

      “I don't know what to believe,” Dom said, standing statue-like, what felt like a million miles between them. “But...I don't believe you. And knowing that the FBI is getting involved...I don't feel safe with the kids here knowing that they're investigating you for something and you won't even cop to what it is.”

      “Because I don't know!”

      “Maybe.” He shook his head. “But you have to leave. I need...I need some space to think about this. And I don't want the kids to have to deal with...with this.”

      “They're my kids–”

      “Come on, Julie,” Dom said, so condescending, so angry, so suddenly. “You haven't been around for a while. I've been playing single dad while you were at work for months. I can't believe I didn't see it before.” He shook his head again. “It all makes sense now, if what they're saying is true–”

      “It's not! I haven't been–”

      “–The late nights. The early mornings. You could have been sleeping around all that time, how would I know?” He wasn't yelling anymore. He'd taken a tone of quiet accusation, and it felt like a dagger straight into Julie's heart.

      “But the kids,” she said softly.

      “They won't know the difference,” Dom said. “I'll tell them mommy's gone back to work. You gotta go, though. For a while, at least, until this gets settled. I need some...time.”

      That blade of pain settled between her ribs as Dom shuffled off and left her alone. Which was fitting because that was exactly what he was doing to her in life, as well.
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      “How are you feeling?” Reed asked me, safely ensconced in the quiet world of the dreamwalk. He was wearing his normal clothes today, no robe and bunny slippers to entertain me and invite mockery. Clever guy, my bro.

      “I take it by the question you were watching Mr. Smokeskin play shot put with me across the reflecting pool?” I asked, slumping back on my favorite couch. I missed having a good couch, a familiar couch, a home couch. All the furnishings in my DC apartment were crap, temp stuff. All hard as a rock, or with springs poking into the material from advanced age.

      “I did,” Reed said. “Or we did, rather, because the whole office was present. It looked like the landing was hard enough that Dad could have felt it.”

      I winced. “Too soon.”

      Reed rolled his eyes. “You didn't even know him.”

      “Yeah, but this triggers my daddy issues,” I said dryly. “Kidding, of course.”

      “Of course.” He took a long breath. “You need some help with this Smokeskin thing? And just as an aside, 'Mr. Smokeskin?' Weak naming game, even for you. I'd have gone with 'SmokeyVenom.' It has more punch, and the way that thing moves–”

      “I drew the Venom comparison myself,” I said. “But I didn't get it into the name. Doesn't matter, though. No, I don't need help with it. Clearly it doesn't have it that out for me.”

      Reed cocked an eyebrow. “It pitched you into low orbit. How do you figure it doesn't have it out for you?”

      I shrugged. “Could have followed up and killed me easily while I was down. Don't worry about that.”

      Reed took a long breath, staring at me like I was fully insane. “Okay. Should I worry about the presidential assassin with the seriously long aim, then?” He shifted on the couch. “And do I need to raise the name 'Phinneus?' Is he a memory you lost in Scotland?”

      “No,” I said sourly. “I remember Phinneus very well, and yes, he's probably the guy.”

      “You've informed the entire FBI of this, of course,” Reed said. “They're doubtless issuing BOLOs to every law enforcement agency in the US, and he'll be apprehended shortly.”

      I gave him a pinched look. “No.”

      Reed sighed, long, loud, and theatrically. “Why not?”

      “It's not...” I let a sigh of my own. “Look, just leave this mess with me, okay? I know it seems...stupid or whatever, to you, but associating myself with the guy who's taking shots at the president? It's–”

      Reed closed his eyes. “I know you're not covering up for a presidential assassin because you're afraid of how it'll look that you've had dealings with the guy in the past.” He pushed fingers into the skin at his temples and started to massage.

      “I'm not,” I said. “But while we're on the subject...Veronika's in on it, too.”

      Reed let out a noise of strangled exasperation. “That's why you're not saying anything, isn't it? Because I've hired them both in the past.”

      “We've hired them both in the past,” I said. “Along with Chase Blanton, who is now Jaime Chapman's number one bodyguard. So yeah...I'm kinda covering both our asses.”

      Reed looked so sour he might as well have swallowed a whole bag of skinned limes. “Well, I don't like it. I'd rather eat the trouble that'd send my way with an industrial side of horse shit than have you tie one hand behind your back in the investigation because you don't want to call out my former employees for becoming presidential assassins.”

      “Relax,” I said, waving a hand in front of him.

      He flashed annoyance at me. “You're not a Jedi, I'm not going to just forget this. This is stupid, Sienna. Reckless. They're taking shots at the president. I know you're no fan of Gondry, but–”

      “He's fine,” I said with deep exasperation. “I'm trying to save him, aren't I?”

      “I can't help but feel – for some mysterious, undefined reason – that you're not exactly giving it your all in that department.”

      “I will stop them,” I said, glaring at him. “I've got it under control. Don't worry about me.”

      “I'm not worried about you,” he said crossly. “I'm worried about the country, about the president, and lastly – okay, actually, firstly – about you. Still...” He shook his head. “I'm really not going to sway you on this, am I?”

      “Nope,” I said. “And you don't need the hit to the business that the bad PR from this would bring, so...I got it. Just...I got it. Don't worry.”

      “And you don't need my help stopping it?” he asked, glaring at me. “Because I've got people sitting idle who could use something to do to justify their paychecks. None of us have really had a job since that thing in Tennessee.”

      “Ouch,” I said, grimacing, but secretly thankful for the distraction from the main subject. “That sounds bad.”

      “Oh, it's bad,” Reed said. “This is how bad: I've brought a TV into my office and now I'm just replaying Witcher 3 during the days. Because there's nothing else to do but watch cable news otherwise. Fun fact – you know what succubi have in Witcher 3? Hooves and horns. Like goats.”

      “Sounds like they based it on those Flashforce articles about me.”

      “Oh, you mean the ones where they sent a reporter to talk to your former lovers to find out what you're like in bed?” Reed asked acidly.

      I pursed my lips hard before answering. “So...you saw those, huh?”

      “Yeah. Those were scarring.”

      “I'm not apologizing because I didn't write them, and I damned sure didn't tell my exes to run their mouths off to reporters about my sex life. And really, it's among the least terrible things you could read about me online.”

      “Agree to disagree.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Can we talk about something...less weird?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Where are you right now?”

      I froze. “Here with you. Duh.”

      “Where are you really...right now?”

      I sighed. “The White House bunker. With the president. Guarding the president,” I amended. “Don't worry, I'm not giving Flashforce grounds to write another of those articles about me or anything.”

      “Like they need grounds. All they need is a seed and they're off to the races, providing the water and soil and claiming it's a redwood seconds after it blooms into a potato plant.”

      “True enough,” I said. “Maybe they'll stop soon, though.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “You think Flashforce – the internet home of all clickbait – is going to stop running stories about you and your sex life because...why, you think you don't like attention? Or paying their bills? Or buying their artisanal cocktails and craft brews?”

      I chuckled. “No. Because someone told me today that their CEO/publisher is a member of this Network I'm tracking. You know, the one that's taking the hit for Bilson's death. The one that's probably behind the assassination attempts on the president. Among other things.”

      Reed's brow furrowed. “There is something really wrong in what you just said.”

      “You are parsing my words awfully closely tonight,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Are you crabby? Did you accidentally sit on one of your boys again?”

      “It happened one time that you could see and suddenly you think you know my life.”

      “Hey, when you jump up like something bit your ass, it inspires your family members who love you to worry. I thought Scott had put a tack on your seat.”

      Reed sighed, hanging his head. “I just feel like...there's a lot you're not telling me. A lot you're...” He looked up, straight into my eyes. “...That you're dealing with on your own. Or with Harry. None of which you're talking about, at least to me.”

      “Because it's under control,” I said softly.

      “Sienna, it's you versus this Network,” Reed said. “It has been ever since...I don't know. Before you took the job, at least. Since they sat on the truth about your innocence. If I'm crabby, it's because I'm sitting here thinking about my sister going up against the most powerful people in the world. Their influence – hell, Chapman and Kory and your boss alone – it's vast.”

      “You think they're more powerful than me?” I asked, barely hiding a smile.

      “In their respective domains...yes,” Reed said. “They have pipelines to public influence, information, law enforcement...that you just don't have, Sienna. You can punch your enemies very hard. But if you go and punch any of those people, you become the villain, and we're right back to fearing that you're going to end up in the Cube. You're either on the run or locked up. That's their power over you. Yours is...” He shook his head. “Yes. You are powerless to them.”

      “I guess we'll see,” I said, my voice cracking. “I gotta go. I just wanted to...check in and–”

      It was Reed's turn to wave me off. “Don't lie to me.” He looked up at me, and his eyes were glistening. “You don't have to tell me the truth – about being scared. You are too ruthlessly practical not to know what I just said is true, that you're walking into this fight with everything you have and it's insufficient to the battlefield you're fighting on. Just...don't lie to me about it. I can't stand the thought of you both keeping me out of it and then trying to put on the brave face and saying, 'I got this, fam.' Because,” and it was his turn for his voice to crack, “you damned sure don't. And I don't know why you won't let me help. Won't let...any of us...help you.”

      “Because they don't play fair, Reed,” I whispered. “They never have. And I never want to see any of you staring down time in the Cube...because of me. My choices. My enemies.” I stood, straightening up. “And I know you don't believe me...but I will handle this. My way.”

      He stared at me, and a ghostly flicker of worry passed over his face. “That's what I'm afraid of,” he said at last, as the dreamwalk started to fade. “That's exactly what I'm afraid of.”
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      Sleep didn't come easy, and it felt like he'd barely made it in when his phone trilled. He grabbed it sleepily, saw the number, the name with the contact–

      Gwen.

      “Hey,” he answered, mumbling into the darkness. “How are you doing?”

      “Better than you, I'm guessing,” she said. “Are we on one of your 'secure' lines?”

      He checked. “Yep. Why?”

      “I just didn't know if we were doing real talk tonight or fake talk. Didn't want to speak out of turn, but since I know we're good – did you try and kill the president today? Because if so – wow. You have balls that I simply have not seen upon personal inspection. I'm talking cajones, boy.”

      Chapman chuckled. “You don't sound too upset.”

      “Meh,” she said. “I've been on a coding binge most of the day, wired in and all, but when I popped out I saw the news. Yesterday he calls you out, today he almost gets whacked? I don't know, after that Sienna Nealon stuff a few days ago, I'm beginning to question some things about you, Mr. Chapman.” Her voice sounded high and mocking, but in a faux way.

      “Such as?” he asked, shifting position in bed.

      “Well, I'm worried you need to hire some more competent people because – I mean, come on. Swing and a miss, my dude.”

      “Sienna Nealon's kind of a pain in the ass,” Chapman said, yawning. “Something I think you are aware of.”

      “From your recent dealings, yes. Bummer about the Chinese deal.”

      “We could still save it – maybe,” Chapman said. “If things get fixed quickly enough.” Though he hadn't heard from Huang in a few days. Was probably hiding out in China, afraid to show his face in the West.

      “Ah. I see.”

      “That's – no,” Chapman said, shaking his head. “That's not why. Gondry's going into an election and he's going to get decimated if he does this. The economy relies on China. He goes full embargo – and it kinda sounds like he wants to – he's going to wreck on the shoals, and we'll get Charlotte Mitchell. Can you imagine eight years of her?”

      Gwen seemed to shudder on the other end of the phone. “No.”

      “Exactly,” Chapman said, wondering why he was even saying all this. Gwen could have a recorder on at the other end of the phone – but he doubted it. She'd partaken in helping surveil Sienna Nealon. Had been damned helpful in it, actually. “Besides...I'm not saying I have anything to do with this. You know that, right?”

      “Dude, we're talking over a secure line, I'm not expecting you to swear on a stack of Bibles or anything. Though I guess you wouldn't be the first to do that and then lie your ass off. Anyway, I'm just commenting on what I see. And what I see is your point. It's a decent one. That said, I have some advice. If you want it.”

      “Sure.”

      “You better not let this bitch see you coming,” Gwen said. “That's my takeaway after today, and just in general. Serious as I can be. She can't hit what she can't see, but if she sees you doing any of this, you're going to die screaming.”

      “Don't worry,” Jaime said, smiling in the dark. He almost felt like he could feel Gwen here, next to him, and he looked at the empty bed next to him, then traced a finger on the sheets in the shape of her imaginary outline. God, he wished she could really be here for this. “She won't see anything coming.”
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      I woke to a Secret Service agent shaking my shoulder, bright lights shining like a sunny noon around me. I was disoriented, and wondered if it was midnight, noon, or some point in between. “You have a visitor upstairs, ma'am,” the agent told me, and I blinked a few times under the brightness.

      “Who is it?” I asked. “And what time is it?”

      “Eight in the morning,” he said. His job done, he retreated to a few steps away. Did I look like I was going to eat his arm off if he stayed close? It was hard to say, with no mirrors present.

      I looked around the room. The president was in the corner, sitting at a desk, doing something or another. He had his head down, concentrating, and I couldn't tell if he was reading or staring. “Is he...? What's he doing?”

      “Studying a speech,” President Gondry said, squinting under the harsh light that was covering every inch of the room. Damn Kristina Bonner. I wish I'd known if she was dead or not. “Which I probably won't even get a chance to deliver.” He turned to look at me, sliding his glasses off his nose and rubbing his eyes. “The Secret Service has canceled everything on my schedule for the next few days, pending this situation being resolved.” He stopped rubbing his eyes. “Do you think it'll be more than a few days before it does get resolved?”

      I yawned. “Usually doesn't take that long.” I looked at the agent. “You guys got this if I step upstairs to see this visitor? Who is...presumably allowed to be here...?”

      “It's one of your fellow agents,” the Secret Service guy said. “Name was Hilton. She's on the list as your partner, but we can't let her get any farther than the lobby when we're in lockdown.”

      I groaned, mostly because for now, Hilton was, indeed, my partner. “She give any hint as to what she wanted?”

      “Something about your case,” the agent said, retreating farther into the background.

      There were other agents in the room, I realized at last. They must have come in sometime between when I'd fallen asleep for the first time last night and the last time; I hadn't slept well. No surprise, since my bed had been an antique couch that had probably once held up the ass of President Taft and never recovered. I'm not saying it was lumpy, but it would have made dumplings seem creamy and smooth by comparison.

      Cracking my spine and other joints back into the appropriate positions kept me busy during my ascent to the surface. The West Wing was quiet today, presumably because of the lockdown. I didn't see any press, and most of the staff were absent as well, at least from the halls. Stepping out into the lobby I found an excess of security and a minimum of guests. Just one, really, standing in the middle of the empty space past the metal detectors, swaying back and forth like she was bored while every guard in the place eyed her suspiciously.

      “Hey!” Hilton chittered the moment she saw me. “Good to see you...” Her face fell. “...You're looking...alive.”

      “Spare me your transparent lies,” I said, walking right up to her. It was apparent to me that the hair on one side of my head was sticking up from being mushed against a pillow that had felt like it was stitched out of rough canvas. I'd had better nights of sleep in the box. “Have you brought a sacrifice to appease the goddess?”

      Hilton's eyes got wide and worried. “...Sacrifice?”

      “Coffee, Hilton. Did you bring me any coffee, perchance?”

      “Oh!” She laughed weakly. “No. But I brought you a possible break in the case...?” She smiled as she held out a thin paper file, a much worse offering than coffee.

      I took it from her wordlessly, staring at the written words on the page, trying to decipher them through my fatigue. It wasn't easy.

      The paper was a combined report; page one was forensics for the bullets that had been shot at the president out at Joint Base Andrews. “.338 Lapua Magnum,” I muttered.

      “Does that mean something to you?” Hilton asked.

      “Not particularly,” I said. “It's a type of a rifle round developed in the 80's because the US government was looking for a sniper round that could penetrate body armor at great distance. So they started with an old English big game round called the .416 Rigby and tailored it to–”

      I looked up to find Hilton staring at me with a frown, lips slightly askew. “How do you know this off the top of your head?”

      “I'm a human weapon,” I said, turning my attention back to the report. “And I studied all the tools of my trade.”

      “Your upbringing must have been a hell of a thing,” Hilton muttered.

      I ignored her commentary, getting back to the meat of the report. There was no match in the database for the rifle barrel the Lapua Magnum rounds had been fired from, not even to Bilson's killer. Which was hardly a surprise.

      That made it definite: whoever was trying to kill the president, it was not the same person who'd killed Bilson. Or, at the very least, it wasn't the same gun.

      What was a surprise was that Bilson's forensics were not in the file. They probably hadn't been processed yet, though I would have thought they'd have been stepped up in the wake of this new incident, and especially given the possible tie between the two.

      I started to voice this, but Hilton spoke up first. “Bilson's forensics should be in later today. Chalke requested them expedited. I guess the lab was backed up when they first came in, and somehow they didn't get priority.”

      Nodding, I flipped to the next page in the folder. Did I smell coffee on the paper? Argh.

      It was a transcript of a call from...well, an anonymous person. I made it about halfway down the page through some boilerplate explanations and an address before I got to the real meat.

      CALLER: And they shot...I dunno, a bunch of times. But with a break between them, you know? Like – shoot. Ten seconds. Shoot. Seconds tick by. Shoot. And it was loud, too. Like, really loud. <nervously> I don't want to get anyone in trouble, I just...thought you should know. With what happened to the president today.

      OPERATOR: And you're sure this has never happened before?

      CALLER: Uh, no, I think I'd remember my neighbor shooting a gun like this. It wasn't quiet, and it wasn't normal, okay? And it happened just the once, about a week ago. The property had been bought up by someone else like five years ago, and no one lives there, so it was really, really weird. Just sayin'.

      OPERATOR: Can you tell us anything else about...? Hello...? Are you still there?

      <CALL END>

      “We get a million of these kind of tips after major events,” I said, giving the paper one last look before I flipped to the next page. It was a map.

      “I know, I didn't start the job yesterday,” Hilton said with obvious impatience. “Which is why I brought...that.” And she gestured at the map with a flourish.

      I stared at it. It was a satellite overhead shot, with a big tag on it that had the same property address as referenced earlier in the transcript. But beyond that, it seemed a very large farm with wide open fields. A picturesque little house stood in the middle of the property, and woods ringed it at some distance, out beyond the fields. “Yeah, I'm not buying that these people never heard guns fired before, unless they just moved out of the city. Do they even know any farmers? Varmints catch bullets all the time. It was probably a farmer pissed off at deer getting into his corn.” I paused, thinking.

      It was May. Would corn even be ready for harvest yet? No. Would it be springing up enough for deer to get into it? Maybe. I didn't know enough about matters of agriculture to say for certain, really.

      “I thought that, too,” Hilton said, and here, her eyes gleamed. “That map is from two years ago. Publicly accessible on the internet. Ordinary farm, right?”

      “Right,” I said, suspicious of where she might be verbally maneuvering me. I flipped to the final page in the file, and found another overhead shot, this one much tighter than the satellite one.

      “That's from this morning,” she said with a smirk. “I had two agents drive out and take a look at the place before I brought this to you. They used a drone to capture overhead imagery.”

      It looked like the same place – sort of. The farmhouse was gone, and in its place was...well, nothing.

      No crops.

      No buildings.

      Just clean-mowed fields with only a few things on the entire hundred or so acres of open space:

      A table and chair as a rest for shooting.

      And then, hundreds of yards away, close to the treeline, a silhouette target of the kind we used at the gun range.

      “Interesting,” I murmured.

      “Look closer,” Hilton said.

      I did.

      And I saw.

      The entire head and center of the chest of the target were perfectly punched out – and had been done so by a very expert shot, and if they'd done it from the bench rest – the only other thing on the property...

      “I measured it from scale,” Hilton said. “Distance to target from the bench rest and chair? Over a mile away.”
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      I got coffee on the way out to the farm, and suddenly life seemed a little brighter. I had to admit, my opinion of coffee had changed dramatically in the years since I'd first been introduced to it, but now it was like a boy I'd never liked but had suddenly, unexpectedly fallen in love with and couldn't live without.

      Yeah. It was exactly like that. No apologies, no regrets.

      “I hope the president will be okay without you,” Hilton said. She was driving, though she seemed a little nervous. I chalked it up to her wanting to impress me with her detective work. Which she had. It had been a nice bit of connecting the dots, and she'd already done the preliminary legwork for me.

      “They're keeping him in the bunker for now,” I said. “He should be fine. Buried in the earth, all entrances and exits controlled. Even a meta would have a hard time getting to him right now without catching a shit ton of bullets.”

      “What about bulletproof ones?” she asked, her nerves shining through again.

      “They've got some options if that becomes a problem,” I said, a little airily. Because they did, I'd been informed, though the agent in charge hadn't deigned to share said options with me. He also didn't seem to think my presence was needed, though, so you can kinda tell what he thought of me. I understood where he was coming from; how would you like to be in charge of protecting the president only to find out you couldn't really protect the president without some rival agency's help?

      “I hope so,” Hilton warbled. “These are crazy times. I mean...the president? Who shoots at the president?”

      “Someone who's really pissed off at his decisions of late, I assume.” I stared out the window, looking at the vegetation passing. I saw trees, the green shoots in full growth, no hints of winter left behind. Summer was in full bloom, and I was not as pleased about it as I might have been if I'd had zero responsibility to worry about.

      But since I was mired in two cases in a row, my ability to appreciate the sunny days and pleasant weather was much reduced. I did enjoy it as it streamed through the window, though. Might have enjoyed it more if I hadn't felt like I was sleeping in the sun all night in the White House bunker, though.

      “What are you thinking right now?” Hilton asked.

      I stirred from staring out the window, took a sip of my coffee as I pondered it, trying to put it into words. “Just thinking about days like this. When you've got nothing going on, you know?” I took another sip. “You know that feeling when you have a day off and nothing to do?”

      Hilton made a noise that was akin to purring. “Freedom.”

      “Yeah, freedom,” I said. “Nowhere to go, nothing to do, just...whatever you want. Everything seems possible, nothing seems in a hurry. It's just...peaceful.” Another sip, as I looked at some pines streaming by. “I haven't felt that in a long time.”

      “Because of working for the FBI?”

      “Because of that,” I said. “Because before that I was on the run for years, always looking over my shoulder, afraid the law was going to descend on me.” I stared at my left hand, where it rested on my knee. I half expected it to spasm or jerk, because as I considered it, I'd been under the influence of adrenaline in some form or another for...years now.

      “I don't think adults get to feel that freedom feeling very often,” Hilton said. “Especially us. I mean, think how often we work weekends.”

      I blinked, thinking about it. “I don't really even notice anymore.”

      “I notice,” Hilton said sullenly.

      Pulling out my phone, I checked to see if anything had come in out of pure rote habit.

      Hilton cocked her head at me, taking her eyes off the road. “Uh...what is that?”

      I stared at her, then waved my phone. “You don't know what this is?”

      She made a little snort of indignation. “I bagged your phone at the crash site yesterday in DC. It's in an evidence locker right now. Where'd you get that?”

      I made a show of playing with it for a minute. “White House gave me one. They're kind of impossible to get along without these days, you know?”

      The GPS dinged, announcing a turn, and Hilton put aside her inquiries about my phone and followed its request as we turned into a driveway leading through heavy trees on both sides. The road had ended and we were now on a dirt road, bumping up an unpaved driveway, the tires finding every dip in the unmaintained path.

      “Whoa,” Hilton said. “This is crazy.”

      “Welcome to rural America, Hilton,” I said. “This is where the blacktop ends.”

      “They should pave this,” she said, trying to swerve to miss a giant hole in the driveway and realizing that, really, there was nowhere to swerve. We were on a rocky path, rain gullies forming a narrow channel on either side of us. The treeline started less than four feet outside my window and hers, hemming us in to the path.

      “Why?” I asked. “Did you look at the photos? There's no house here anymore. Probably lost it in a bad farming year.”

      She made a face, wrinkling her nose. “What...what do you mean by that?”

      I sighed. “Never mind. Look it up some time when you're looking for a rabbit hole to fall down. Start with 'farmer suicides' and go from there. It's a whole 'nother world you've probably never thought of.”

      She gave me a funny look, but just then we broke through the tree line and into the wide open fields. It sloped up a gradual hill for about a mile toward the treeline in front of us. The grass had been cut, so it was clear ground straight to the other side, and the farmhouse looked like it had been bulldozed or otherwise cleared, nothing left but the concrete foundation.

      “It's so...wide open,” Hilton said, pulling us to a stop where the driveway ended and the green grass took over, like she was afraid to drive on it.

      “You really are a city girl,” I muttered, stepping out, my coffee cup still warm in my grasp. The sun was warmer as it hit my face, and I felt a very light breeze as I stepped down to the grass. I stared at it, fresh trimmings all over the place. “Someone's mowed here. Very recently.”

      “Why would they, though?” Hilton asked. “There's no house. No crops, right?”

      I glanced over the fields. “No. No crops.” They were as flat and bereft of crops as the foundation was of a house. “But the grounds are maintained.” My eyes alighted on the bench and chair from the photos, and I made my way over.

      “See anything?” Hilton asked when I was still a good ten feet away or so.

      As it happened, I did. “Shell casings in the grass,” I said. They were glinting. As I got closer, I pulled the pen from my pocket and slid the tip into one, lifting it so I could look at the bottom. There wasn't a lot of doubt in my mind, but I checked anyway – .338 Lapua Magnum was written across the bottom of the cartridge. “It's the same caliber as was used at Andrews and on Bilson.” I dropped the casing back down.

      “So we've got a lead?” Hilton's voice swelled with enthusiasm as she hurried over.

      “Look, this is America,” I said, “and .338 is not a radically uncommon caliber. Could be someone was sighting in their rifle for fun, or just getting in some target practice.” I looked up at the target in the way, way distance. It was a good hike out there.

      “You want to go take a look at it?” Hilton asked.

      I yawned, took a sip of coffee. “Probably should.” It wasn't like I could send her out there. And I definitely didn't want to drive through the fields to get up there, because it could contaminate the scene. “Not sure this is enough to get a warrant, but you should call the office and report to the lawyers, see if one of them can swing it. And track down the owner of the property.”

      “Yeah, I looked it up as part of the investigation,” Hilton said. “It was some Delaware corporation. Could be a dummy.”

      “Aren't we all?” I muttered with a smile. “Call it in. I'll stroll up to the target and take a gander.” I hesitated to say the obvious, but in the end, my need to make sure Hilton didn't screw it up won out over tact: “And don't drive up there, whatever you do, okay? You'll contaminate the scene, and we might be able to get a tire print from somewhere out here.”

      “Duh,” Hilton said, irritated that I'd condescended to remind her of such a basic thing. Whatever. I was just doing my job.

      “And good work, Hilton,” I said, offering a sop to her wounded pride. “This is an interesting find.” I started up toward the target. It'd take me a little bit to cover a mile while walking. Even speed walking. Which I was not going to do, because hell if I was going to chance slopping out any of my precious coffee this morning.
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      “She's walking,” Veronika said, looking through the spotting scope. They were both in the treeline above the fields, watching Sienna Nealon and her junior partner. “Coming this way.”

      The sun was warm enough that Phinneus was sweating through his camo. Veronika was too, presumably, but she didn't complain. She was a hell of a lady. His cheekweld was tight against the rifle stock, and he had a clear bead on Nealon through the scope.

      “I'm going to let her get about halfway up before I take the shot,” Phinneus said. He was watching her walk through the magnification, blissfully clueless that every step she took was carrying her farther from even the slightest cover.

      Straight into his trap.

      “What if you miss?” Veronika asked coolly. She took out a candy bar and started to unwrap it with one hand. The crinkling set his teeth on edge, but he kept his eye on the scope, watching the target, in spite of the gawdawful, distracting noise.

      “Well, I reckon she's going to have to run about a half mile before she can find anything to duck behind.” Phinneus smiled. “Even she'll take a while to manage that, so I'll have plenty of time to plug her full of holes.”

      “Hm,” Veronika said, still messing with that damned wrapper. It was loud, too. Couldn't she get it open?

      He chanced a look sideways and saw she was eating right out of it, hence the continued crinkling. “Do you mind?” he asked, putting his eye back on the scope.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, mouth full of Snickers or something. She crinkled it a couple more times and then pocketed it, ending his auditory nightmare. Sure, it was far enough away that there wasn't a prayer Nealon had heard it, but it was driving him up the damned wall.

      She was getting close to the middle of the field now. Close enough he was probably okay to take the shot. He'd seen her run, and if need be, with this much space for her to cover, he could fill her full of enough holes at a full tilt to be certain he'd down her before she reached somewhere to cower. He'd need to zoom the scope out a bit, but he could manage it.

      He took a long, slow breath, in and out, and prepared to exhale to steady his aim.

      This was it.

      It was time.

      Time to do what many had tried, and no one had ever succeeded at.

      Time to kill Sienna Nealon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      I yawned as I walked through the endless green fields. Here, the grass had been long when cut, and cleared, baled as hale, presumably. The ground was a near-flat slope, the grade at ten degrees or less rising to the woodline. It wouldn't be mistaken as Kansas, but it was no hill climb, either, and I took it leisurely, with not an ounce of strain.

      The sun shone down hard, and I started to sweat as I walked. I scanned the treeline, but the rustling of the boughs in the wind was all I could see. Stretching my legs after a night in the bunker and a long day of running and hustling was a pleasant change of pace. All I could see was endless, uniform green grass cut low, and–

      I cocked my head, staring at the anomaly I'd just caught sight of. The lone patch of brown, upturned dirt in the entire green, endless field.

      It was straight along my path, too, this random color patch. I hadn't noticed it until I got close, because it had hay trimmings draped over it, but there it was – a trench no bigger than a couple feet wide, a few feet in length, and less than a foot deep. I stared as I got closer, the hay giving it perfect concealment from sight in the fields.

      The small trench looked a little like a grave, I realized as I drew nearer. Not nearly as deep, of course, it bottomed out at about eight inches or so, another reason I probably hadn't noticed it. Something appeared to be in it, but it almost blended with the grass, the irregular shape the only thing telling me something was there that was different than the dirt and hay. But there it was, the small trench and whatever it contained, right in the middle of this no man's land, and I stopped entirely as I came upon its edge, looking down into its shallow depths.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I hesitated again, reaching for it...

      ...And just as the digger had intended, my stopping saved my life.

      The sound of gunfire ripped over the quiet hillside, and I dove, instinctively, into the pit, as the first bullet of many tore past me, missing by mere inches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phinneus

      

      

      

      “What in the name of a Tortuga rum hangover is that?!” Phinneus yelled into the empty air. He'd shot as she stopped, the cow, and then she'd dove for the ground and...

      And disappeared.

      “Dunno,” Veronika said. “Looks like she's in a trench or something. Also, that rum thing was awfully specific.”

      “How is there a damned trench!” Phinneus shouted, not caring about his volume. Who was going to hear him, anyway? “The ground was flat, Veronika! Flat! All the way – I walked that ground yesterday, never saw a thing! There was NO cover! That was the point of this!” he raged into the air.

      “You're not telling me anything I don't know,” Veronika said, cool as steel. “If you look, I think you can see her hair. Barely.”

      Phinneus squinted in at the hole where she'd disappeared. He was on a very slight downhill slope – perfect sniping position – and yeah, he could see a very slight tuft of brown hair, like a few stray strands, sticking out of the low grass.

      He took a deep breath, let it out, and steadied himself, venting the rage. If all he could see was hair, he'd shoot at the hair.

      For now.

      Then he'd start figuring out the next move. Which would probably include shooting at the ground in front of the little dip where she was hiding. Because he had a couple hundred bullets. Maybe he could just plow it away...
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      “My fairy godboyfriend dug me my very own grave,” I mumbled, face pressed into the dirt as another bullet whizzed overhead. The crack was clear, loud, ringing across the empty fields, and I took a moment – in my irritation, facedown in this little indent he'd dug – to be thankful. After all, I'd been walking in empty fields a moment ago, and if I'd just kept walking I'd have been plowed into by the first shot, no cover for the better part of a mile on any side.

      Which presented an interesting problem.

      Another bullet cracked, the whizz ruffling the hair on the back of my head. A few strands fell past my eyes, and I realized that Phinneus had just given me a fraction of a haircut at the distance of half a mile or more.

      And I had no answer for it.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I said, then remembered, feeling a root or something dig into my hip – Hilton was back at the SUV. She'd have a rifle.

      But she sucked with it, in all probability. It was an AR-15 style, definitely not meant to engage targets a mile out. Which was the minimum distance she was.

      A bullet thudded into the dirt in front of my face, speckling me with grains. They fell in my hair, peppering the back of my neck, and I realized not for the first time that in spite of my “grave,” I was in a very fixed position. Stick my head up an inch, Phinneus could blow my brains out.

      Another bullet thudded into the dirt in front of me, showering me again, and it didn't take a tactical genius to figure out what he was up to.

      He was going to pour fire into the front of my little trench, hoping to move aside just enough of the dirt to plow a bullet through it and into me.

      I wasn't fool enough to think he'd stop there, though. He'd put a few more through me, and given that they were coming at me head-on, he'd have me good and brain-dead, at least, before coming over to confirm the kill.

      Sweat dripped down my back as another shower of dirt fountained over me like I was a trench fighter in World War I with artillery going off all around. A bead of sweat dripped down my face, pausing in my eyebrows, threatening to fall in my eyes.

      I took a deep breath. Another. A bullet whizzed into the dirt in front of me, making a solid THWACK! as it came to rest in the thick soil.

      Blinking my eyes a few times, I realized that the tip of the bullet was just barely visible inside my little hidey-hole.

      I had no time.

      Not for Hilton to call in helicopter support.

      Not for her to drive the ridgeline to get in a position to rain fire on Phinneus.

      No time at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Phinneus

      

      

      

      “How's it going over there, Phinneus?” Veronika asked.

      “Range to target?” Phinneus asked. He knew. He just wanted her to shut up while he did the work of pockmarking the hell out of her little trench. It wasn't deep, and he was putting his shots as close to the edge as he could.

      The dirt was already showing signs of collapse. He was going to get one in on her pretty quick, if he hadn't already.

      “1,280 meters,” Veronika said.

      “And the other agent?”

      A pause. “Down behind the car, on the phone. Calling in backup like a good girl. 1,981 meters.”

      Phinneus smiled as he chambered another bullet. 700 meters to the nearest cover. No one to save Nealon's ass this time. He smiled and prepared to deliver another bullet. Just a few more and he'd end this particular problem for good.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      Being pinned down under unrelenting enemy fire is one of the key causes of post-traumatic stress disorder. It's not being shot at, necessarily, that gets to you.

      It's being shot and not being able to do a damned thing about it that destroys the mind. To be rained upon with fire, with anger, and to have no recourse. It's like watching a fork of lightning curl out of the sky and streak down toward you. Maybe you see it, but it's the anger of an unflinching god come to wipe you from the earth, and you are powerless against it.

      Sitting in my mini trench, I was powerless against Phinneus's onslaught. He was taking his time – or operating a bolt action rifle – and putting round after round into the dirt in front of my face. The sound of the bullets thumping into the earth was sick, reminded me a little of rounds hitting flesh. Which they'd be doing soon enough.

      I tried to distance myself from my predicament. Harry had come here, had dug me a hole in the earth because he'd known I'd need it. Now I was cowering in it, but I couldn't be helpless here. He wouldn't have just dug it for me to die in.

      A long breath. A round hit the dirt ahead of me, and I tensed involuntarily. There was no way to entirely disassociate from the situation with bullets landing this close to me.

      But I needed to try. Another breath.

      Think.

      Pistol won't reach to that treeline.

      Thank you, yes, I know this. I patted the gun on my belt anyway. No, it wouldn't reach the treeline. I could lay down suppressing fire in the general direction of Phinneus, but that'd be about it. It'd maybe make him duck for a few seconds.

      But it'd also likely result in me losing use of that hand, because his next shot would target it.

      Let's call that Plan B.

      Agreed.

      I shifted slightly. That same root was digging into my hip, and resting on it wasn't doing any favors for my nerves.

      Run?

      Get gunned down like a dog in the middle of these fields. It's a kill zone. Flat ground all the way to the edges.

      After experiencing just that yesterday at Andrews, with cover much more readily at hand, I had to agree. Running would be death. The only cover between me and the car – which was at least a third of a mile away – was the indent that I was currently in. The nearest segment of treeline had to be even farther, probably a half mile or greater.

      “Unh,” I grunted, thrusting a hand down to try and work that root out of my hip. My thumb made rough contact with smooth wood, and I froze–

      That's no root.

      Pulling it slowly toward me, I curled my head down as another bullet thudded into the dirt just above my head. I flinched involuntarily, and when I opened my eyes I saw–

      It definitely wasn't a root in my hand.

      It was a rifle.

      I smiled.

      Game on, shitbag.
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        Phinneus

      

      

      

      “Before you even ask again, yes, I've just about got her,” Phinneus said.

      And he did. The ground in front of the little hidey hole was churned up like gophers had been at it. He'd stacked the last five shots in on the same point. One of the next few would go punch through and into Nealon's damned skull.

      Phinneus took a long breath and slowly moved the knob to zoom the scope in closer. He could hit a tick off a dog's back at five hundred yards; this was going to be easy by comparison, but he needed to see to do it, so he slowly adjusted it down until the entire view was the dirt in front of her little hidey hole, and then he took a slow breath, exhaling...
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      “One shot,” I said. “Maybe two.” That's what I'd have.

      I closed my eyes. Pictured the scene before I'd gone for a dive into my trench.

      I listened to the crack of the bullet. Triangulated with my ears, as best I could over the ringing.

      “Target is straight ahead,” I whispered. “Woodline where the fire is coming from is over a thousand meters away.”

      The better part of a mile.

      I took another breath, trying to calm down.

      I'd practiced at the FBI Academy with the equipment of snipers. They'd wanted to test my aptitude. See what a metahuman could do.

      We'd found the answer – a little more than a normal human, but nothing spectacular. Not at those ranges.

      Not at this range.

      Which, if Phinneus was working with Chalke – which seemed probable – he'd know for a fact...

      Sienna Nealon could not make this shot.

      Not on her best day of shooting.

      And certainly not with bullets flying at her, life on the line.

      Luckily...

      ...I didn't have to.

      Slow exhale.

      Finger along the trigger.

      One shot.

      I opened my eyes, but I could still see the ghostly smile of the woman in my head who had been helping me review my options.

      No, Sienna Nealon couldn't make this shot, and wasn't going to.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      Yeah, Brianna Glover said. Let's ice this motherfucker.
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        New Orleans, Louisiana

        Seven Months Earlier

      

      

      

      “Don’t do this,” I said.

      Brianna Glover turned to me, her brow deep and furrowed. “What?” Couldn't blame her for not hearing. She clearly had other things on her mind.

      We stood in a hotel room in New Orleans atop the Hotel Fantaisie, ice on the windows, blotting out the city view, and Governor Ivan Warrington of Louisiana cowering at Brianna's feet.

      She had her hand pointed at him, her ice powers surely brewing right below the surface, ready to impale him with an icicle, or freeze him into a block of statuary. Whatever lethal ice-based method she'd use for her revenge, she had him dead to rights.

      I took a deep breath, closing my eyes. “I said don’t do it.” My Glock was aimed squarely at Brianna’s back, finger gently resting upon the trigger. All it would take was the slightest pressure.

      Brianna's hair obscured her eyes, but I could see the fierce ice-blue in them. “What are you talking about?”

      “Warrington is scum,” I said. “Listen to me, because I know this—killing him isn’t going to solve anything. It won’t bring back Emily. It won’t even bring her justice. And what it’s going to do to you…it’s not worth it.”

      Brianna laughed under her breath. I detected a hint of mania there, of a woman who was standing right at the precipice of something big, ready to jump off. “How can you say that?”

      “Because I know,” I whispered. Warrington had raped her sister, Emily, when the girl was a mere teenager and a babysitter for the governor's family. It had sent her on a downward spiral of addiction and torment that had ended with her body floating in a spillway in Plaquemines Parish. “This isn’t the way. Listen, he’s guilty of other things. Guilty as sin. Help me. Help me bring him to justice.”

      “There is no justice for him,” Brianna whispered back. “Not for a man like him. He’s too powerful, too slippery. No one wants to go after him, not that way.” There was a flash in her eyes. She'd just decided to do it. “This is the only way.”

      “Please don’t do this.” I kept my weapon pointed, trying to steel myself to shoot a woman who was about to do something I wasn't even sure was wrong. “If you do this, I have to stop you.” It pained me, almost physically, as I said that.

      “Why?”

      “Because there are laws for a reason,” I said. “And they’re not just to protect him. We ignore them at our peril. If we just let everyone get their own justice…it starts a spiral where nobody trusts the system, and that way? Chaos lies at the bottom of that ladder. So…please. Don’t. Do. This.”

      Her hand wavered just long enough to give me a second's hope before it steadied on his head. “I can’t do that,” she said, and tensed–

      I squeezed the trigger, ripping ten bullets into her back. She dropped swiftly, thumping to the hotel room floor.

      “Thank God,” Ivan Warrington said over the ringing in my ears from all those gunshots in a confined space.

      I knelt next to Brianna and rolled her over, knowing already that she was on her way out. The rattling gasps spoke of lungs perforated beyond the ability to hold oxygen, and her metahuman power level was not high enough to allow her to heal back from this.

      She had seconds to live.

      Her eyes found mine as I held her there. I didn’t say anything, because...

      Because I had my hand along the back of her neck, skin to skin.

      She looked into my eyes, and whispered, “I just did it the way you would have.”

      The gut punch of her words hit me just as my powers started to work, and I found myself sucked into a mental white space, staring at a visual representation of Brianna Glover, who stared back at me. It was like a dreamwalk, except we were both awake, and isolated from the world around us, the chaos of the hotel room.

      “Where is this?” Brianna asked, looking around. “Am I...?” Her voice dropped. “Am I dead?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “But...soon.”

      There was a flicker of understanding in those icy eyes, then a nod. “I wanted him paid back for Emily. And I tried – I tried.” She hung her head. “Why'd you have to stop me?”

      “Because it's my job,” I said, feeling the slight burn of guilt. “Because it's the law. But...it doesn't have to be over like this.”

      She looked up at me. “What do you mean? I'm dying, aren't I?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But this doesn't have to be...the end. And he doesn't have to escape justice.” I took a step closer. “I want Warrington to pay for what he's done, too. I want Emily to have justice.”

      “But you can't take the hit to your precious order?” Brianna asked with acidic sarcasm.

      “Not this way,” I said. “There's more happening here than you could believe.”

      “You don't think I understand power protecting power?” Brianna asked. “Emily and I grew up rich, Sienna; I've had very good lessons in that subject all my life.”

      “I know.” I nodded reluctantly. The world started to darken around us. “You don't have much time left.”

      “Why bring me here?” Brianna asked, looking around at the encroaching darkness. “This is torturous. It's taking forever.”

      I was silent for a long moment. “What if you could still get what you wanted? Justice on Warrington–”

      “Revenge on Warrington.” Her voice was like the ice she made.

      “Fine,” I said quietly. “Revenge on Warrington. What if you could have that?”

      She stared at me. “But I'm about to die. How?”

      I looked right at her. “You could come with me. Help me...and I'll help you.”

      She looked down, shoulders slumping, as the world darkened a few more degrees around us.

      But only a moment.

      Then the steely hard determination returned to Brianna Glover's eyes, fire melted the ice in them, and she looked at me with newly forged determination. “If it ends with that asshole in a casket, you can count me in for whatever you need.”
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        Phinneus

      

      

      

      “She's moving around in there,” Veronika announced.

      Phinneus fired another shot, jacking the bolt back to chamber another. Shit, magazine was out. Time to reload. He did so speedily, slamming the magazine home, using muscle memory to aid him. He jacked the bolt back, ready to put his next round down field. With care, he settled back into place, and sighted on the dirt in front of Nealon.

      “Phinneus!” Veronika called, alarm plain in her voice, “Nealon's up – and she's got a rifle!”

      That took a quarter second for him to process, and he started to raise his own weapon as he did, settling it on her. Sure enough, there she was, with a rifle of her own, sticking her head up just far enough to be peering at him. “Doesn't matter,” he said, putting the crosshairs on her. “She doesn't have the skill to make–”

      The crack of her rifle firing was followed a breath later by sudden, sharp, striking pressure on Phinneus's eye. Something struck him, struck him hard, and then blasted back through his head like he'd been punched–

      He slumped forward, muscle control gone. Veronika made a noise, but he couldn't tell what. Hard to think, suddenly. Couldn't...concentrate. Couldn't–
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      I watched through the scope as Phinneus's head exploded into pink mist, then took a breath once it was done. I could see motion next to him, a figure spurred to run, a flash of reddish hair disappearing behind a tree before I could draw a bead.

      That was fine. Veronika could run; I'd taken out the sniper.

      I drew another breath, trying to soothe myself as my heart raced. I slid back into my trench for a second, letting the sun shine down on me as I felt the rush start to fade, the peril over – for now.

      “Thank you, Brianna,” I whispered.

      Always nice to be needed.

      “I couldn't have made it through this year without you,” I said.

      Speaking of – what now?

      I tightened my grip on the rifle, my eyes slitting suspiciously. “Now?” I felt my lips turn to a stiff line, then purse as I contemplated the next course of action. It seemed obvious to me, but probably wasn't obvious to anyone else.

      Yeah...I knew exactly what I was going to do next.
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        Chapman

      

      

      

      “She just killed Phinneus,” Veronika said over the open line. Brush was crashing in the background, presumably as she ran. “With a rifle. Not sure how she got it.”

      “Wait, what?” Chapman was still suffering from the East Coast-West Coast time change, and boy was he feeling it now. He'd stayed up late, glorying in the planning of this ambush. The downside to the plan was that he wasn't going to be able to watch any of it. The place it was happening was so secluded, so distant from any cameras, that unless he wanted to wire the field for sound – which would be a nice trail of evidence straight to him in addition to being prohibitively difficult on such short notice – he was going to have to go dark for this one. To trust the people he hired to do the job.

      Obviously, that had been a mistake.

      “Phinneus is dead,” Veronika said.

      “I thought this ambush was supposed to be perfect,” Chapman said, sitting bolt upright. “You were going to catch her in the middle of a field. An 'easy shot' Phinneus called it. So much distance between you and her that she'd be helpless.”

      “Well, she wasn't helpless,” Veronika said over the crashing of brush and panting as she ran, audibly. “Nealon had a rifle somehow. And a little trench. In the middle of the field.”

      Chapman put a hand on his face. “That...that doesn't make any sense. I thought you scoured the field. Set the ambush.”

      “Phinneus did – I thought. I looked, too.” She panted. “Apparently we missed something.”

      “How could you miss – ungh!” Chapman made a noise of supreme frustration. They'd had one job, a single job, and couldn't even fulfill it. Why? Who knew. It seemed to be a pattern in his life, though. “This should have been perfect. On paper, it was perfect.”

      “Well, as tends to happen in the real world, perfect is a theory that never comes into being.”

      “Fine,” Chapman said, though it was most clearly not. “What are you doing now?”

      “Getting the hell away from Nealon and trying not to get shot dead like Phinneus, that's what!”

      “Go back to a neutral location when you're done,” Chapman said. “I'll call you later.” And he hung up, nothing more to say to her now – or maybe ever.

      He started to throw his phone – but wait, he needed it. He hit the button for Escapade, and started to type.

      CHAPMAN: Nealon escaped our perfect trap.

      KORY: What?! How?!

      CHALKE: I just got the call on that, too. Hilton said she came up with a rifle out of nowhere.

      Chapman's mind raced furiously. An obvious idea came to him.

      CHAPMAN: Any chance you want to pull a plan B here, Chalke?

      BYRD: lol whats plan b

      KORY: You mean...?

      CHALKE: Kind of an obvious move. Maybe a little too bold. And the failure potential is huge if it goes wrong. Lots of exposure. Maybe even if it goes right.

      CHAPMAN: What, you think *this* move was understated? We just tried to sniper her to death and failed because - I honestly don't know how we failed. I assume betrayal, though.

      Which...that got his mind racing. If they were betrayed, how did it happen?

      And was it happening again, right now?

      If so, who was responsible for selling them out? It seemed hard to believe that Nealon herself would have walked into that trap if she'd known it was coming.

      CHALKE: Having some thoughts about how this fell apart.

      KORY: Same. You thinking what I'm thinking? Because I'm thinking 'traitor.'

      FLANAGAN: Agree. This looks bad.

      BYRD: lol whut

      Chapman slipped out of the Escapade app, booting up his laptop out of sleep mode. With a simple macro, he activated the trace protocol to track every single Network member via their Socialite apps. The results came back instantly.

      Chalke was in her office in DC, Kory in his in Brooklyn. Johannsen and Bilson's phones were off – and excluded from access at this point. That left Flanagan and Byrd...

      Flanagan's phone was...in DC? And Byrd's was in the NNC building, also in DC.

      “Hmm,” Chapman said, staring suspiciously at Flanagan's location. He pulled it up on his screen, hit the map feature and...

      Oh. It was in the vicinity of Flanagan's law firm's DC offices. That reassured him. This was hardly an exact science, after all, but it suggested that everyone was where they were supposed to be, and that their phones were, too. So how did Nealon find out...?

      CHAPMAN: I think maybe this blowback is coming from the Smoke guy. He might be watching some of us – or our agents.

      KORY: That makes sense. I mean, he disappeared after the Lincoln Memorial thing.

      CHALKE: That does make sense. But I have a bigger issue to raise – Nealon.

      KORY: Talk about an evergreen thing to say in here lol.

      CHAPMAN: What about her? Other than the obvious.

      Chalke took a moment to answer, and when she did, what she said filled his already wavering stomach with even more cold dread.

      CHALKE: If Hilton is right, Nealon just shot your guy at a distance of close to a mile. I've seen her shooting scores, we've talked about this – she shouldn't have been able to make that shot. But she did.

      BYRD: ok shes great so what we know this

      CHALKE: No. We did *not* know this. And in fact, our thinking about a certain matter was very much based on not knowing this.

      KORY: Ohmigod.

      And Chapman nodded, because he was already there.

      CHAPMAN: You mean Bilson.

      CHALKE: Yes. If she could make this shot, it puts her in the very rare air of snipers worldwide. Which means...

      They all got it, Chapman thought. Even that muttonhead Byrd. But just in case...

      CHAPMAN: It means she could have killed Bilson after all.
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      “And you're sure?” I asked, my cell phone up to my ear. “About the timing on that?”

      The sun was glaring down at me from overhead, and I was lying flat in my little trench. The sound of a car was coming ever closer, the SUV that we'd taken out here rumbling, slowly, across the fields, Hilton taking care not to bust an axle on the deceptively uneven ground. I was sweating, phone against the side of my head, sweat pooling in the small of my back like a tiny pond as I waited, listening to both my conversation and the approaching vehicle.

      “Absolutely certain,” came the voice from the other end of the line.

      “Thanks,” I said, and hung up.

      I waited in the trench, staring up at the sky, as the sound of the SUV got closer and closer. It was a steady, low growl of the engine as it drew nearer to me. When it had gotten about thirty feet away, Hilton put it in park and killed the engine.

      By then, I'd already gotten to my feet and hustled to cover behind it, narrowing the distance between us at top speed. I was behind it in a second or two, no gunshot ringing out, no rifle crack to herald someone else taking a shot at me.

      Just quiet, as the engine died, and then the mechanical noise of the driver's door starting to open.

      “Hey,” Hilton said as she got out, doing a double take as she realized I was there, ducked down just behind her door. “What–”

      I grabbed her right hand with my left, jerking her around and disarming her in one move. Her pistol flew out of her hand and I jammed mine against her skull as I slammed her against the hood. Then I (gently-ish) kicked her knees out and forced her to the ground in the shadow of the SUV, my Glock to her skull the entire time.

      We sat there like that for a long, shocked silence as I searched her for other weapons. Poor rookie, she had none.

      When I snapped the cuffs on her, she came out of it.

      “What...what are you doing?” she asked, shaky but not convincing.

      “You're under arrest,” I said.

      “Wh – why?” she asked, again, not convincing.

      “Because you were about to gun me down, I suspect.”

      When she found her composure, she said, “I don't know what you're talking about.”

      “Geez,” I muttered, “someone wasn't in drama troupe when they were in school. Your acting is poor even compared to a fifth grade production of Death of a Salesman.”

      Hilton paused, was totally still for a moment. “I don't think Death of a Salesman is appropriate for fifth graders.”

      “Whatever, you get the point,” I said. “You suck at acting, Hilton. You set this trap for me, walked me out here, then sat back there and did both jack and shit while I was under sniper fire.”

      “That's – that's not true!” Hilton said, and this time she put a little fire in her denial. “I called for backup!”

      “Yes,” I agreed, “after the shooting finished. I checked with dispatch and got the time for your call. You were a little late.”

      I couldn't entirely see her face, but could see her jaw move as she worked through possible explanations. “That's...I didn't...”

      “Damned right you didn't,” I said. I could hear a lone siren in the distance. Local PD was on the way, and not too far now. “You were so sure about having me dead to rights with that sniper that you didn't consider what you'd do if I survived. And the problem with that thinking is...I'm pretty damned good at surviving, Hilton. You'd think after a year of working with me, you'd know that.”

      “I...I didn't do anything,” Hilton said, sniffling.

      “Correct. You did nothing while I was under fire. Suspicious, no?”

      “That's not what I meant!”

      “Hang on.” I lifted my phone, dialed a number from memory, and when an accented voice answered on the other end, I said, “Drop the balloon.”

      “Understood,” came the sharply accented reply. And they hung up.

      “What...what are you doing?” she asked, voice shaking.

      “Moving to the next phase,” I said, standing up.

      She was flat on her face, nose in the dirt, but she turned her head to speak to me. “No – no, wait! Please!” I just stood there, watching her. She squirmed to try and look at me. “Please – please, Sienna, don't–”

      I chuckled, looking down at her frantic motions. “What do you think is going to happen here, Hilton?”

      She paused, lying squarely in the middle of the dirt, whorls of it disrupted into non-smoothed patterns around her legs and elbows from her squirming. “You...you're going to do what you always do when you think someone's crossed you.” Her voice cracked, and then dropped to a whisper. “You're going to...kill me.”

      I laughed, grabbing her by the cuffs and lifting her to her feet. “I'm not going to kill you, Hilton.” I leaned in to her ear as the first cop car appeared at the entrance to the driveway, breaking out of the cover of the trees. “I'm going to do something so much worse.”

      “What...what's that?” she asked, voice wavering.

      “Kerry Hilton,” I said, turning stiffly formal, “you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law...but you're going to talk.”

      She wobbled on unsteady legs as I opened the door of the SUV. “I...I'm not. There's nothing to talk about. I didn't do anything wrong.”

      “Still a terrible actor, I see,” I said, smiling as I ducked her head to keep from ramming it into the top of the car. I left the door open, because I wanted the local cops to see her, to witness that I was arresting her, because I was going to talk to them about it – all of it. It wasn't like the FBI could be trusted with this, after all. Their director had just been part of a plot to try and kill me. “But you will talk.” Any joy leached from my face in full view of hers, and she trembled as she saw my expression. “Whether you want to or not, you're going to tell me everything I want to know.”
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      This was a moment well suited to despair, Chapman thought, which was why he knew immediately he couldn't cave to that urge.

      To find out, after all this time, that Sienna Nealon had truly been hunting them all along? Not just him, not just one of them, but maybe all of them?

      His mind reeled at the prospect.

      KORY: What did she know? When did she know it?

      CHALKE: Hell, what does she know NOW?

      No point in lying or deflecting. In fact, it was a good time to dive right into it. A true, dead reckoning of where they actually stood was the only hope they had to plot a course forward and survive this with their goals intact.

      CHAPMAN: She knows about me, for certain. She hinted it in her not so subtle way when we met yesterday. And clearly she knows about Johannsen. And at least our current intent.

      BYRD: god rest his soul

      CHALKE: But what do we do about it? My brain is fried. This is just too much.

      Chapman nodded. Of course it was. Here they were, in the crosshairs of the most dangerous physical predator on the planet. Like a shark, but more powerful. That was what metas were, wasn't it? Strength, command of the physical world.

      But humans had long dominated the physical world, becoming the apex predator through technology and thought, and Jaime Chapman had both to spare.

      He dashed off a quick note to Devin re: the facial recognition, then pinged one of his assistants to ready the plane. He was doing things as quickly as he was thinking of them, and sent another note to the sketchiest person in Silicon Valley that was of his acquaintance. It was a long shot, but he wanted to try something different as well. Then he turned his attention back to the conversation in progress.

      CHAPMAN: Seems to me we have two basic options: surrender or fight. We can either fold now, give up in a small way (walk away from the Network, our plans, pretend none of this ever happened and wait to be rolled up by law enforcement) OR

      Now it was his turn for a dramatic pause. Because these idiots practically demanded it. If he was to adopt the pose of a general, it would be better to have soldiers at his command that were better than these morons, but they were what he had at hand.

      CHAPMAN: We fight. With every damned thing at our disposal.

      That stated, he sat back, waiting to see what they had to say.

      BYRD: lol im just wondering how we fight THAT u know

      CHAPMAN: Simple – with everything we have.

      Another dramatic pause. Chapman cracked his knuckles. His pauses were shorter than theirs, because he couldn't afford to waste too many precious seconds of thought dicking around. They were too valuable.

      CHAPMAN: Byrd, Kory, you can still command a sizable amount of media influence between the two of you. If you go on the attack against Nealon, break the story of her assassinating Bilson, being the fox in the henhouse, assigned to investigate the murder she committed, it'll start the ball rolling.

      KORY: Whoa, whoa. Look, we floated a sort of trial balloon, half-ass attacking her reputation after the Socialite incident where that guy in the mask made that idiot post. It didn't stick.

      Why did he have to tell these people their jobs?

      CHAPMAN: Because you dropped it quickly and let the story die. You can keep a story in the headlines for months, yes?

      BYRD: lol I cud talk abt a story 4ever if i want

      CHAPMAN: Then that's what you do. Get out there, bang the drum, run the sheep in this particular direction – which is toward the idea Sienna Nealon did this murder.

      KORY: Did she, though? I mean, we have surveillance on her. I get that she's *capable* of it now, has the skill set or whatever, but...how do we not have eyes on her doing it?

      Chapman paused, pulling up his records. No, they definitely did not have anything like that. No facial recognition pings from her leaving the apartment during that time, her phone didn't move...

      He frowned. Her phone didn't move? It hadn't moved when she went after the Chinese freighter, either, so that was hardly a reliable indicator at this stage of the game.

      But that was hardly their only card. If she had killed Bilson, they should have gotten something from the facial recognition web they'd set up around her apartment. They fully controlled the surveillance cameras for blocks around, including some specifically pointed at the front door. If she'd come out, they'd have at least gotten a ping to Devin's team letting them know an unidentified person was leaving the building. They'd have manually reviewed the video using gait analysis and gotten her that way.

      Which means she either didn't leave the building during that time...or she found a way to hide doing so.

      Hm. A problem for later. Now he pinged Chase, sending a message to her phone inquiring about whether Phinneus's guests had ever checked in with her. They were going to be necessary, it appeared, now that he was down four members of his security team.

      BYRD: lol like innocence matters lets burn the witch

      KORY: Lol. Good point, Chris. Yeah, okay, I mean we can start some smoke around her and all, but that can't be all, because we tried that for years and as you see, she's still out there.

      CHAPMAN: Absolutely. Phase 2 – Flanagan, you bring the full force of civil law against her.

      FLANAGAN: By which you mean...?

      CHAPMAN: I don't really care. Bury her in stupid, frivolous lawsuits. Slap her with a maternity suit claiming child abandonment. Line up an army of people with personal injury claims against her and sue the shit out of her. Anything to add traction to the story narrative Byrd and Kory are shaping: Sienna Nealon is the worst, dangerous, and deadly to all of us.

      CHALKE: I think I see where you're going with this.

      CHAPMAN: So you know what you have to do?

      CHALKE: I know what I *can* do. And it's a lot.

      CHAPMAN: Good. Get on it, then?

      CHALKE: Already am. Forgive my lack of attention to the convo. I'm issuing orders as we speak.

      Devin pinged back as Chapman was pondering Chalke's course of action. There was a file attached, and he opened it immediately.

      Oh, shit.

      CHAPMAN: Might have something here.

      He typed that with one hand into his phone while he stared at the computer screen, shifting uncomfortably in his hotel chair. Another ping came up from his assistant – the plane would be ready to leave within the hour. He nodded, sent acknowledgment, then went back to the photos Devin had sent.

      BYRD: just keep us all in suspense forever lol thats fine

      He stared at the photo one last time, reading the report along with it so he could summarize adequately, then went to it.

      CHAPMAN: The guy who runs the facial recognition team that watches the web around Nealon got a hit when I told them to broaden their search to include the crowd at the Lincoln Memorial yesterday. They found a man there who – and I'm pretty sure this blows away coincidence for the most part – he was on the street during the scene at Nealon's office when the diary was stolen.

      CHALKE: Description? I can run him through our databases.

      CHAPMAN: I'll forward you the photos in a sec. Dark hair, looks Latino. Most distinct characteristic, though – he happens to be in a wheelchair.

      KORY: So what does that mean? That wheelchair guy is somehow connected to the Smoke guy?

      CHALKE: Maybe he's part of the plan? But that begs the question – what is the plan?

      CHAPMAN: Seems to me the smoke guy is bent on exposing us. Maybe that's the plan. In which case, maybe Nealon is working *with* him?

      BYRD: lol she got thrown down hard with him u think she wud take that kind of beating for fun?

      CHALKE: She did get pretty roughed up by that thing. Twice.

      Chapman shook his head. They weren't thinking.

      CHAPMAN: Consider this: Sienna Nealon takes beatings like that so often she could probably get slapped around during sex and consider it vanilla. What's another beating to her? Think about it – the lone physical copy of the journal vanishes just before Chalke can deal with it. That's material evidence against us, just gone. And the timing? Perfect. If she was working against us – and she is – that was an incredible move, and brilliantly timed. I say it's her. This smoke fellow is not just smoke – he's mirrors, also. Totally in cahoots with her, and we've witnessed two staged fights, both of which advanced her agenda while we thought she was suffering a stinging defeat.

      CHALKE: Ohmigod. I think he's right.

      KORY: Yeah. It does cut that way, doesn't it? She loses the journal in the first fight, and Johannsen gets outed and has a heart attack after the second?

      CHAPMAN: Was it a heart attack, though? Really? Are we sure?

      KORY: I mean, people witnessed it in the newsroom. There was no one near him but his secretary of like thirty years, and the dude was clearly under some stress from being outed so...I think so? I mean, I'm not sure I *know* anything right now, but since nobody saw a meta come up and shock his heart into stopping and he was complaining about his chest hurting as he keeled over...I think so? Unless there's a heart attack meta?

      CHAPMAN: I'll look into it. But more important right now – Sienna Nealon is a rattlesnake. You get in the ring with her, you get bitten. We all need to strike from out of sight. We all need to BE out of sight.

      CHALKE: That's tough for me. I'm pretty high profile. And I just thought of something – those photos about our conversations. You think that's how she knew about Johannsen? Because I'm betting she lied to me, that she definitely saw them.

      KORY: I think I'm going to take a vacation somewhere. Like...now.

      CHALKE: You should. Get out of town, work remotely, where she can't find you.

      CHAPMAN: Yes. She can't hit what she can't see. She mistakes her powers for actual power to manipulate the world. But violence can't be currency, not in the modern world. Get out of sight, and we'll strike her in our way, from our domains, which is our position of strength, not hers. Speaking of...Chalke?

      CHALKE: Working on it. Will have updates soon. Including some that will be fit to print.

      His phone pinged. A reply from Chase – the metas had checked in, but weren't on site.

      Good. He didn't want any visible tie to these people. They were, after all, set to be wet works, as they called it in the industry. He didn't want to be seen anywhere near them.

      CHAPMAN: Excellent. Let's show her what real power is, shall we? We ruin her life, drag her down...and then, when we've got her where we want her, I've got some people grouping up – a team, you might say – to deliver the coup de grace, and remove Sienna Nealon – and the president – from our list of problems for good.
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      Wrapping up the scene didn't take too long. I got the locals sorted out quickly with statements, forensics was working the scene, and thus my task was over in minutes.

      I thought about reporting to Chalke, but passed on it. The FBI surely had agents on the way, but we were somewhat isolated, remote, and I already had the locals on the task. Hopefully they'd be mostly done by the time I made it back to HQ, but I couldn't rule out the possibility Chalke would gum up the works on that.

      After all, she and her posse had just tried to kill me. Again.

      And failed. Again. That had to be galling.

      I got in the car and shut the door. Hilton was anchored hard into the back seat. I'd borrowed full body cuffs from the locals after doing another full search of her and bagging her personal belongings as evidence. I had it all wrapped up in my front seat, Hilton was bolted down in the back, and I was ready to kick this investigation into the endgame.

      She stayed mercifully quiet on the drive back into DC, only a few mewling sobs coming out at various points during the journey. We drove along sun-soaked highways, the endless green fields turning into suburbs, and finally giving way to the Potomac and a swift crossing, traffic surprisingly light until I remembered it was Saturday.

      We moved through the District of Columbia smoothly, stopping only for traffic lights, the flow of traffic not unreasonable, though thicker than it had been out in the countryside. Hilton continued to let out the occasional mewl, sobbing softly in the back seat.

      I was only a few blocks from the J. Edgar Hoover Building when I felt a soothing calm flow over me. My muscles relaxed, my eyes closed for a second, and when I realized what it was, I shook my head, tried to shake it off.

      Take it easy, Sienna.

      That was not the voice of Brianna Glover, though, sneaking into my head.

      It was the voice of someone almost as familiar.

      A soft knock at the window might have prompted a gun-draw, full freakout response from me under normal conditions.

      As it was, after I'd felt the soothing, the warning, I just turned my head and looked.

      Then I smiled. And hit the unlock button.

      “Hello, Sienna,” came the warm, soft voice of my visitor as he stepped into my car and shut the door behind him.

      “Didn't expect to see you here,” I said, still basking in the wave of calm feels he'd projected into my mind before he'd come up to the window. “...Doctor Zollers.”
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      There was a hustle and bustle happening as Chapman loaded into the SUV limo. His bodyguard corps was down to just Chase riding in the car with him; Veronika had regrouped with the new recruits nearby in case of a Sienna Nealon emergency, but he was determined to be here, alone, deniably away from the others in case everything went to shit with them like it had with Phinneus and Tyler and maybe Kristina – no one had heard from her since the car wreck, after all.

      “Short ride to the airport, boss,” Chase said brusquely as she took her seat. “Response team is going to be behind us. Deniably far but reasonably close.”

      “Great,” Chapman said, opening up his laptop. He doubted Nealon would make a move on him now, but he wanted to check in with Devin just in case, so he gave him a quick ping over their communicator app.

      Devin came online in a second, making a motion for Chapman to put on earphones without saying a word. Chapman sighed, but did so, putting in his cordless Bluetooth ear buds. “What?” Chapman asked.

      “Glad you're jacked in, I got a couple things to tell you,” Devin said, the video picture a little squiggly. The car surged into motion, reminding Chapman that they probably didn't have 5G here. Whatever, like Chase said, it was a short trip. Once he was on board his jet, he'd have fast satellite communications.

      “Don't keep me in suspense,” Chapman said, scanning a few of his other ongoing communications to see if anything was boiling.

      “Right. We have no current location on Nealon.”

      Chapman froze, sitting straight upright like someone had replaced his spine with a long shaft of metal by shoving it down his neck. “Beg pardon?” he asked, in lieu of, What the hell do I pay you for, then?

      “She's offline,” Devin said. “No phone that we can track, though a conversation we intercepted from her partner's phone suggests she's got one. Furthermore...I think she arrested her partner. For betraying her.”

      Chapman shook his head, blinking a few times to analyze that. “She figured it out, then?”

      “Based on our eavesdropping over the partner's phone mic...yeah. Seems like. Now the phone is off and we don't have it fully penetrated with software like we did Nealon's, just the light corruption of the regular Socialite app, so we can't turn it back on.”

      “So she's out there and we've got nothing on her position,” Chapman said. “Am I hearing you right?”

      “Not exactly,” Devin said, voice straining, his pasty face contrasted with his patchy beard. “I'm hacking my way into the FBI vehicle tracking system right now. It's not tough, but it'll be a few more minutes.”

      Chapman blinked again. “You're...hacking the FBI? To track her vehicle?”

      Devin froze, looking like he'd gotten slapped in the ass. “Uh, yeah...if that's okay?”

      “It's fine so long as you don't get caught,” Chapman said, turning his attention to the next thing. Ah. His loser contact in Silicon Valley had come through. All it took was waving money. Figured. “What else?”

      “I instituted a lookback on some of our accumulated data,” Devin said. “Applied a wider filter to the facial recognition of all the film we've captured of Nealon since the program's inception. Figured what the hell, might turn something up, right?”

      “Did it?”

      “It did,” Devin said, and the file popped up in Jaime's window. “One potential match that was kinda big – remember when she got wrecked by that big meta that broke into our headquarters?”

      Chapman smiled at that; the Grendel, as it had been called, had messed her up repeatedly. “Which time?”

      “When it broke into the Inquest affiliate on Long Island,” Devin said. “Nealon actually died on scene. The company's security cams caught it, and I broke their encryption at the time as kind of a side project. Didn't add it to the footage roll until now, though, but here's what we came up with.”

      Still frames of what looked like paramedics walking down a darkened hallway wheeling a gurney popped onto the screen. A male, a female, the guy looked to be in his late thirties, early forties...the woman...well, it was hard to say from the grainy footage, but she was definitely older.

      “The paramedics?” Chapman frowned, studying the image.

      “Yep – or at least the guy,” Devin said. “Check out this shot of Nealon leaving the White House after the big China press conference.”

      A picture popped up of Nealon getting into a car. Uber, presumably, because she was getting into the back.

      Wait–

      “This is after the Chinese incident?” Chapman asked. “On the ship?”

      “Yes,” Devin said, smiling.

      Chapman sat back against the limo SUV's seat. “Her phone was at her place.”

      “In the fridge, probably, yeah.”

      “So...who called her a ride?” Chapman asked, staring at the picture suspiciously. “Sorry, I guess it could have been one of the people from the White House...go on.”

      “I agree, I think it's suspicious, because this pickup? Was blocks from the White House. Watch.” The picture sprung to life.

      Nealon was outside the White House, walking out of the security gates. She had her head down, wasn't obviously looking for anyone, just casually walking along. There was no traffic on this avenue, at all, but she seemed to be charting her own course, threading through the pedestrians and down another street...

      “I think she's walking over a couple streets. Where she could get a cab, see?”

      Chapman nodded. “But again, why not just have the White House call her one?”

      Devin smiled. “Right.”

      She walked right over to the street, and then, seemingly out of nowhere, this car pulled right in front of her. After a brief duck down to see who was inside, she got right in, no questions asked.

      “See?” Devin was grinning. “If she doesn't have a phone, that's not her driver, and she's just getting in a car with a stranger, right?”

      Chapman nodded. “So you think this is...?”

      Devin changed the angle, and suddenly they were looking at the driver's side. The street lights were on, shining brightly against the window on the driver's side, but part of the man's face was visible, and the facial recognition isometric grid popped up, zooming the photo close and then popping up a side-by-side with the EMT from New York.

      Chapman stared. Leaned forward, concentrating at the laptop, trying to look closer.

      “It's a 54% match based on this,” Devin said. “We never get a great shot of him again, and he disappears off our radar after dropping her off. No accessible cell phone with Socialite in the car, and our ability to look back and trace him prior to entering Nealon's web is nonexistent. Lots of the cameras we can access have already purged the recording, so this was the best I could put together.”

      Chapman stared at the pictures of the man, side by side. “That's him. That's him and he's working with Nealon. But who is he?”

      “Not sure,” Devin said. “Maybe you can get the FBI to look at him, because I'm pretty limited. He doesn't match anyone in the Socialite user database, he doesn't appear in any user pictures, even in backgrounds, that I can find. Which takes some real doing, y'know? Our users are taking pictures everywhere! He should have, theoretically, shown up somewhere, unless he's a monk living in a cave.”

      “This is some damned fine work, Devin,” Jaime said, nodding along.

      “Hang on a sec,” Devin said, shifting his attention of screen. “Oh! I got the FBI tracker for her vehicle active. Hold tight.”

      Chapman popped over into Escapade on his phone while he waited. Needed to keep the others updated, after all.

      CHAPMAN: Think we have something on one of Nealon's co-conspirators. Turns out she got a ride home from the White House the other night from a guy who also appeared as an EMT at the scene of her slaughter in New York back in December when she was up against that Grendel.

      KORY: That's not suspicious at all, lol.

      CHALKE: Get me a photo to run through the database?

      CHAPMAN: Working on it. Though I might be able to run it through FBI without your help. ;)

      He put the winky face in there just to see if it infuriated her. It did.

      CHALKE: The last thing the FBI needs right now is a security breach of our networks. Send it to me.

      CHAPMAN: You don't want deniability?

      CHALKE: ...Fine. Just don't let it be found.

      “I own the internet,” Chapman muttered under his breath, and saw Chase pretend to look away. Of course she'd heard him.

      “Hey boss?” Devin popped up on his screen. “I do have a location on her car. But...”

      Chapman stared at him, furrowing his brow in anticipation. “But,” was always a problem.

      “...But I, uh...” Devin looked off to the side. “There's a, uh...”

      “A problem,” Chapman said, cutting right to it. “I got that. Define it for me.”

      “Might be easier to just show you,” Devin said, and boom, a screenshare invitation popped onto Jaime's laptop. He took it, and seconds later Devin's window appeared.

      It took him a second to decode, mentally, what he was seeing. Security cam footage, obviously.

      The FBI SUV was similarly obvious. It was right there, in the foreground, sitting at a traffic light. Someone was barely visible in the back seat, behind the tinted glass. The partner, presumably, under arrest and cuffed.

      But in the driver's seat...

      “What the f...?” Jaime whispered.

      “I know, right?” Devin asked. “I mean...I don't know that I've ever seen anything...like this. Ever.”

      Because instead of a normal face for the person sitting behind the wheel of the FBI vehicle, there was a pixelated head, not unlike...

      “Is that...?” Chapman peered at the pixelated image.

      “I think, yeah...” Devin said, and he seemed to be caught somewhere between awe of what he was watching and dread for having to tell his boss this...well, this. “I think it's...Ms. Pac-Man.”

      Because there, where the face of Sienna Nealon should have been, in the driver's seat of the FBI car, was, instead, a pixelated, grayscale representation of the video game icon, as though it had been pasted over her entire head. As he watched, the car started to move, and right along with it, perfectly as if she were attached to the pixelated creation by the neck, it moved with her, covering her face entirely.

      “So...and this is the real bad news...” Devin said. “It's blocking our facial recognition of her. Completely. Coupled with the fact we can't seem to access her cell phone, well...”

      “Once she leaves that car...” Chapman finished for him, cold dread building in his gut, “...we won't be able to track her.”
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      “It's nice to finally see you again in the flesh,” Dr. Zollers said, a small, warm, knowing smile across his friendly face. “It's been a few years.” He sat languidly, utterly relaxed, in the passenger seat of my FBI SUV, acting like we were safely back in his office rather than riding across the nation's capital, a place I'd nearly been killed multiple times yesterday.

      “I want to hug you, but the light just turned green,” I said.

      “Later,” Zollers said with that still-knowing smile.

      “Umm...who is this?” Hilton asked from the back seat, making me wish I'd stuck a black bag over her head and a gag in her mouth.

      “Shhhh,” Zollers said, giving her but a glance. “You're not going to remember any of this, so why trouble yourself with it? Take a little nap.”

      “Yeah, okay...” Hilton said, and she was out in seconds, snoring quietly.

      I took us up the block, watching the gray federal buildings pass by, dated as all hell, peak 1970's concrete aesthetic all the way. When I got to the next light, it turned red, and for once in my life, I did not road rage as I came to a stop.

      Instead, I threw the car in park, unbuckled my seatbelt, and practically hurled myself at Dr. Quinton Zollers, taking care not to crush him in a Sienna-power hug. He hugged back, and man...did it feel good.

      I slipped back into my seat after a six count, taking care not to outstay my welcome. Also, the SUV's console had bitten into my ribs as I'd stretched to make the hug happen, so I was eager to let that pain subside. “What are you doing here?” I asked, only a little surprised to see him.

      “Harry asked for my help on your behalf,” Zollers said. “There's a hotel portico up ahead. You're going to drive under it and I'm going to get out with your prisoner.”

      I gave him a sidelong look. “I trust Harry remembers they have a surveillance web, hacking cameras all around me to watch the people who get close to me. Which you now are.”

      “He's got it under control,” Zollers said. “Well...he and your...other friends.”

      I nodded once. “I'm out in the open now. Had to activate my facial block.”

      Zollers nodded once. “You're moving into the endgame now. The pieces are coming into place on their side, and they're going to come at you with everything.”

      “That your professional opinion?” I asked. “Or is that a message from Harry?”

      “Both,” Zollers said, nodding at a hotel ahead on the right. He was right, there was a portico driveway right there.

      I pulled in, and he started to get out, but I grabbed his hand – just for a second, to stop him. “Thank you,” I said. “For everything. I know you were in Russia last year, during the Revelen thing. I, uh...” I bowed my head. “...I wish helping me wasn't like a full-time job, with so many adverse consequences. I mean, between that, and Rose, and this...”

      “If you average it out,” Zollers said, sporting a small smile as he climbed out of the car, and beckoned to Hilton, who surged awake, “it's really only a week a year, maybe. That's not so bad.”

      “I suppose,” I said, tossing the keys to her cuffs back to Hilton. Now that Zollers was here, I had no fear of her escaping. She unlocked herself calmly, almost zombie-like, because I was sure he was exerting pressure on her mind to keep her docile. “But I wish I was more of a positive rather than always being a negative. You're sweet, but it's gotta get tiring helping me.”

      He helped Hilton down from the SUV, and she stood there on the sidewalk next to him, unmoving, as he slammed the back door shut and came back to the front, looking in at me. “Something you should realize...”

      “Hm?” I asked, that swell of self-pity making a fortress around my heart. “What?”

      “Helping you,” Zollers said, “means helping save the world. Pretty much every time.” He gave me a small smile. “And the rest of the time, I keep you running so you can save others. A week a year? And a few counseling sessions while I'm sleeping?” He smiled through the open door, then shut it, but I could still hear him, even over the engine accelerating as I drove away.

      “Worth it.” That's what he said. And it stayed, warmly, in my ears, for the rest of the drive back to the Hoover Building.
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      “I'm sorry, ma'am, but your credit card has been declined.”

      Julie blinked, listening to the host at the counter of a mid-priced DC hotel. Her hand was cool, draped on the marble counter, and her lips moved in silence, no words spilling forth for a few long seconds.

      “I don't see how that could be,” she said, hoarsely, when she recovered her presence of mind – and her voice.

      The man behind the counter gave her a polite smile, though she could have sworn there was a little spite dripped in there. “But it is. I ran it three times, just to be sure. Sorry.” He shrugged, and waved to the line behind her. “Can I help the next guest?”

      Julie shuffled off, taking the cue to be jettisoned for what it was and rolling her suitcase away from the check-in desk. It rattled, ever so slightly, on the grooves of the hotel's tile floor. How could her credit card have been declined unless...?

      She stopped in the middle of the lobby, her self-consciousness overwhelmed by a need to know. Dialing her phone, she waited...

      “Hello?” Dom answered wearily.

      “Hey,” she said, being a little too polite in her tone. But she was in public, and she didn't want to make a bigger scene than she already had. Her cheeks were burning, after all. “I was just trying to check into a hotel and–”

      “Yeah, I saw,” Dom said tensely. “Kind of a pricy one, don't you think? We can't really afford that.”

      She blinked. “You...kicked me out of our house and now you're telling me I can't check into–”

      “That hotel is expensive, Julie,” Dom said. “You just lost your job, remember? So, yeah, I blocked your check-in when the credit card company asked me to verify the transaction. Pick something cheaper.”

      Julie just stood there, torn between wanting to throw her phone and scream under the weight of what seemed to be countless, unearned indignities that had been thrust upon her. Instead, she said, more meekly than she would have preferred, “I picked it because it was close to the kids, not because I care how swanky or expensive it is.”

      “Well, you need to care at least a little. I don't know if you've looked at our bank account lately, but it's not in great shape. Your job at the White House may have been your dream, but it didn't pay well, and my own career took a pretty hard hit so I could be flexible and care for the kids while you were burning the midnight oil.” Was that bitterness? “Or at least while you were out until after midnight.”

      Ouch. Yep, bitterness.

      “I didn't do any of what they're accusing me of,” Julie said, rolling her suitcase out of the center of the lobby. She was catching stares, and her own ability to hold it all together was starting to fray her nerves. “I can't believe you're listening to any of this.”

      “If it was just one thing, maybe I wouldn't,” Dom said, and he sounded so cold she didn't even recognize him as her husband. He certainly didn't sound like the man she'd married. “But it's everywhere, Julie. And you can't just expect me to write it all off – the FBI, the media reports on...everything. It'd be asking me to believe that someone undertook a massive conspiracy against you. Does that seem reasonable?”

      “Nothing seems reasonable to me right now,” she said, putting her head down and rolling her suitcase for the front door. She'd collect her car from the valet and leave. There had to be a Holiday Inn Express or something nearby, maybe a little farther out. It wasn't like she had a job to commute to right now anyway. Or a hope of a job, really.

      A dark figure stood steadfast in her way, blocking her like an enormous shadow from the bright glass doors of the exit. Julie steered around him, phone in one hand and the suitcase's telescoping handle clenched in the other.

      He moved to step in front of her.

      Julie veered the other way, thinking to just go around him. Clearly they'd just picked their direction to veer at the same moment. Whoops.

      He stepped in her path again, barring her passage.

      Julie looked up to find herself looking in the eye a man a little over six feet tall, wearing a Hawaiian shirt, gold chains, and a wide, toothy smile. “Julie Blair?”

      She held the phone tightly to her ear and straightened, her walk at an end for now. “Yes?” she asked, unsure of who this was or what he wanted. She took her hand off her suitcase and brought it forward defensively.

      The man handed her an envelope, slapping it into her free hand. “You've just been served.” He walked away without another word.

      “What's going on?” Dom's voice came to her from over the open connection.

      Julie lifted the envelope and tore it open, pinching the phone between her shoulder and ear as she did so. “Process server just handed me something, I don't know what it is, though...” She pulled the letter free of the envelope. “What the hell...?”

      “What? What is it?”

      “I'm...I'm being ordered to appear before Congress,” Julie said, staring at the words. “It's a congressional subpoena.”

      “What...what does that mean?” Dom asked, clearly the words not registering on him. Or at least, not their significance.

      Julie stared at the words on the paper, and the answer slipped out, no thought to soft coating it, or how Dom might take it. Because truly...she had no more ability to cushion the blows that seemed to keep raining down on her. “It means that Congress is now investigating me for all the things I've been accused of.”
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      Stepping into the Hoover Building after my car ride felt like stepping out of the warm air of a hothouse into a freezing cold Minnesota winter storm.

      It was evident to me the moment I stepped into the lobby that I'd walked into something. The lobby, normally a buzz of activity, was twice as crowded as usual, and the conversations, audible to my meta ears, were stilted like a house on the beach.

      I picked up the snatches of odd conversations as I moved across the lobby, walking across the giant marble insignia of the FBI seal. Ahead was a receptionist desk with security meant to block access to the upper floors to all but agents. All around was wood paneling on every wall, a little stone work mixed in to give the place an august feel.

      The agents ringing the place were stationed just a little too strategically to be there by accident. Don't get me wrong; people conversed in the lobby. Co-workers discussing off-topic things, bonding, chatting – all that was normal.

      This, though? This overstuffed cast of characters with wandering eyes that all found me the second I walked in?

      Not so much.

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I was heading straight up the middle, because my plan was to make like I was heading for my “office” – which was to say the conference room on the top floor. There, I could veer off and visit the director, slap cuffs on her, and be on about the next order of business before anyone was the wiser.

      Yes, my plan was to pull off a palace coup, or at least the modern, bureaucratic version of it. It wasn't like I didn't have the evidence to back it up, now that Darnell had photo proof of her being in a secret group, and I had Hilton in...well, some form of custody, at least.

      Didn't look like I was going to get the chance here, though. When I made it to the exact center of the lobby, everyone in the place drew their guns, almost as one.

      Half a hundred people drawing weapons at once makes a hell of a noise, let me tell you. It's a rustling sound, a rifling sound, clothing being pushed aside, metal roughly brushing against the leather, cloth and plastic of holsters. A collective noise so strange and different – and yet alarming, once you realized what it was.

      Couldn't say I wasn't alarmed, watching fifty people reach for guns to draw a bead on me.

      Brianna? I asked in my head.

      Yep. Let's do it.

      I shoved my hands behind me, drawing moisture out of the humid DC air as I dropped to my knees. I sculpted a wall of ice speedily, making a little igloo around myself. I had it mostly completed behind me before most of the agents had even cleared their holsters, and was surrounded on three sides by thick ice. Admittedly not thick enough to protect me against a volley of bullets, but...

      My suspicion was that I wasn't going to have to face that many bullets.

      “Hold it right there!” The voice of Heather Chalke shouted over the hubbub, and I saw her slightly to my left, hiding among the agents ringing the lobby. She had three good-sized dudes between us, all with guns drawn. “Sienna Nealon – you are under arrest!”

      “Oh?” I put my hands up, smiling benignly. I'd finished forming an ice wall up to my waist and I was kneeling in the middle of my little three-sided igloo, at least somewhat protected if they started lighting me up. “Am I?”

      “Slay Queen? More like Ice Queen,” someone behind me muttered. I appreciated that.

      Chalke looked like she was struggling, very hard, to keep her composure. She seemed a lot whiter than usual, but swallowed, visibly, staring at me from between her three-big-dude shield. Other agents were shuffling around to get a shot at me, but the ice was growing, seemingly on its own, organically, thickening without me even having to touch it or wave my hands. “You absorbed that meta in New Orleans, didn't you?”

      “Nah, I just got sick of all the shit from you and your Network pals and went full Elsa on rage alone,” I said, staring her down. There was only a small window in which I could look at her now. “Or maybe this is just my Minnesota blood? Hard to say.” I glanced at the agents trying to encircle me. “You hear me? The director is working for the Network that President Gondry called out. She's actively involved in the assassination attempts against him.”

      “Don't believe her!” Chalke shouted. “She's just trying to muddy the waters!”

      “One of us dragged the president across the entire district yesterday trying to save his life,” I said, the ice swallowing me up to the eyes. I could see the agents trying to draw a bead on me, readying themselves to pump a shot into my face. “The other sat back and did not shit while it happened. I'll leave you fine investigative agents to determine which of us is which, but let's just say the one who did that? Had plenty of opportunity to knock Gondry off if she was of a mind to.”

      “You're mind controlling him,” Chalke said, pale, but trying to keep her calm. It wasn't often that drama on this scale went down in the lobby of her headquarters, after all. She looked like she knew she was at the eye of a storm that was in danger of sweeping her away at any second. “We have the evidence.”

      “I'd like to see this evidence,” I said, “and I will – but I have evidence of my own–”

      “You're lying,” Chalke said, raising her voice. “Shoot her! She's dangerous, she needs to be stopped before she–”

      “Can speak any more truth?” I called, sealing up the last of myself into an ice sculpture. I'd thickened the walls to incredible hardness while we were talking, and now I was sending out a slick of ice across the floor of the lobby – thin layers at first, just beneath the agents' shoes. I raised my voice to be heard through the ice barrier. “Wouldn't want that, Heather. But lemme tell you something...if you think I'm going to exercise my right to remain silent...you've got another thing coming. Because I do not do anything quietly.”

      And with that, I stomped as hard as I could on the lobby floor, shattering the concrete I'd just frozen and dropping a thirty-by-thirty-foot segment of floor beneath us as I froze a slide into place beneath me.

      Fifty agents took a ten-foot screaming plunge into the basement while I used my powers to shatter the dome protecting me and slid across the empty space where the first-floor lobby had been only seconds before. I blew out the front entrance, sliding out onto Pennsylvania Avenue riding a floating sled of ice. I headed west to the White House, fearful of what I would find when I got there.
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      CHAPMAN: HOW IN THE BLUE HELL DID SHE GET ICE POWERS?

      CHALKE: I don't know, why don't you tell the class? You were the one who was supposed to be watching her!

      Chapman sat back, steaming, in the plane seat. Why was it that this always seemed to happen with Nealon? Had she also absorbed Bowen's luck-changing abilities? Maybe taken those of someone like him? Because she was one slippery little bitch.

      KORY: Must have been down in New Orleans, right? That shooter meta that tried to kill Governor Warrington?

      CHALKE: Seems likely. And also explains her sudden penchant for making these long range, killer shots that she couldn't hit when she joined the FBI.

      BYRD: lol u guys gave her the tools to kill us lol o shit

      Chapman cringed, glancing around the airplane cabin. Chase was sitting across from him, subtly watching his reactions. He sighed heavily, then asked, “Enjoying the show?” Didn't put too much annoyance in it.

      “I know the sound of someone who's been thwarted by Sienna Nealon,” Chase said. “Know it by heart.”

      “She escaped the FBI's attempt to...bring her down,” Chapman said. He almost said “kill her,” but if they'd gone for that from the start, like he'd have done, she probably wouldn't have had a chance to escape. Stupid Chalke, having to play nice in front of her agents. How hard was it to just drill her in the head with a pistol and say, “I thought I saw her reaching for a gun?” Apparently impossible, going by the failures of these people.

      “Yeah, she does that,” Chase said. “You want me to send in the clowns?”

      Chapman let a small chuckle slip out. “No. I want them ready to move shortly, though. How's their planning?”

      “Coming along,” Chase said, and here she stiffened again. Still questioning the morality of killing the president, then. “You've really got a murderer's row of talent put together for this. If you're dealing with the FBI director.”

      Chapman wasn't sure how to answer that. “Change needs to happen. The world's in bad shape, and it shouldn't stay there.” That was about as diplomatic as he could manage presently. He turned his attention back to the Network.

      CHAPMAN: She's going to go straight for the White House now, right?

      CHALKE: Well, let's see, I just initiated an attempt to “arrest” her, so yes, it seems likely she'd run to her patron.

      KORY: Not gonna lie, I'm nervous. Is this going to be a problem?

      Chalke took forever to answer. Hopefully it was because she was doing things that needed to be done, and not because she was caught up in trouble in the real world.

      CHALKE: I hope not. But I guess we'll see soon.
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      FBI headquarters was a mere handful of blocks from the White House. I shot along Pennsylvania Avenue on my ice bridge basically, drawing moisture from the air of a town that had become colloquially known as “The Swamp,” originally for the humidity rather than the corruption. It was the humidity I was using now, though, gliding about ten feet above the sidewalk.

      I was counting the seconds, almost. I'd just been shut out of FBI headquarters by my boss – well, former boss, now, I imagined. I should have seen it coming – hell, Harry should have seen it coming.

      Then I cursed aloud. He probably had, but figured I could handle it. Such a loving man, always letting me dig my own way out of trouble. I would have been madder at him, but the truth was that he knew me. I liked digging my way out of trouble, even if it involved stumbling along in the dark with people shooting at me. It wasn't generally much fun at the time, but the sense of accomplishment after getting through it? Epic endorphin rush.

      People below exclaimed in surprise as I glided over their heads, my ice bridge forming beneath my feet as I went, shoes slipping along with seemingly no traction. But neither did I tip over at any point; my powers granted me the perfect balance of a skater on the ice, which I imagined would come in really handy if I ever made it home to Minnesota.

      So...question.

      “Yeah?” I asked. “What's up, Brianna?”

      Just a view from an outside observer. If the FBI director turned her agency against you...what's the likelihood she's stopping there rather than turning another agency against you? Asking for the health of my mind, because I'm trapped in your body, and you're moving into the world's heaviest sniper zone as we...speak? Chat? Communicate? As ever, not really sure how to quantify these talks we have.

      “We share brain space,” I said. “Think of it as a mind meld.” I took another breath. The White House perimeter was ahead, just a few blocks away. “And you raise a fantastic point.” I slowed my approach. The White House was one of the most secure buildings on the planet, with Secret Service snipers keeping watch over long distances around it.

      If Chalke had beat me to the punch in informing the Secret Service I was persona non grata, my coming that way now would probably spell a quick end to my journey. Or an excruciatingly slow one, with a bullet or twelve in my body halting my forward progress.

      Maybe you should call before dropping in?

      “Good idea,” I said, drawing out my phone as I slid off onto a side street and dropped to the pavement, walking like a normal person and blending almost immediately into the crowd after catching a few yelps and stares. I was already dialing.

      “White House, office of the president.”

      “This is Sienna Nealon,” I said, “FBI. I need to speak to the president right now.”

      There was a pause on the other end. “Just a moment, I'll put you through.”

      I took a breath of warm, humid air as I took a turn into an alley. My nostrils filled with the smell of garbage from a nearby dumpster. The sweat was sticking to me, a product of my exertions escaping FBI headquarters.

      My pulse throbbed in my ears as I waited to see if my call was being connected. At the very least, I knew this much – my phone wasn't traceable by their systems, so they wouldn't be able to home in on my position just by keeping me on the line.

      “Sienna?” A woman's voice cut in on the other end, edged and serious. I recognized it, but couldn't place it with a name until she told me. “This is the vice president.”

      “VP Barbour,” I said, taking another breath. “I need to talk to President Gondry immediately.”

      “He's in a full Cabinet meeting,” she said. “Is there something I can help you with? Is it about the China investigation? Or Bilson?”

      I froze. The fact that she hadn't mentioned the FBI being on my ass offered two possibilities: one, Chalke was keeping this close to the vest and I'd be perfectly safe to come to the White House right now.

      The second was that she was snookering me, trying to keep me on the line because they hadn't figured out my phone was untraceable yet. Which was likely, because its maker had told me that the premise behind it was simply dragging the tracers along on a merry, endless chase as it forever switched the nodes the call was being routed through.

      “No, it's about Director Chalke,” I said. “I've uncovered evidence that she's a member of the Network, and that she's behind the assassination attempts on the president. She's just tried to have me arrested.”

      There was a long pause. “Are you all right?”

      “I'm fine,” I said, “and so are all the agents that tried to help her, though they might have a few broken legs or busted asses, or something. The important thing is this – I need to talk to the president immediately.”

      “Sure, absolutely,” she said. “Like I told you, he's in a meeting, but you can – you know, come on in. We'll get things sorted out when you get here.”

      That was telling, I thought. She wouldn't get him out of the meeting but wanted me to come there, into the kill perimeter of the White House? “I can't come in right now,” I said. “There are about five leads I need to follow up on right now.” Lies. But hell if I was going to just walk into a sniper trap and surrender my brains to the four winds. “Can you just put him on the phone?”

      “No, not right this second,” she said, and I could hear the strain in her voice. “Why can't you just come in for a few minutes? Let us know what's going on, brief us, and–”

      I hung up on her. There was no point arguing; she'd set her position, and it was that I wasn't going to get to talk to the president.

      “Shit,” I whispered in the quiet alley, mind racing.

      So...what now?

      I took a deep breath and looked both ways. Nobody was at either mouth of the alley, other than normal traffic passing by. Certainly no one was taking interest of me. There were sirens in the distance, but they seemed to be heading away from me, not toward me.

      Out of clues.

      Nowhere to go.

      No sign of Harry.

      “Clearly,” I said with great sarcasm, “this is one of those problems I'm just expected to deal with on my own.” I lifted the phone, and pressed zero, then the talk button. “Fortunately...I'm equipped to do just that.”

      “Operator,” came a cheerful voice on the other end of the line.

      “Cut the shit,” I said.

      “Why I never,” the “operator” said, sounding almost faux hurt. “Do you always talk to operators that way – what am I saying, of course you do. Why would you spare the feelings of the little people who get in your way, even for a second?”

      “You're only little in physical form,” I said, because it was true. She was a damned titan, mentally. “I trust you know why I'm calling?”

      “Of course,” she answered, back to cheerful. “It's time. And I'm ready for you – and in town. Sending you the address now. Drop on by – I trust that facial recognition block you've got running will keep any uninvited guests from joining us, but still, do check your mirrors to make sure you're not followed.”

      The phone buzzed, giving me an address. “Will do. See you soon – Cassidy.”
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        Mountain View, California

        (Sort of)

        Six Months Ago

      

      

      

      “So this is what the infamous dreamwalk feels like,” Cassidy Ellis said, big eyes looking around at my little constructed fantasy with plain delight. I'd gone all out for her, really done the place up right. No mere couches and seats over a black background, like with my brother when I was feeling lazy about imagining.

      No, here I'd completed a full-scale vision of a downtown street.

      In Syria.

      Complete with honking horns and goats and the occasional RPG rocket shooting past.

      Acrid smoke filled the air, like something chemical was burning. The sun was hot, and the fires burning a block or so over in my vision generated heat that felt real, in spite of it being a dream.

      “This is what I like about you, Cassidy,” I said, staring at the pale specimen before me, dressed in a silken nightie, skin slightly damp. I'd probably caught her in her sensory deprivation chamber, and the nightie was just a construction of her mind to keep things from getting undignified. “You pick up on the details of stuff really quick.”

      Another fake RPG exploded in the background, showering us with dirt. She winced slightly as it fluttered down on her, speckling her hair. She spit the dirt out of her mouth, then gave me a questioning look. She had to be wondering why I'd brought her here.

      Or maybe she'd already guessed. She was clever like that, after all.

      “You're wondering if I'm calm because I know this isn't real,” Cassidy said, almost smiling – not quite, though, “or if I'm calm because I think you're about to ask me for a favor.”

      “Maybe I know which it is,” I said. “Because neither is why I brought you here.”

      She raised her eyebrow just slightly. “Oh? Do tell.” She took a couple steps and put her hand on a building wall, running her fingers over the texture, testing it. “I'm enjoying it either way. Feels so real.” She smirked at me.

      “It feels even more so when I reach out and touch you,” I said, stepping over a piece of a car that had been left here by an explosion so I could stand next to her.

      “This have anything to do with your current case?” Cassidy asked, turning to look at me coolly. “The one with this...Grendel?”

      “The one that killed me, you mean?” It was my turn to look at her coolly. “I know you know.”

      She shrugged. “I heard a rumor, but it would be impolite to have just spit that out at you.”

      “Where'd you hear the rumor?”

      Another shrug. “Around. In my reading. Somewhere. Who can keep track?”

      “Really?” I kept my voice level, applied a smile. “Because I think you heard it straight from my murderer.”

      Her eyelids fluttered just a little more than they needed to. “Why...would you say that?”

      “Because this Grendel has a brain behind it,” I said, “a big brain, Cassidy, who's directing him to steal very specific things. Things I don't think he has any particular use for.” I leaned closer. “But you do.”

      “What use would I have for...Silicon Valley...silliness?” she asked, and all that arrogance she'd displayed moments before was gone, all gone, pissed away like a bum in San Fran shooting into the gutter.

      “Don't know,” I said, “and don't care. I do wanna make a deal with you, though.”

      Cassidy froze. “You're an FBI agent. I'm not–”

      “Get real, Cassidy,” I said. “We're in a dreamwalk. There is no wire, no ability to record. This is a deal between us, you and me, not the damned FBI, which is a job I never asked for nor wanted. I'm as much a prisoner in this as you were in the Cube, okay? I want out. But I need help.” I let a very slight smile peek out. “And it looks to me like your Grendel? He's going to die, probably at my hand.”

      She was very still for a moment. “That does seem likely. Going by past experience, and given you've hurt him now.”

      “Yeah, you're riding the losing horse,” I said. “But here's what I've got – you help me, I keep your name out of this...and you get whatever you wanted from him. No questions asked.”

      She looked at me suspiciously. “You must really hate whoever your boss is at the FBI if you're willing to turn a blind eye to me setting this thing in motion.”

      I looked her right in the eye. “Did you tell that thing to kill me?”

      She shook her head vociferously. “No. I told him to avoid the hell out of you, and especially to avoid pissing you off. But he's...burned by his previous employers. Hates them. Wants revenge, you know the type.” She rolled her eyes. “I...need what he has to offer, though. Brawn and whatnot. To get me things I couldn't get on my own.”

      “What for?”

      She smiled. “Not going to be part of the deal, sorry. Components, as they are right now. Algorithms and programming I don't want to do the hard work of figuring out on my own. Nothing that has any direct bearing on you.”

      I stared her down. “You're going to do something lawbreaking with them, though, right?”

      She didn't look me in the eye. At all. “Not going to try to, but if I do, I promise I'll keep your name out of it.”

      I sighed. “Fine. This is the deal – you provide me material support, and I'll make sure you end up with what you want when this is all said and done.”

      Her eyebrows inclined slightly. “Deal – provided you're asking me for something I can actually do for you.”

      “Oh, it's all well within your power,” I said.

      “Then we're agreed,” she said, smiling, “now – what do you need from me?”

      I told her.

      She just stared at me for a long moment, eyes a little wide. “Well...okay, then. And also...” She lowered her head, shaking it all the way, “...Shit.”
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      Cassidy had set up in a warehouse just outside of DC, up across the Maryland boundary. It wasn't a bad place, and was in an old industrial district, surrounded on all sides by similar warehouses.

      She was sitting at her multi-screen computer console, the one she seemed to have fabricated and installed in every hideout I'd ever seen her in, and her eyes scanned the screens as I waited just over her shoulder for her to...log off, or zone back into reality, or whatever. It was certainly better than trying to talk to her through her sensory deprivation tank, which was over in the corner, open wide, faint aroma of salt wafting around the room.

      “Sooooooo,” Cassidy said to me, not turning around, “looks like you hit a bit of a wall in your quest to take down your current archfiends in the Network.” She spun to face me, the high-speed clicking of the keyboard keys fading now that she'd taken her hands off. They still sort of echoed in my head, though, such was the ubiquitousness of them when in her presence.

      “I did,” I said. “You see anything about it on the news?”

      “Just Flashforce so far,” Cassidy said. “Which kinda tells you where your chief problem in the press lies, no?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “it's Dave Kory, their CEO/Publisher/Chief Wanker. He's part of the Network.”

      She chuckled. “What a name. 'The Network.' I mean, adding 'The' to it gives it a very supervillainy, beyond-arrogant sort of feel to it. That's kind of a tactical mistake.”

      “Pretty sure that arrogance is a feature, not a bug, when it comes to these guys.”

      Cassidy nodded slowly. “I could see that. I met Chapman, once, when I was in the Harmon White House. Arrogant sums him up pretty well.”

      “Tell me about it,” I muttered, sighing.

      “So...you want to tell me what happened?” Cassidy set her hands in her lap, crossing one skinny leg over the other.

      I eyed her suspiciously. “You're not really the 'girl talk' type, Cassidy. What's up with this...this...” I waved a hand at her vaguely. “...Whatever this is?”

      She shrugged her thin shoulders expansively. “You paid for a service, I'm just trying to play the part I've been cast as. Tech guru-slash-confidant-slash...I don't know what else you had in mind.”

      “Didn't need you just for your tech guru-ness,” I said. “In case you didn't catch it, ArcheGrey is running interference for me on facial recognition.”

      Cassidy cocked her head, smiling slightly. “I noticed. Made me curious – how many other people did you approach for help in this little endeavor of yours? Because to my thinking...it's been pretty long-planned. I mean, you came to me...what? Six months ago? So you've been sitting on this for a while.”

      I nodded lightly. “Yeah.”

      She stared at me, eyes peering into mine, then she spun back to her computer. “Wanna see something? I mean, it's something I'm 80-20 that you already know, but...here, take a look.” She finished tapping the keyboard, and a video sprung up on the main monitor.

      It was an office, surveillance footage from a laptop whose owner clearly hadn't bothered covering his camera with a strip of tape for privacy. Dumb. He was staring at the screen, his broad face wild-eyed, beads of sweat standing out on his forehead.

      “That is Morris Johannsen,” Cassidy said, “editor of the Washington Free Press. And this is during your little soiree at the reflecting pool with that smokey villain. Right after it called him out as part of your supervillain social club.”

      Johannsen stood, shouting at someone in the background. I averted my eyes, listening to his ire rising as his assistant announced a delivery he had to sign for.

      “This is the really good part,” Cassidy said, sounding like she was ready to cook some popcorn and make a night of this.

      There was background noise. More shouting. I ignored it. Then a different sound, more...pathetic.

      “Ooh, he's clutching his chest. Looks like a heart attack from complete overwhelm!” Cassidy said. “But...”

      I looked up, already pretty sure I knew what was coming.

      “Let's take a quick look at that delivery man,” Cassidy purred with glee, “because gosh – the timing on that is suspicious.”

      A tap of the keys, and the camera angle shifted to a bullpen, where, sure enough, a man in a delivery company uniform, shorts, a short-sleeved dress shirt, and a ball cap with corporate logo waited with a bunch of boxes. He looked to be in his sixties or older, but was standing stiff and straight, brim of his cap casting just a little bit of a shadow to cover his eyes.

      “Why, that fellow looks awfully familiar,” Cassidy said, making a show of turning around and putting a finger up to her lips. “And can I just say – oh, how the mighty have fallen?”

      I sighed. “Fine. You figured it out. What do you want – a prize?”

      Cassidy grinned, a ghoulish look on her. “Seriously, though, because I gotta ask – was that conversation super awkward when you enlisted his help? Because I'm imagining it and – it's just delicious. I mean, really...how much wrangling did it take to get your Great-Grandpa Hades to go to New York and kill a guy for you?”
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        Outside Orlando, Florida

        Two Weeks Ago

      

      

      

      “The ratio of men to women is...favorable,” Hades said. “They are older birds, certainly, but they have their charms, you see. And–”

      “And they're the closest thing you'll find to dating someone your age on the planet unless you go interspecies with a Galapagos turtle or something,” I said, staring down my great-grandfather, trying to cut him off in the middle of explaining his dating prospects to me. I mean, I'd asked the polite question of how he was getting along and he'd gone, almost immediately, to this. “I mean, you're living your very own 55+ Shades of Hades down here, huh?”

      He chuckled wryly. “Very clever. But I expect you have embraced age gaps in your dating life as well.”

      “Yeah, my boyfriend was born in the fifties, so there's not a centennial between us,” I said.

      Hades shrugged expansively. “You asked what was going on, this is it. Social activities. Some golf. And...”

      I closed my eyes, which didn't really do much in a dreamwalk. “And working hard at making the already appallingly high number of seniors engaging in sexual activity even higher. Yuck.”

      He got a twinkle in his eyes. “They didn't call me Vlad the Impaler for purely murderous reasons, I will say–”

      I slapped him on the shoulder and he blanched, because when I meant to cause pain in a dreamwalk, there was pain. Still, Hades had suffered in his lifetime, and I didn't go hard on him, so he drew up short with but a stinging grimace. “I didn't summon you into my dreams to talk about – any of this, you old pervert.” I took a breath, composed myself. “I need a favor. One you are uniquely suited to delivering.”

      He raised an eyebrow, then spread his hands out to either side. “I suppose I owe you for sparing my life, so...if it is within my power, I will help you, great-granddaughter. Though I am surprised that you would request my assistance, since, now stripped of my command of Revelen, I have but one skill at disposal, really.”

      I stared at him unflinchingly. “That's the skill I need.”

      “Truly?” He looked pleased, which was a real bummer to me. “You need someone to...die?”

      “Yes. Quietly. Or at least...untraceably.”

      He looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “But of course, Death...I am at your disposal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don't need to call me that, but...great.”

      “Where do I go and who am I expected to kill on your behalf?”

      “His name is Morris Johannsen,” I said, “and he's the editor of the Washington Free Press. And part of a group of scumbags who's been trying to run my life for...well, years.”

      Hades raised an eyebrow. “A poor idea, I say from experience. I assume by the name of his company, he is in Washington?”

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head. “I cannot travel outside the state of Florida, as I think you know...and I need to be close now for my powers to work. Should I leave my assigned boundaries, Persephone will be...displeased. In the worst possible way.”

      “You mean she'll kill your ass.” I hid my smile, but not that well. “Well, good news – I talked to Mimaw before I approached you, and she gives you dispensation to travel to Washington for this. But you're back on a plane right after or, yes, she'll kill your ass.”

      Hades smiled. “Far be it from me to argue with...Mimaw. When is this to take place?”

      “Someone will be in contact with the details,” I said, wrapping it up. I'd already talked to him for long enough, in my estimation. Honestly, after his opening gambit about his sex life, it had been long enough, but I couldn't break things off until I had his agreement on this crucial point.

      “And who is running this clandestine operation while you are under the watchful eye of these people?” Hades asked. “They are watching you, yes? Or am I assuming too much from your comments about them 'running your life' and you choosing this method of contact to reach me?”

      “You're not wrong,” I said, “and yes, someone else is quarterbacking this while I'm...indisposed.”

      He smiled, ever so slightly. “Give your grandmother my love, then.”

      “She sends her disdain,” I said. “Told me to tell you that, exactly.”

      The smile only receded a little, and he nodded, though he would not meet my eyes. “As she should. As well she should.”
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      “Happy now?” I asked, as Cassidy Ellis stared at me, reminding me, in spite of her extreme skinniness, of a fat mosquito parked right on a vein.

      Seriously, she looked ready to explode with glee. “I am...not overawed with your level of planning and involvement on this, but at least...pleased, I think.”

      I stared at her. “Why 'pleased?' You don't have a dog in this fight.”

      Cassidy let out a long, high, cackling laugh. “Oh, I'm emotionally invested. Speaking as one of your former villains, my ego is all-in on not letting you be beaten by anyone else, because so long as you're dominant in this metahuman power struggle–”

      “You got taken out by the best,” I said, nodding, “which makes you...second best?”

      “I had weaknesses,” Cassidy said, turning back to her computer and tapping away feverishly. “You saw them. You exploited them. It was a good move, and I learned a lot from it. I didn't count on the loyalty of your team, and clearly, neither does this Network.”

      “My brother and his crew are not in this,” I said, looking down at the hard concrete floor.

      Cassidy stiffened, but did not turn from the keyboard. “Why not?” Then she made a noise, and I knew she'd gotten it. “The Network operates on standard power axes, using tech, law, media and governmental force against its foes.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “And those are powerful forces, especially for the...shall we say...uninitiated.”

      She gave me a peculiar smile. “You mean people who aren't prepared to live way, way outside the law. Who aren't prepared to be social pariahs, or be on the run, under the radar, without anything to their names? Is that what you mean by 'initiated?'”

      “Yes,” I said. “You've lived on the run and under the radar, like you said. You know the sacrifice.”

      “Not much of a sacrifice.” She turned back to the keyboard. “For me, anyway.”

      “Because you're downright unsociable, Cassidy,” I said. “Which is why I commented on your 'active, empathetic listener' act when I came in.” I stretched my legs. “You might be prepared to live like that, not a friend to call your own, but it gets a little rough on most people. Speaking from experience.”

      “Sure, sure,” she said, “I've read the body of research on the effects of social isolation and alienation. But I have internet friends to, y'know, keep that at bay. And...Eric used to...” Her voice trailed off and she stopped typing for a second. Then she shook her head and got back to it. “Fine, you kept your team of Light Avengers out of the fight. So...” And she turned, smiling at me. “...Does that mean you've got Dark Avengers forming in the shadows?”

      “Comic book references? Have you been hanging out with my brother again?”

      “Just reading his emails and texts. Probably a little sponging effect.”

      “Stop that,” I said. “It's invading his privacy.”

      “I need to know if he decides to make me his mission again,” Cassidy said, tapping away. “Last time I got blindsided by him it cost me a house. And a lot more.” She waved a hand at me. “So what do you need? Right now, I mean?”

      I looked to the corner of the room, where a cot waited, a threadbare blanket folded on it. “Just a place to sleep and lie low for a bit. I'll be out of your hair tomorrow.”

      She stopped typing again, turned to face me. “Seriously? Badass Sienna is going to lay low? Right now?”

      “Better part of valor, blah blah, you know how it goes.”

      “You just got put on the run again, probably re-added to the FBI's Most Wanted list, and your current plan is...hide? That's what you dragged me here for?”

      “That and this lovely, untraceable phone you expertly delivered to me.” I smiled wanly, for I was tired. “I spent last night underground in the presidential bunker, on a couch, and got...maybe three hours? With the China case rolling right into this one, I'm frigging exhausted, Cassidy. I need a safe place to sleep, which, yes, is why I dragged you here. Because there's few people I know smart enough to help me vanish from the grid while allowing me to remain in Washington.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “ArcheGrey could maybe manage it. Your boyfriend could, too.”

      “He's busy. This is my problem to solve. And you're my solution.”

      She twisted her lips while thinking. “Fine. Cot's there for a reason. Don't expect hot breakfast, though. There are limits to my hospitality. I just popped a couple amphetamines so I can get some work done for a client, so I hope the typing doesn't bother you.”

      “I doubt I'll even hear it,” I said, staggering toward the cot. “Oh, and there's another thing – but we'll talk about it tomorrow.”

      “Great,” she said, full of the conviction that it would not, in fact, be great, and not troubling herself to hide it. “Sleep poorly.”

      I gave her a vague wave and barely avoided collapsing onto the cot. I was out within a minute, thinking about the president, and how the Network was sure to do everything in their power to finish the job now that I was out of the way.
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      KORY: She's basically the most famous person on earth. How does she have anywhere left to hide?

      CHALKE: Clearly, this is something she's been planning for a while.

      Chapman drummed fingers against his face. That was true, but no less distressing. Their plans had been predicated on the idea that Sienna Nealon had no idea who was manipulating her. To find out that this was not the case, that the most powerful woman on the planet had known about them, at least to some extent...

      Well, it was worrying.

      CHAPMAN: I'm heading back to my HQ, which has specific meta-protective measures available. I've got workmen double checking the temperature protections to be certain my office, at least, can handle her new subzero powers. It theoretically can, and if it passes muster I'll be holing up there for the foreseeable future. There are also...other ideas I'm exploring to counteract her.

      KORY: Like hiring metahuman bodyguards?

      CHAPMAN: Yes. But also...

      He debated spilling the beans on that last idea, and ultimately – what the hell?

      CHAPMAN: I've procured the metahuman serums, and will be taking all three when I get home. The standard power serum, the booster, and the...I don't know what to call the last one, but it unlocks powers tangentially related to the one the standard serum unlocks. They're all quite rare, but obviously, in this case, I feel they're worth it.

      CHALKE: I like that idea. Wish I could get my hands on some, but I don't think the bureau has managed to seize any.

      KORY: It's like a designer drug. I've heard of the base serum being found out in the wild, but the other two? Wow. You must have some high-end connections.

      Chapman just smiled. Of course he did.

      CHALKE: Since I'm not in a position to protect myself in that way, I've had to find alternate means of safety. Which is to say I'm not going home anytime soon. Would recommend the same for all of you.

      KORY: I'm about to get on a plane to the US Virgin Islands, so I'm all on board for that. You won't see my ass back in the continental US again until this is over.

      BYRD: lol no way guys im going live again shortly 4 2nd show of the nite gonna be boocoupe ratings got special guests and everything will be reporting on the sienna stuff all the way

      Chapman stared at Byrd's knuckleheaded typing. Well, as long as he was getting the word out. Him dying to Nealon because he wouldn't listen to reason seemed like a small price to pay, really. And maybe they could even spin his death to their benefit. Probably.

      “Hey, boss?” Devin popped up in the corner of his screen. “Got a couple things for you.”

      Chapman put down the phone. “What's up?”

      “The facial recognition thing? The blocker?”

      “What about it?” Chapman frowned.

      “Unbreakable,” Devin announced. “Also, it's got a signature on it – subtle, but it's there. It's pure ArcheGrey1819 product.”

      Chapman's frown grew deeper. “How did Nealon get ahold of ArcheGrey? Never mind.” He shook his head. “Figure it out if you can, don't spend too much time on it if you can't.” Everyone in the coding community knew ArcheGrey. Legendary hacker. If ArcheGrey had tailored that facial recognition block, it was safe bet that Devin was right, that there was zero chance of tracking her across the world's camera systems now that it was in place.

      Shit. That was a crucial avenue closed off.

      “Anything else?” he asked.

      “Not for now,” Devin said. “She's off grid, or at least we're not finding her. Big surprise with that arrow in her quiver, amirite?”

      “Yeah.” Chapman glanced at his phone. “Ping me if you get anything else.” And he shut Devin off, turning his attention back to the Escapade app.

      BYRD: can we tlk abt julie b for a min?? cuz i want 2 relly hit her hard 2nite on my 2nd edition show

      KORY: I've got contact with the Washington Free Press reporter that Johannsen had following her, and I put a private eye on her. She's checked into a hotel in the Washington area. Her second, because the first – get this, cuz it's funny – she got her credit card declined. My PI got close enough to overhear her phone conversation and it sounds like it was her husband denying her money to check-in! Because they're broke or he's just pissed at her! LOL.

      CHALKE: So someone got kicked out of their own house? Hilarious. Kids aren't with her?

      KORY: Nope! They're at home, with the hubs. Domestic non-bliss, thy name is Julie!

      BYRD: perfect deffo gunna lead w/ that 2nite

      Chapman smiled at that. So Julie Blair had gotten kicked out of her own house by her angry husband? That was some exercise of power. How was she doing, he wondered, under all that pressure?

      Well, there was one way to find out.

      He slipped into the Socialite system, shortcutting his way back to her profile. Ah, there she was, online even now via both laptop and phone. He pulled up both, activating the cameras and mics, and setting up his screen so he could see her timeline. See what she was seeing as she scrolled.

      Her face was so bland, such a Plain Jane. Her eye makeup was utterly ruined, globbing and smeared, and the eyes themselves were hopelessly red. She sniffled and he caught it on the mic, and he watched her scroll down the timeline.

      CHAPMAN: I've got visual on her. Anyone want to see? She looks PATHETIC.

      KORY: Oh, hell, yes, I want to see the misery we've caused. I am here for this content.

      BYRD: 2nd-ed

      CHALKE: LOL, yes. Give me a sec to get my pizza and I am IN.

      Chapman smiled and dropped a link into the Escapade app straight to a private server, then mirrored his screen to it. In a day filled with setbacks, this was something they could rally around – a small victory in an otherwise crowded field of punishing defeats.
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      She sniffled again, because she couldn't help it.

      Scrolling her Socialite timeline to see pictures of her friends with their kids, having fun, living life, talking about promotions, job achievements, their wonderful husbands and vacations–

      It was like a knife straight to Julie's heart right now, a pain she couldn't deflect. She let out another mewling sob, and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her bathrobe. It was a cheap one, because the hotel she was staying in was a more budget-conscious choice.

      The hotel should have been nice; would have been, once. It was nine, ten stories, on the outskirts of DC, with a balcony and minibar. She'd hit the latter hard, and was now considering going out onto the former, but stayed firmly rooted to her bed instead, sobbing and scrolling, trying to find something – anything – that could make her feel better.
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      CHAPMAN: I have an idea. Should we make things worse?

      He sat back after typing it, smiling devilishly to himself. Chase was the only person in the passenger compartment of the jet that was anywhere close to him; his assistants were all sleeping up front. Chase was nodding off, but cracked an eyelid and looked at him with a thin slit of white punctuated by a pupil. “It's fine, get some sleep,” he said, and she promptly closed the eye.

      KORY: Does the Pope shit in the woods?

      BYRD: oh yeh gimme some NEWS to report lol

      FLANAGAN: How do we make things worse?

      Chapman just smiled, opening another window on his screen which was immediately reflected on the share his was doing with them.

      CHAPMAN: A few years ago we ran a little experiment on the Socialite timeline. To put it succinctly: we inundated people with bad news items – bad news – and then monitored their own posts, having psychologists perform an analysis of their mental state from what they posted. We found, basically...we can actually depress people if we want.

      KORY: Surprising absolutely no one who's ever watched the news, lol.

      Chapman rolled his eyes. “Of course you'd go to that, Kory. You simpleton.”

      CHAPMAN: It's a little more complex than that. So, anyway, in the vein of this, I authorized a second experiment to dial in the results a little closer, shall we say.

      KORY: How so?

      CHAPMAN: Well, the new experiment takes advantage of our access to their camera and the facial recognition program – you know, the one we've been running on Nealon? We impose this new program that goes beyond feature analysis into an AI we scripted to analyze emotions. Watch this.

      He activated the script on the video of Julie Blair's live feed from her camera, and it took a moment to load before it popped up with a result at the bottom of the screen in red letters:

      
        
        Angst 84%

        Sadness 13%

        Other 2%

      

      

      KORY: Lol, “other?” Also it doesn't add up to 100.

      CHAPMAN: It's not perfect. Just a tool. Watch this.

      Chapman pulled up the Flashforce home page, and didn't even have to hit the search bar. There, on the front page, in big letters, just below the latest Sienna Nealon story, was a headline that blared:

      
        
        WHITE HOUSE SCANDAL WIDENS AS AIDE BLAIR FALLS UNDER FBI INVESTIGATION

      

      

      With a simple point-click-copy, he took the story and dropped it right into the Socialite interface, his behind-the-screen access to Julie Blair's timeline. Then he waited.

      Her scroll stopped abruptly as the article came up, and she made a soft, hiccuping noise as she stared at it.

      KORY: LOL DEVASTATING!

      BYRD: lol direct hit lol

      Chapman glanced at the facial analysis as the numbers changed in real time.

      
        
        Angst 64%

        Sadness 35%

        Other 1%

      

      

      He smiled, then clicked back to Flashforce. Maybe there was another article he could drop in to really crank those sadness numbers up...
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      INFIDELITY ACCUSATIONS PAINT PICTURE OF TROUBLED LIFE FOR WHITE HOUSE AIDE UNDER SUSPICION OF ALCOHOLISM, MALFEASANCE

      Her eyes burned as Julie read the headline, fresh tears welling in her eyes.

      God, her kids were going to read this someday. The internet was forever, after all.

      What would that even feel like for them? To see their mother's name attached to words like “alcoholic,” and “FBI investigation?”

      She bowed her head, taking her eyes off the screen for a moment.

      Ding!

      Julie looked down; her phone had gone off with a news alert. She picked it up to look–

      
        
        NEW ACCUSATIONS SURFACE AGAINST EMBATTLED WHITE HOUSE AIDE BLAIR AS SCANDAL DEEPENS TO INCLUDE CRIMINAL ACCUSATIONS, CONGRESSIONAL SUBPOENAS

      

      

      Another popped up – another Socialite alert, no less! A second later.

      
        
        EMBATTLED WHITE HOUSE AIDE BLAIR KICKED OUT OF HOUSE BY HUSBAND - “HE'S FILING FOR DIVORCE AND FULL CUSTODY,” HUSBAND'S ATTORNEY SAYS

      

      

      “Ohmigod,” Julie gasped, and it came out sounding so piteous.

      How could this have happened? She didn't do...anything.

      But she'd called friends, looking for a place to stay after Dom had kicked her out and...nothing. No one would even answer her call. Or call her back. And it had been...hours.

      And she had no money to speak of. Dom had pulled that rug out from under her, too. She wanted to be mad that he'd apparently found enough money to hire a lawyer, but...

      How could she? All these things that were happening...it was a straight deluge of stories, of raw, terrible, shocking stories. If they'd happened to anyone else, and she'd been a watcher observing from outside as someone went down a torrent of hate like this, what would she think?

      She didn't even have to ponder it. There was so much smoke over her, how could she blame anyone for thinking there might be a fire? Even Dom. Once-loyal Dom, even he'd lost all trust in her.

      Julie buried her face in her hands for a minute, just letting the sobs come. “I'm ruined,” she whispered.

      Because there was not a soul on earth who could possibly understand what she was going through right now. If her own husband and kids wouldn't stand beside her in this...

      Well, really...who else was there?
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        Sadness 86%

        Angst 13%

        Other 1%

      

      

      KORY: LOL what happens if you get sadness to 99%? Does it give you a prize?

      Chapman had an idea about what it would mean if they got it to that level, but he didn't want to say just yet. Already, his manipulation had been so effective, he was almost surprised. But, hey, it shouldn't have been surprising. Socialite's news feed was a trusted source, and Julie Blair was clearly vulnerable.

      BYRD: lol give her another push and see what happens

      Chapman smirked. Of course he was going to, but he had to be careful about how. He'd already summoned two breaking news alerts to her phone when she stopped scrolling her news feed, so he needed to back off on that.

      No, the next attack had to be more subtle. Less...personal. She needed to connect some dots.

      Chapman hit the 'net, and went searching. It only took a second, and then he dumped the link into her feed, and waited to see if she'd bite, start scrolling again.

      She sobbed a few times, and then...she did.

      The article pulled right up, headline plastered right across the center of her screen.

      
        
        “I JUST WANTED IT ALL TO BE OVER,” SAID HOLLYWOOD STARLET'S SUICIDE NOTE, “AND NOW IT WILL BE.”

      

      

      KORY: OHHHHHH masterstroke!

      BYRD: super subtle lol

      Chapman watched as Julie Blair blinked her stupid, tear-filled doe eyes at the screen. “Come on, you little bitch,” he whispered. “Do it.” He was already searching for the next article.

      Turned out...he didn't need it.

      Because Julie Blair sobbed one more time, fresh tears rolling down her cheeks, and she put her computer down on the table in front of her. The camera gave Jaime a perfect floor-to-ceiling view of curtains, which Julie promptly walked over to, and pulled apart, revealing–

      Ah, yes. A hotel balcony.

      CHAPMAN: What floor is she on?

      KORY: The 10th.

      He smiled. If this worked...it'd solve all Julie Blair's problems, and be a nice little thing to have in his toolbox for the future.

      She unlocked the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the balcony. He checked the GPS on her phone; yep, she'd carried it out with her. So if he needed to give her a last push...

      He didn't. She opened the notepad on the phone, and he watched her compose her last words.

      
        
        I'm sorry for all of this. Sorry it all happened. Sorry I wasn't good enough for anyone to believe me.

      

      

      KORY: LOL YESSSS SHE'S DOING IT

      BYRD: lolololol

      
        
        I wish I'd been a better, stronger person, but I'm not. I can't handle what life has thrown at me. Don't even know where to start.

      

      

      Chapman sat forward, watching with eager eyes. Yes, yes, yes...

      
        
        I'm sorry to my family for the shame I brought on them. Sorry to my babies that they'll have to read all about me in the future. Sorry for all the things they'll have to see.

      

      

      KORY: Come on, you dumb bitch! It's not an essay contest!

      BYRD: 1st prize lol

      
        
        And to Dom...I'm sorry...

        For everything.

      

      

      Then she dropped her phone gently onto the concrete floor, and Jaime watched through the laptop's camera as she climbed over the railing, on shuddering legs, and held onto it, dangling over the distant skyline of Washington DC.
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      She stood there, hanging on the outside of the balcony rail, feeling the cool night air on her face, chilling the trails of tears that had cut their way down her cheeks.

      It was better this way, wasn't it? No one would miss her now, no one would be sad she was gone. Maybe Dom would find a new wife, someone better, sweeter, less of a workaholic, more...worthy. He could marry her, and maybe her kids wouldn't even think of her as their mom anymore, at least until they were adults and could handle the horrible truth about what a failure and rotten person she was.

      Everyone said it was so...so it must have been true.

      She dangled there, on the edge, just for a moment–

      Then she let go, and started her long plunge to the street below.
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      KORY: YESSSSSSSS! TOUCHDOWN!

      Chapman had pulled up the cameras on the street below and yes, indeed, a long-haired female body came crashing down into the street just a second later, smashing into the pavement with brutal, life-ending force.

      BYRD: u guys we did it lol now THAT is gonna be news 2nite going live in minutes gunna lead w/ this

      Chapman sat back in the plush airplane seat, taking a deep breath as he glanced around the quiet, darkened cabin. Man, he felt spent. Hell, he almost felt like he needed a cigarette after that. The Julie Blair business was a triumph, and they should celebrate its successful end.

      But there was still work to be done.

      CHAPMAN: Okay, well, that's one thing scratched off the list. Still two to go, though.

      BYRD: yep nealon and el presidente what next

      Chapman smiled. It was becoming a habit, and there really was some relief in scoring even such a small victory as they just had. It almost restored his faith that yes, the Network could accomplish something big.

      CHAPMAN: Gondry next. And I've already got things lined up to make it happen...
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      I got off my bunk and wobbled over behind Cassidy, who was humming along to whatever the hell she was listening to in her ear buds. It sounded metal, but wasn't turned up loud enough that I could hear anything.

      She did a double take when I got close, either sensing the vibrations of my footsteps or my movement. Which was fine, because I would have preferred she see me coming rather than surprising the hell out of her.

      “Sleep well?” she asked, her music stopping abruptly as I got close.

      “No.”

      She shrugged. “Not my fault.” She had about five different things going on the screens in front of her, one of which was a live feed of NNC network, with a header touting that Chris Byrd was going to go LIVE! WITH A SECOND SHOW TONIGHT! IN MINUTES! Cassidy caught me looking, and smiled. “Want to hear what he has to say about you?”

      I stifled a yawn as I checked my phone for the time. “Sure, why not?”

      She nudged the volume up, and the sound of Byrd's theme music began to play over some really high-quality speakers. I always knew Cassidy went first class – or at least she had since she'd taken my advice about using her brains to get wealthy – but I was at least a little surprised by the rich sound playing out of her display. I did not voice this to her, though, because she appeared to be working on coding something on the farthest left screen on her display while pausing every now and again to pull up and skim a news item from Flashforce on the next screen, while referring to instructions for something on the center one. I had no idea what was going on with the rest of the screens at first, because they were blurry; it took me a moment to realize they were security cameras around the warehouse and that one had a display of sensors on the doors and windows of the place.

      “Good evening,” Byrd said in his usual, so-serious manner. “I'm coming back to you live tonight with a second show because this evening has been just packed with events. I'm going to have an update on breaking news regarding Sienna Nealon with analysis from our expert panel in just a few moments, but first, I want to lead with the biggest news of the night–”
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        Chris Byrd

      

      

      

      “–I'm referring, of course, to the unfolding scandal with White House Communications aide Julie Blair at its center.”

      The lights were on Chris Byrd, warm on his makeup-padded face. He kept the resolute look on his ruggedly handsome features – that's what fans called them – and maintained his absolute gravitas as he launched into this incredible story he was about to break.

      He had to keep the smile inside. No chance of letting it leak out. This was a solemn occasion. Great news, sure, but it had to be presented in the right way. With the right amount of empathy.

      After all, Julie Blair was dead. He couldn't crow about it or he'd look like a total asshole.

      “There are new developments tonight in this saga, which of course we've done our best to keep you informed of,” Chris looked into the camera with the glowing red light. Broadcasting was like second nature to him at this point, and following the light from camera to camera was easy once you knew what to do. He liked doing it this way, felt it gave him a personal connection to his viewers, let him convey warmth–

      –something Julie Blair wasn't going to feel ever again–

      Chris froze. Where had that come from?

      He stumbled, paused, let the dead air hang for a moment while he composed himself. “We've been working on a story all night,” he said, trying to pick up smoothly where he'd just tripped over his own words, “with the DC Metro police. Our sources have told us that earlier tonight, as reported by other outlets–” Hell if he'd give that choad Kory or his webzine Flashforce credit for beating him to press, “–that Julie Blair checked into a hotel on the outskirts of DC. A few hours later, police were summoned to that location to respond to reports of a woman who leapt from the top of the hotel–”

      –she was someone's wife, someone's mom, and now she's splattered on the pavement–

      Chris stared at the red light, feeling like it was a demon eye, pure fire, looking into his soul and finding...

      He swallowed, gulped, realized he'd just stopped again, leaving dead air, the camera fixed on his speechless, handsome, mien. “–Sorry, this is a...a sensitive subject. Reports that the jumper...was a woman...fitting Julie Blair's description...” His mouth felt so dry. “...That...she came down...in front of Blair's hotel room...”

      The lights were so bright, shining at him. That red light...

      –someone's mother, arms that will never wrap around her babies again–

      The thoughts just slammed into Byrd, one after another, feelings washing along with the imagery so strong and fierce–

      He touched his face; there were tears streaming down his cheeks.

      Chris Byrd was crying.

      On air.

      “I'm sorry,” he gasped, as it all broke loose. “I – I helped kill her. We – the Network – we helped kill her. Watched her...go right up to the edge, watched her break, watched her feelings overwhelm – Dave Kory and I did it, wrote all these pieces about her, all total bullshit, about how she was being investigated – Morris Johannsen, too. We flooded the zone with coverage, and she saw it all – all of it, couldn't deal because – who could, really? And she just...” He made a fruitless gesture with his hand, mimicking a leap. “I killed her. We...killed her.”

      He shoved back from the table, that red light still pitilessly on him, the lights so hot they felt like they were causing him to smoke under the collar. “I'm sorry – I'm sorry – I just can't–”

      “Chris, what are you–” His producer's voice broke through the gripping, unstoppable melancholy that had washed over him. Chris shoved past his producer, barely taking note of him, or of the first guest in the panel, waiting just behind him. “Chris, wait!” the producer called after him. “Where are you–”

      But Chris didn't care. He'd killed that poor woman. The Network had. The darkened studio blurred around him as Chris staggered for the nearest glowing EXIT sign. He had to get out of here, the guilt was choking him, emotions like a hammer weight in his head, in his heart, overwhelming in a way he'd never felt before–

      “What...what the hell was that all about?” he heard his producer ask as Chris staggered, uncertainly, toward the exit.

      He heard his guest's answer. So calm. So reserved. Just what he'd always come to expect of the man. “It was like he couldn't control his emotions.” A small clucking noise. Disappointment?

      Chris didn't have time to ponder it. He pushed into the hallway, determined to get out of here, out from under these hot lamps, these cameras, somewhere that the red eye of the judging public wasn't on him, somewhere he could find absolution from his secret shame. He let the door close behind him, and seconds later, he'd already almost forgotten former Senator Robb Foreman's response to his producer.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      Cassidy tore her eyes off Chris Byrd's on-screen meltdown and looked at me suspiciously. “What the hell was that?”

      I stared back with complete innocence. “...What?”

      She turned back to the screen with the Chris Byrd show on it – now gone to commercial – then started typing. A search result came up on the next screen over, and two clicks later Cassidy let out a crow of triumph. “Ah ha!”

      I could read the screen fine, but didn't react other than to ask, “What?” Then pretended to study my nails, which were in terrible shape, as always.

      “Byrd's guest list for tonight's second show,” Cassidy said, “includes the former senator from Tennessee, Robb Foreman.” She turned to look at me, narrow cat's eyes of amusement. “Say...didn't you work with him during the war?”

      “I might have.”

      A little smile spread across her lips. “President Harmon mentioned something interesting to me about him at one point, in passing.”

      “Oh?”

      “It seems he thought Foreman was an empath,” Cassidy said. “That he could read emotions, even...push people, emotionally.”

      “Is that so?”

      “When was the last time you saw Senator Foreman?” Cassidy asked.

      “Oh, a few months ago,” I said airily, “when I was in Tennessee.”

      Cassidy chuckled, turning back to her screens. “Deviouser and deviouser, Nealon. I love it.”

      “I'm sure I have absolutely no idea what you're talking about.”

      “Oh, I'm sure, too.” Cassidy perched over her keyboard, typing something else so fast I couldn't possibly have hoped to tell what it was. “So...you wanna talk about your exit earlier?” She pointed at the security schematic of the warehouse. “I have a sensor on the rooftop hatch.”

      “I admire your paranoia,” I said, “but it's a ladder to the roof and as I'm sure you can confirm, I was gone for all of five minutes. The only thing that happened was I got some air, because it's stuffy as hell in here.”

      “Mmhm,” Cassidy said, turning back to the screens. “I like humidity. Byproduct of the aquatic tank life.”

      “You and Scott Byerly would get along great.”

      “Doubt it,” she said, focusing on...well, whatever she was doing. “Knew I should have installed cameras on the roof. You were gone for four minutes and thirty-eight seconds. That's an eternity for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We're on the outskirts of DC. Not sure where you think I could have gone in that time, even with my new super special ice sled powers, but I promise you it's not far.”

      She looked at me suspiciously, but finally relaxed, shrugging. “That tracks. So...you just destroyed Chris Byrd, it looks like.” That hint of a mischievous grin returned. “What now? You going to take the fight to the Network?”

      I yawned. “Right now I'm going back to sleep. Wake me if anything else cool happens.”

      “Very disappointing!” Cassidy called after me as I made my way back to the cot and collapsed.

      “Stay tuned.” I set the alarm on my phone and buried my face in a rough pillow as the frame squeaked beneath me. “It ain't over yet.”
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        Chapman

      

      

      

      CHAPMAN: WHAT THE ACTUAL EFF WAS THAT?!

      KORY: Shit, you guys. Or maybe I should say “u guys” since we're talking about Byrd.

      FLANAGAN: Lol.

      CHALKE: Lol.

      FLANAGAN: Jinx.

      Chapman slammed a hand against the limo armrest. He'd transferred to the car right about the time Byrd's little confession had started trending on Socialite. Sure, he hadn't liked the douche, but come on! He was one of them.

      CHAPMAN: Not sure I'd be laughing if I were you, Kory. You just got called out by name.

      KORY: WHAT?! I'm on a plane, I didn't *see* him break down! HE ACTUALLY NAMED ME?!

      CHAPMAN: Oh, yeah. Called you right out.

      KORY: SHIIIIIIIIT.

      CHAPMAN: Yeah, I'd keep my head down if I were you. Wherever you're going.

      Chapman slammed his hand down again, and Chase looked at him with cool eyes. “Problem, boss?” she asked.

      “Nothing Veronika can't solve – hopefully.” He turned back to his phone.

      CHAPMAN: Now we're down to four of us. Four. Our numbers are cut nearly in half.

      FLANAGAN: But we're moving forward on the Gondry thing now. How's that going?

      Chapman sighed. He hadn't checked in on it lately, and probably should. He opened his video calling app – an encrypted one he'd designed, and which he'd installed on Veronika's phone. He could delete it from her phone at a distance, a neat little quirk of the program.

      The video call went straight through, and he found himself looking at Veronika's cool, unimpressed, irony-laced features. “'Sup, boss?” she asked.

      “How's it going?”

      She shrugged, and he could barely see it in frame. “Fine. Phinneus's friends showed up. We're doing a little chitchat, a little planning. Ready to move shortly.”

      “How long will it take?” Chapman asked. The sooner they could get this done, the better.

      “Not long, I'm told,” Veronika said. “We've got the key players Phinneus promised, and it's lucky he knew these guys, because...well, they're key. We should be in by morning. Assuming they don't see us coming...”

      “I'll make sure they don't,” Chapman said. “I'll hit the White House with a DDoS attack on the scale of a nation state. Their entire security infrastructure will go down.”

      She nodded. “They'll scramble everything if you do. Post snipers, cover every corner – nothing will get into that building, and if one of the guards sneeze, five others will be wiping his nose before he can draw his next breath.”

      “Good,” Chapman said. “Nealon's already locked out. This will clear the way for you to do your business, uninterrupted.”

      “Yep,” Veronika said, a poison-laced smile appearing on her features. “Sounds good. We're starting in a few minutes.”

      “Get to it,” Chapman said, “and let me know when it's done. But Veronika? Cover your tracks.”

      “Always do,” she said, and saluted him before signing off.

      He looked at the Escapade app; the conversation was quiet except for about ten lines of Kory spazzing out. He skimmed them, rolled his eyes, then dove right back in with his own agenda, ignoring that bullshit.

      CHAPMAN: We're on track. Tomorrow morning.

      KORY: Okay, but I'm a little concerned about MY NAME being out there on this!

      Chapman rolled his eyes, sighed. Figured this little human zit was going to throw a fit over something he'd teased Johannsen about...what? Earlier today? Chapman shook his head. The weariness was setting in.

      CHAPMAN: It's just an accusation. You'll fight your way out of it in your own element – the press. It's not like there's clear evidence that ties you to anything, even Julie Blair's suicide. She jumped off the balcony her own damned self, you weren't there pushing her, so...don't be such a little bitch. Have a valium and calm down. We have more pressing issues to deal with.

      FLANAGAN: Nealon?

      CHALKE: Nealon.

      CHAPMAN: Yes, Nealon.

      He started to toss an idea, start the ball rolling on brainstorming what to do with her, but Devin pinged through and he pulled it up on his phone. “Heyyyy,” Devin drawled. “Sorry to bug you, but I sealed off Byrd's Escapade app. Working on a functionality to reach out and delete them off the phones of your fallen comrades, I think I've got it. Anyway, Byrd's is now erased, but Johannsen and Bilson? They'll have to be powered up to delete, but it should happen if anyone turns them on again.”

      “Good, but you didn't have to video chat for that–”

      Devin's face scrunched. “I'm not. There's, uh...something I think you should know about. Hitting screenshare.”

      The box to accept came up and Chapman took it. A second later, a photo began to load – a big one, HD, and the network was chugging trying to get it onto his phone. It started to load, entirely too slow for Jaime's patience – but it started to appear at the top, slowly painting its way down the page, like a poster being unrolled.

      It was dark, night. There was something in the darkness at the top – tree branches, he realized. A thin element running vertically, like a line – a rope!

      The photo took ten, fifteen seconds to load, and every one of them felt like a game of Pictionary or charades until it was about halfway done, and the line of the rope ended in a...

      A noose. It was a noose.

      And the face, shadowed and dark, held inside the noose...

      “That's Chris Byrd,” Jaime realized, sitting back with some shock.

      “This was taken in a park in DC,” Devin said. “Showed up on Socialite a few minutes ago. Police are on the scene, but...yeah, he's dead.”

      Chapman just stared at the blank, shadowed features of the newscaster. “How...?” He shook his head, trying to get the image out of it. “Killed himself. I'd call him a coward, but he probably did me a favor.”

      “Yeah, I kinda thought maybe it was something like that, which is why I brought it to you,” Devin said. Clever Devin. He knew a little too much, it seemed. “But...there's something else...”

      Chapman straightened, waiting. “Yes?”

      “There are no cameras in this part of the park,” Devin said, hesitating. “And I viewed the footage of Byrd running that way – it seemed normal enough, except for one thing.”

      “Which is...?”

      Devin cringed. “He didn't have a rope.”

      Chapman blinked a few times, gears spinning in his mind. “She killed him.”

      “Not the she you're thinking of,” Devin said, “or at least...not exactly. Because I pulled the footage, and Sienna Nealon? Nowhere in it. But...” And he paused for a second, pulling something else up on his screen – the facial recognition software, Jaime realized as it popped up on his phone's screenshare. “Remember that EMT that saved her in New York?”

      Chapman nodded. “The one that showed up as her rideshare driver the night Bilson was killed. It was him?”

      Devin shook his pudgy head. “No, but look at the other EMT with him.” The picture appeared again, and Chapman zoomed in on the female EMT. Her age was tough to tell from a grainy photo. “Then look at this lady at the scene tonight that facial recognition flagged for me when I ran it over the footage.”

      Another picture appeared, and there she was, a woman somewhat like the EMT. Chapman wasn't great with faces, but the software popped up with a helpful, instructive red text: 67% MATCH.

      “Photo quality is poor on both shots,” Devin said, “otherwise we might be able to be a little more decisive about it, but I think...I think that's the same lady.”

      “It is,” Chapman said, gutturally, a scratchy hoarseness in his throat. “She's wrapping up all the loose ends tonight.”

      Devin nodded. “Settling all the family business.”

      Chapman wrinkled his nose. “...What?”

      Devin stared back at him blankly. “What?”

      “You've never seen The Godfather?” Chase asked, staring at him over the phone. He'd forgotten she could hear every word he was saying to Devin.

      “I'm twenty-eight,” Chapman said. “I wasn't even born when it came out.” He turned his attention back to Devin. “That's good enough evidence for me. Nealon's coming for – well, everyone, it looks like.” He drew another hard breath. “Thank you for this, Devin.” And he unceremoniously cut him off without a chance to reply.

      Chase shifted in her seat into a more aggressive, leaned-forward posture. “She's really coming for you?”

      “At some point, yeah, I think so,” Chapman said, turning his attention back to his phone. He pinged two people in ten seconds, checking preparations – security, to be sure the additional anti-meta security measures were in place, then his assistants at HQ, to make sure the designer drugs he'd ordered had been dropped off properly, and finally he skipped back to the Escapade app to deliver the news.

      CHAPMAN: Nealon had one of her people “suicide” Byrd in a DC park. It's with the news agencies now, someone found him swinging from a tree.

      KORY: WHAT?!

      FLANAGAN: whoa

      CHALKE: ?

      CHAPMAN: I have video footage and facial recognition of her accomplice in this, though. Matches to an EMT that helped save Nealon's life back in New York before her Silicon Valley adventure.

      Chapman thought about it a moment. That was the case that had brought her across his path, in the flesh, for the first time. Interesting timing.

      CHAPMAN: She's clearly coming for all of us. You're in a safe place, Chalke?

      CHALKE: Safe and sound.

      FLANAGAN: I'm hiding.

      KORY: Shit, you guys, I'm on a plane and will be for hours yet.

      Chapman chuckled. Look at Kory freaking out when he was probably in the safest position of all of them.

      CHAPMAN: Wouldn't worry about it. It's not like she can fly anymore, idiot. You're fine.

      But something about that nagged him; after all, if Nealon had managed to hang Byrd from a tree and make it look like an accident, was it out of the realm of possibility that she had a friend who could fly...?

      There was no time for that now, though. They had to take action.

      CHAPMAN: The Gondry operation is proceeding and will hit sometime before dawn. That'll be the end of his presidency, and one obstacle out of our way.

      KORY: Forgive me for not being more ecstatic about achieving our long-term goals when SHORT TERM THIS BITCH IS TRYING TO KILL US ALL.

      Chapman suppressed a chuckle. He was feeling pretty confident in his own plans for staving off Nealon's advances. She couldn't be in California yet, after all, and he'd be back to the office in five minutes. Empowered – well, hopefully – shortly after, and at the least in lockdown behind his state of the art, anti-metahuman defenses until they took hold. Multiple lines of defense, prepared to resist even an all-out assault by her. Which...

      Her moves had been subtle thus far. Deniable. She was keeping this a secret war. “She doesn't want to go back to being an outlaw,” Chapman muttered to himself.

      “Who would?” Chase asked, adding nothing to the conversation. Since his life was in her hands, though, he didn't chastise her, just mentally wrote off her dumb opinion.

      CHAPMAN: I agree. Nealon's threat is considerable, since she appears to have taken out three of our comrades thus far. Our next move must be unpredictable.

      KORY: Like what?! We've sent the best against her. Others have tried to kill her. Nothing is working, Jaime! She's a damned unkillable juggernaut, and this beast we thought we had on a leash all year? AIN'T! AND WE CAN'T SEEM TO KILL HER!

      KORY: Sorry I'm just scared shitless right now because I'm probably next.

      CHALKE: Not a bad reason to be scared shitless. I understand completely.

      FLANAGAN: You think she knows who I am?

      CHAPMAN: She definitely knows who I am, so most of us are in the same boat at this point. We need to do something bold. Something to get her eyes off us.

      KORY: Dude. She killed our political operative, so we've got no leverage in that arena. Two thirds of our press power is dead, and I'm exposed, so anything I put out – assuming I can get my newsroom to cooperate while I'm operating at a distance – is bound to be questionable. I know you own the tech sector and Chalke and Flanagan have law enforcement and legal going, but seriously...she's already had the whole government turned against her and she's still out there, dodging, ducking, dipping, diving, and dodging...so...?

      CHALKE: You said “dodging” twice.

      FLANAGAN: Lol it's a movie quote. Dodgeball.

      Leave it to the FBI Director to miss a movie reference.

      CHAPMAN: Look, I have no particular bandwidth to deal with this right now. In my view, we mobilize everything we can against her, and then, once the deed is done with Gondry, we throw blame at her with everything we have left. Maybe it muddies the waters, maybe it doesn't, but for now – run and hide is the best solution, while we work on others.

      “And prepare yourself for a fight,” Chapman muttered to himself.

      “Oh, I am,” Chase said, with a particular hardness.

      He glanced up at her. “Sienna Nealon's going to come for me. How do I stop her? Preferably before she even hits the state line of California?”

      Chase gave it a moment's thought. “She can't see it coming, whatever it is. It needs to hit her right in the blind side. If she's on the offensive right now, you need to get her in a defensive mode.”

      Chapman pursed his lips. “And how would you do that?”

      Chase hesitated. “There's no...easy way, exactly.”

      Chapman caught it. “But there is a way.”

      Chase nodded slowly. “Her...family, as it were. Brother, his crew up at their agency. Sienna cares about those people.” Her face darkened. “At least the ones that are left.”

      Chapman nodded. “But if I hit them in some way...how do I keep it from just enraging her, getting her to want to come at me harder?”

      She shrugged. “The only way I can think of is if you have something over them that will keep her back.”

      “Like a dog on a chain?” Chapman smiled at that image. Fitting. She was a bitch, after all.

      “Exactly. But it better be something big. Something she'd fear to have hitting them. Because if you just kill them, or put a threat of death over them...”

      He nodded slowly. “She'll come at me like a meteor streaking out of the sky. Yes. I know exactly what you mean.” And he turned back to the phone.

      CHAPMAN: Okay, I've got it.

      FLANAGAN: ?

      CHALKE: Got what?

      This is what he was here for, Chapman realized. The reason why he was top of the world and all these other losers were gutter-players.

      CHAPMAN: A way to immobilize Nealon. It's simpler than I imagined, too – we just run the same play we did on her, the one we perfected on Julie Blair – on all the members of her so-called family at her agency up in Minnesota.
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        Veronika

      

      

      

      This was the team.

      Veronika looked around the semi-circle in the warehouse at the faces assembled before her. Three men, three women, including her.

      Not a friendly face among them.

      “I'd say let's go around the circle and introduce ourselves,” she said, arms folded in front of her chest, as much from the chill of this old warehouse as from the thought of what they were about to unleash, “but I think we'd probably all like some anonymity, amirite?

      The biggest among them grunted, drowning out all other replies. He was already anonymous, his face covered in sleek metal that distorted his features, made him appear...statuesque, in the worst way. His cheeks, his nose, all covered in shining steel, his bald head glinting in the overhead lights.

      His name was Chris Silva, but she'd already taken to calling him Shinyman. He didn't do much talking.

      “You know what I want?” The calm drawl of the Southerner in the trench coat, his fetching smile buried between the two parted sides of his upturned collar. That clothing item was waaaaay out of place in the DC summer heat, but the guy was wearing it nonetheless, and his hair was perfect, not a strand out of place. Veronika wasn't typically much into the males of the species, but for him...she might have made an exception. Once, at least.

      He was Taylor Wilkerson, but to her...just handsome. Also, an Achilles. She was already thinking of him as Impervious. To taunts, goads, and whatever the hell else hit him, like tank shells before this was over, probably. A human bulldozer, but with charm.

      “Let me guess,” answered the tall, willowy brunette next to him. She had a no-bullshit look, lips puckered like she didn't give a damn and hadn't for a long time, “it's going to be something to validate my opinion of you as a dick-first, think-later asshat.”

      That was Stacey Poole, and her power was to control metal. If she didn't try and put a shard through Taylor's heart before this was over – probably fail, but still try – Veronika would eat her entire library. Which was considerable. Her codename, at least in Veronika's head? Metalmind. She was like a steel trap, in that not much escaped her.

      A soft giggle answered that one, mostly coming from the other woman (that was not Veronika) in the group. She was short and goth, pale skin and dark hair, with a red tinge to her eyes. Not contacts, either. Because she was Nora Weber, one of the only vampire metas that Veronika could recall meeting. And not wanting to murder. “You know what I want?” Nora smacked her lips together. “Presidential blood. Wanna see if it tastes any different than regular blood.” Veronika mentally tagged her as Vamp.

      “Right, well,” the last member of their little sextet said. Of all of them, he looked the most out of place, because the dude seemed like he'd just come stumbling in off an oilfield in West Texas. Overalls, beard, eyes squinting in the dark, red neck glowing in it – Jess Daniel was Rockrigger. Because he moved the earth. “I'd really like to get started on this so we can go...y'know, home.”

      “Get started, then,” Vamp said, baring her teeth beneath those pale lips, that moon-shining face. Veronika suppressed a shudder. Wouldn't do to show fear in front of this crew.

      “Okay, let's do that,” Veronika said, going around the circle and pointing at each of them. “Code names – Shinyman, Impervious, Metalmind, Vamp, and Rockrigger.”

      “You're not bad at this naming thing,” Rockrigger said, nodding at her.

      “Very good,” Impervious said, smiling at her. Be still, my heart, Veronika thought.

      “Seriously, 'Vamp?'” Nora made a face, still baring her fangs. “That's the best you can do?”

      Veronika shrugged. “Got better, I'm open to suggestions.” She gave a nod to Rockrigger. “Start digging. I painted the direct bearing on the floor over there. We'll use the compass equipment over there to make sure our heading stays dead on. After that, it's just a matter of making sure we don't run into anything until we get up to the presidential bunker.” She shot a look at Metalmind. “You got that, right?”

      Metalmind nodded. “I can detect piping, subway tunnels, bunkers, whatever's out there, and steer him around.”

      “I just thought of a question,” Rockrigger said, about halfway through a step toward the starting point. “You named all us...but what do we call you? Codename-wise, I mean?”

      “Sweety, you get this done, you can call me whatever you want,” Veronika said, smiling tightly. “There's a lot of money in this, for all of us. Let's not screw it up.”

      Rockrigger hesitated. “No, I get that, and I'm going to do a fine job. But if I need to get your attention, you know, while we're in the thick of this, what do I call you?”

      That was a good point Veronika hadn't thought of. She lifted a hand, lit it up with blue, glowing plasma, and said, “Just call me Hot Stuff for now. Or boss. I always answer to that.” She smiled, winked.

      Rockrigger seemed to get the message, and he moved off to start the job. Metalmind and Shinyman trailed behind him, and he turned to Metal and said, “I think I'm probably better off callin' her boss, don't you?”

      “How about we establish this now – you don't talk to me unless you desperately need something, chatterbox,” Metalmind said, her thin frame receding into the shadows at the far end of the warehouse, “and I won't impale you on a steel pipe after we're done with this? Or better still,” and she made a gesture to Shinyman, still trailing silently behind them, “I'll just shove him up your ass, feet first.”

      “You would die in the trying,” Shinyman rumbled. It was the first damned thing Veronika had heard him say.

      “Thanks for thinking of me when you put this team together,” Impervious said, sidling up to her, wearing his winning smile on his invincible damned lips. “I like doing impossible things almost as much as I like money, and getting this crew to all face in the same direction without killing each other? Seems like it fits the bill.”

      “Everyone will do their jobs,” Veronika said, catching a glare out of the darkness from Vamp. Guess she was still sore about that nickname. “You can take that to the bank.”

      Impervious nodded, still smiling. “Oh, I'm sure. Professionals, all of us. And it's a grand plan. Gotta admit, never heard anything quite like it before – tunnel into the White House, use a metal mover to rip open the presidential bunker, and tear the man himself to pieces right in his own home.” He made a clucking noise. “Gonna be a real game changer, you know. Bring metahumans out of the shadows, make us the centerpiece of every conversation for a while.”

      Veronika just stared at him. “When were we in the shadows in the last few years, exactly?”

      “Just saying things are going to change, we pull this off,” Impervious said. God, he just did not stop smiling. Not that she wanted him to, necessarily. “They'll all come after us, so...hope you got a nice hideaway.”

      “I'm not worried,” Veronika said, shifting her attention back to her phone. It was time to keep the boss updated.

      It wasn't really in her nature to keep Chapman tightly in the loop on a plan like this. The more people knew what was going on, after all, the more likelihood an assassination plan had of getting blown – exposed, that was. Still, she'd had to make certain concessions in this job.

      “Not even about her?” This came from Vamp, and Veronika turned to find Impervious had already slinked away, his trench coat sliding into the darkness toward where Rockrigger was already making a hole in the warehouse floor.

      Veronika just stared at Vamp. “Which 'her' you talking about? There's only about three and half billion women on the planet, just want to be sure we're talking about the same one.”

      Vamp hissed. “You know which one. The only one that would matter...for a job like this.”

      Veronika cracked a warped smile. “You scared?”

      Vamp's lips became a thin-pressed, pale line. “Only a fool wouldn't be.”

      “Haven't you heard?” Veronika just grinned. “Sienna Nealon's been kicked out of polite society – again. She's on the run, shut out. So unless you envision her tunneling her way into the White House from the opposite direction, while evading the law...how do you imagine she's going to factor into our little job?”

      Vamp's slitted eyes became narrower still. “I don't know. But I do know this...part of me wants to run into her. The other part...” She shook her head.

      Veronika just shrugged, looking back down at her phone. “Let's hope for the sake of the mission that part of you doesn't get your wish. Because the only way this works is if she doesn't see us coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      My phone beeped, a text message popping up from that same familiar number:

      
        
        It's time.

      

      

      I yawned, sitting up on my cot, blinking the sleep out of my eyes. The familiar tapping of fingers on a keyboard was still going strong over in the corner, Cassidy high as hell on amphetamines and coding up a storm.

      “Hey,” I said, pushing off the cot and staggering toward her. I really needed coffee. Checking my phone, I could see I was squarely in the middle of the damned early morning hours, before any Starbucks would be open. Not that I could show my mug in a coffee shop right now. Or my face, for that matter, because it'd get recognized.

      Cassidy's shoulders were dancing up and down in time with music, and her fingers moved in a smooth blur. I could track the motions, maybe even the keystrokes if I paid close attention, but I didn't care and so I just approached wide around and shouted, “HEY!” really loudly to signal I was coming up on her.

      She jerked in surprise, ditching her ear buds and putting a hand over her heart. “Sorry. Forgot you were here.” She shook her head. Even at this distance I could actually hear her heart beating at an absurd pace now that the music was paused and the tapping had stopped. She looked at me for a second, then turned back to her screen. “So, Chris Byrd committed 'suicide' last night–”

      “I like the scare quotes.”

      “Because we both know he didn't commit suicide,” Cassidy said, and pulled up another screen with a surveillance picture of a woman, in a crowd, holding her hands over her mouth in shock. “This lady look familiar to you?”

      Of course she did. “Vaguely,” I said.

      “I found her driver's license in the Texas DPS database,” Cassidy said, tapping away. “Doubt Chapman or his lackeys could, but I did. Little side project I ran last year, penetrating those databases.”

      “Is hacking a federal crime?”

      “Yeah, but there are state laws, too,” Cassidy said, apparently missing my inference. “Good thing no one could track it back to me.”

      “Except the FBI agent you just confessed it to...?”

      Cassidy shot me an evil grin. “You wouldn't turn me in for this. Not with the evidence of my crime so intricately tied to implicating 'Mimaw' in helping Chris Byrd hang himself.”

      Well, she had me there. “How'd you know who she was?” I stared at her, trying to hide my surprise.

      “You've got your secrets, I've got mine,” Cassidy said, zooming the picture in on Persephone's face. “How'd she do it, you think? Grabbed him with the tree, restrained his hands with the shoots, used it to fasten the noose around his neck and just...let him swing 'til it was over?”

      I felt a mild twist of discomfort pondering that. “Probably.” I'd seen her use a tree to restrain Wolfe in the past, and he was a legit beast, so holding back a soft reporter while she slipped a noose on him wouldn't be too difficult.

      “That's dark.” Cassidy turned, grinning at me. “I love it.”

      “You'll love what comes next, then,” I said, glancing at the message that had come through on my phone, waking me up from an unsatisfying slumber. “I gotta run, but first...”

      She perked up. “Ooh. Is this the last thing you're going to ask of me?”

      “Nearly,” I said. “Out of curiosity – the hotel Jaime Chapman checked into. What's the name of it?”

      She stared at me for a moment, then spun back around. I let her sit in silence for about thirty seconds as she tapped away diligently, three different screens changing rapidly, over and over, in that time, before she announced, “Capitol Suites. Checked in two days ago. Booked until the day after tomorrow.” And spun back around. “You're going to go right at him, huh?”

      Another text came in: Almost there. Ready to go?

      I typed Yes and hit send.

      “Hello?” Cassidy asked.

      “Yeah.” I nodded, turning around to leave. “It's time,” I said, parroting the original text message I'd gotten, the one that woke me up.

      “Time for what?” Cassidy called after me, a certain glee bleeding through into her question.

      “Time to end this bullshit,” I said. Because it was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chapman

      

      

      

      Three syringes waited for Jaime on his desk when he walked into his office, and he headed right for them. “Make yourself comfortable,” he said to Chase as he scooped them off his desk. They weren't in anything fancy, just a simple case, each with a label, hand-written: BASE, BOOSTER, and ADDITIONAL SKILLS.

      Jaime moved swiftly to his bar, grabbing a bottle of vodka and dumping it on his arm before stabbing the first needle, the one labeled BASE, into a vein. He injected it, cringing against the slight sting. Must have touched a nerve.

      Chase watched him from by the desk. She'd shucked out of her coat and was standing there, eyeing him. “Maybe I should have tested those for poison first?”

      “If Sienna Nealon can anticipate me enough to poison the drugs I'm taking to power up, she's going to run the table anyway and I'd be lucky to go out quickly,” Chapman said, not even hesitating before grabbing the BOOSTER shot and stabbing it into the same vein. He pushed the plunger down and – nothing. He felt a little pressure in his arm, but that was it. No drug effects – yet, at least.

      Chase grunted, sauntering over to his desk and looking around. “What kind of power are you hoping to develop?”

      “Something that will even the odds,” he said, sticking in the ADDITIONAL SKILLS syringe and plunging it all in. That done, he pulled the needle out and pushed his sleeve back down, soaking it with vodka before doing so. He didn't care about the shirt, it was probably only a few hundred bucks, and what was a little blood?

      “Lots of options there,” Chase said. “Especially if you catch her off guard.”

      That made Chapman smile. “How could she see this coming?”

      Chase just grunted. “She has ways.”

      Chapman thought about that a minute. “What's the deal? The real deal – with her, I mean? Because every time I've met her, she seems to be bumbling her way through events that are way too big for her.”

      Chase blinked, clearly giving it some thought. “She does – some of the time, at least. But there's something about her...this unwillingness to quit, even when she's in over her head. The urge to attack into the teeth of impossible odds. And she's trained.”

      Chapman nodded. “Her mother's doing.”

      “I don't think it was just her mom,” Chase said, eyes narrowed and looking up and right, concentrating, thinking out her answer. “She trains in her off time. Practices. To be more lethal. And clearly she's been hiding some secrets right under your nose. There's a level of preparation and planning from her, when she can, that defies what you'd think.”

      “Clearly,” Chapman said, mopping at his arm. A little streak of blood dribbled down his wrist. “Because I don't think much of her intellectual capacity.”

      “What do you think it is, then?” Chase asked, folding her arms in front of her. “That allows her to do these things?”

      “Luck,” Chapman said. “Viciousness. Her powers. There's a synergistic effect at work there. That combined with a reputation has let her pull off things – bold gambits and whatnot – that others couldn't predict.”

      “Including on you.”

      “Including on me.” Chapman forced a smile.

      “But you're still underestimating her.” Chase's tone was heavy, her presence dark. “You might want to give the devil her due.”

      Chapman was readying a reply when his phone beeped. He fished it out of his pocket and found Devin pinging him, then launched right into a vidchat.

      “Screenshare,” Devin said without preamble, and once Jaime had accepted, a live video popped up. It was a car, sliding through dark, near-empty streets.

      “What am I looking at here?” Chapman asked, staring at the phone. It wasn't large enough to give him the level of resolution he needed to really tell what was going on, so he walked over to the 86-inch monitor on his wall and jacked it in, turning it to the appropriate channel. The phone projected up onto the screen sideways, and suddenly Jaime could see the street – well, slightly better. It was still awfully dark.

      “Just a sec,” Devin said, voice amplified, coming out of the TV speaker system. “Zooming in when he hits a corner...and...”

      The picture freeze-framed, and sure enough, Devin had stopped on a surveillance camera angle giving a good view of the driver. Chapman could see the face, was peering at the grainy, blown-up image–

      “Facial recognition just caught it,” Devin said. “Three blocks from your hotel in DC and closing fast. Watch this.”

      Side-by-side photos popped up – the EMT from New York, the rideshare driver that had taken Sienna Nealon home after the press conference–

      
        
        98% MATCH

      

      

      “That's him,” Chapman whispered. “He's going to my hotel?”

      “Yep,” Devin said, “I'm betting. And furthermore, when you look over here–”

      The camera angle flipped, and suddenly Chapman was looking at the passenger side of the vehicle. It seemed normal for a second, and then–

      Ms. Pac-Man's face appeared in the passenger window, a digital construct imposed on the image, looking wildly out of place and yet...

      “She's there, too,” Chapman said, feeling a thrill of fear and relief, mingled all into one. “And you're sure they're going to–”

      “You'll see for yourself in about thirty seconds.”

      Chase was watching the wall monitor, too, staring at new images of the facial-blocked figure. “That's Nealon. Coming right at your last known position.”

      Chapman let out a low chuckle. “Not the subtle kind, is she? Boy, will she be disappointed.”

      “For now, maybe,” Chase said ominously. “She doesn't tend to stay that way long.”

      He checked the time on his phone, did a quick calculation based on Veronika's estimates. “She doesn't have to be. I just need her that way for another...oh, fifteen, twenty minutes.” A slow smile spread across his face. “After that...we'll figure out how to deal with her. Once and for all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Veronika

      

      

      

      Rockrigger's efforts were surprisingly quiet, Veronika noted from her position about a hundred yards back in the impromptu tunnel. It was dank, near-silent, the six presidential assassins all keeping their mouths shut, as if afraid speaking might set off a sensor somewhere ahead. She trudged over a luminous green glow stick; Steelskin was dropping them as they went, trailing behind the combo of Rockrigger compacting aside the dirt and Metalmind warning him about upcoming obstacles. Consequently, the earthen tunnel had a strange pitch to it, sometimes climbing abruptly a few feet and then dipping again to avoid whatever piping was in their way.

      “How far?” Impervious asked. He flashed her a smile – and his phone. The face lit up, with a big 'NO SERVICE.'

      Veronika felt a strong need to roll her eyes, but at least he'd spoken meta-low. Though any sensor that could pick them up, talking, in this tunnel, was surely sensitive enough to detect Rockrigger up there, moving the earth to get them to the presidential bunker. “I don't know,” she said. “We'll get there when we get there.”

      Vamp let out a high-pitched giggle behind them. That was eerie. Veronika gave her a quick look; her pale face caught the faint glow of one of the glow sticks and looked positively demonic, as though illuminated by magic from some evil spell.

      Veronika shook that thought out of her mind. “Not far,” she amended, because her earlier, testier answer didn't really reflect anything but the pit of nerves jangling in her stomach like live wires. She'd been counting the paces since they entered the tunnel, and estimated they were either eight or nine-tenths of the way there, depending on how long her strides had been. “Soon. Real soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chapman

      

      

      

      “She's at the hotel,” Devin announced, as though he weren't watching it for himself.

      Chapman smiled, checking his phone again. They were minutes away from the big game, the final move. Queen takes king – but checkmate wouldn't end this game. No, this one would go to the death, beyond skill and into the realm of survival.

      That was fine. Chess always bored Chapman, and he suspected Sienna Nealon wasn't much of a player in any case.

      She and the man parked under the portico. The Ms. Pac-Man face moved across the screen as smoothly as if he were watching a video game suddenly translated into real life – like that cheesy Adam Sandler movie from years past.

      “What was that Adam Sandler movie called?” Chapman asked. “The one where he fought Pac-Man?”

      Devin looked at him blankly over the vidchat. “Uh...I don't know?”

      “Pixels, I think,” Chase said.

      “That was it, yes,” Chapman said, filled with a rush of relief. Not knowing was a strange, unsatisfying sensation. “Devin – what's the situation at the White House right now?”

      “Uhm...lemme check,” Devin said, and put his head down, typing. “Looks like...all quiet. Maximum coverage by Secret Service. Place is locked down tight by air and ground.” He focused back on the screen. “Why? You got something cooking there?”

      “Maybe,” Chapman said, burying his smile. Devin was going to need to be dealt with later. He knew too much. How much did he know? Chapman was having a hard time keeping track.

      Some of that was the fatigue. He'd been awake an awfully long time.

      Soon. He'd sleep soon. He checked his phone again, not daring to broadcast to the Network. Not right now.

      After it was over. He'd tell them then.

      And then...maybe he'd call Gwen before he went to sleep for the night. Here, in his office, where he could await Sienna Nealon.

      And the final move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Veronika

      

      

      

      “Solid metal straight ahead,” Metalmind said, peering her skinny head into the darkness as Rockrigger pushed aside the earth. Gently, gently, no rumble to indicate his actions, no miniature earthquake sound, or noise like a drill pushing through. “Less than fifty meters.” She turned to Veronika, and her eyes were lit by the glow sticks peppering the floor of the tunnel. They were all feeling that anticipation now, and even crabby-ass Metalmind was showing it. “This is it.”

      “Good,” Veronika said, trying to conceal her own feelings about the matter. This was the big moment. All they had to do was not screw it up.

      A high-pitched giggle from Vamp let Veronika know that no, she wasn't the only one feeling it. The glow sticks cast a green aura over Shinyman, too, as he stared straight ahead into the tunnel Rockrigger was forging.

      Impervious was humming something under his breath; The O'Jays “For the the Love of Money,” Veronika realized.

      Yep. The payoff was definitely ahead. “Get ready,” she said. She knew they all heard her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      “You ready for this?” he asked as we arrived.

      My eyes were closed, and I sat in the darkness, steeling myself for what was about to go down.

      Chapman had to be stopped.

      But putting myself into a situation like this, against a foe who had – frankly, not a chance in hell against me – well...

      “I don't feel great about it,” I said, taking slow, steady breaths to keep my heart rate down, “but...it is what it is.”

      “There are no innocent parties in this,” he said. “Just tell me when you're ready...and we'll go.”

      He was right about that much, at least.

      One last breath, and I nodded.

      “Let's do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Veronika

      

      

      

      “That's the bunker wall,” Metalmind announced as Rockrigger moved aside the last of the earth.

      And there it was, surely, a smooth, steely obstacle in the center of the tunnel, impeding all forward progress.

      Veronika took a deep breath of the dank, earthy smell that permeated the tunnel, then another, reveling in the cool air, trying to transfer the chill feeling to her skin, to her belly, where the butterflies seemed to be dominating.

      “This is it, ladies and gents,” Impervious drawled. “The moment you've all been waiting for.”

      Veronika stepped up as Rockrigger moved back, his broad shoulders impeding her path for a second til he shuffled aside for her.

      Metalmind was waiting for her, looking at her almost impassively, but with a glint in her eyes. And not just from the glow sticks. “How do you want do this?”

      Veronika ran a hand over the metal surface of the bunker. “You can't just pull it open?”

      Metalmind shrugged. “I could. It'd be loud and messy. Take a minute or two at that thickness.”

      “Let's keep it quiet, then,” Veronika said, lighting up her hand into a pure blue of burning plasma. “I cut, you clear the metal out of the way?”

      “Sure thing,” Metalmind said, smirking, as she took a step back.

      Veronika brought a finger up to the metal and it slid right in like she was pushing it into...butter. Warm butter, yeah. That was the ticket.

      She sunk her hand in, burying it up to the middle of the forearm, the whole thing glowing bright blue as she carved a square the size of a man in the wall and stepped aside.

      Metalmind waved a hand and the metal square, still glowing around the edges, soared back through the tunnel, weaving past the members of the team before clattering somewhere out of sight.

      There was noise ahead in the bunker, and Veronika nodded at Shinyman. “Lead on, big guy. Metalmind – you're behind him.”

      Shinyman didn't need to be told twice; he barged right past her, in through the opening, Metalmind three steps behind with a hand held out in front of her to catch bullets.

      “Clear,” Metalmind announced a moment later, and in went Veronika–

      Into the presidential bunker, her team of assassins with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chapman

      

      

      

      “They are walking across the lobby,” Devin said, and sure enough, there they went.

      They crossed the room as Chapman watched. “I really regret not booby-trapping the hotel room before I left,” he said. “But I guess that kind of thing is probably illegal in Washington, huh?” He flashed Chase an irony-laced smile.

      “Probably,” she agreed.

      “Oh, well,” he said. It was illegal in California, too, but he'd had his door here loaded up with a particularly nasty booby trap of that sort. “The shock of her failure's going to have to be the consolation pr–”

      A flashing alert on the screen – Devin's screen, shared to him – lit it up with a scarlet warning.

      Chapman stared, trying to decipher it at first.

      “That's the gait analysis software,” Devin said, squinting at his screen. “It's saying – but this is impossible–”

      
        
        GAIT ANALYSIS MATCH – 3%

      

      

      “Are you matching it to Sienna Nealon or is it just matching to some random subject?” Chapman asked, lurching forward, as if by getting right up to the TV screen he could somehow insert himself into the situation, change it somehow–

      “No, it's to her, but – I mean, it's impossible!” Devin was hammering at his keyboard. “It's her, it's got her facial recognition trick thingie, that's her – her EMT guy–”

      Another alert popped up on the screen.

      
        
        FACIAL RECOGNITION MATCH

      

      

      “What is it?” Chapman said, leaning in. As if he could get any closer to the TV screen without bumping his face.

      “The White House search you just asked for,” Devin said, looking frazzled as he switched views. “It triggered an alert. Pulling it up now.”

      The screen switched to a view outside the White House, a nice view of the fence in front of the place. It looked pretty quiet at this hour, except for a lone visitor in a wheelchair up at the fence, a hand extended through the metal barrier–

      “That's the guy from the Washington Monument,” Chapman said, straightening up so quickly he almost sprained his lower back. “And the FBI office heist – the one that stole Bilson's journal! He's in cahoots with Nealon, has to be – but what's he doing at the White House while she's at the hotel–”

      “It's not her,” Chase said, ominous dread permeating her warning. “She's not at the hotel at all.” Her voice rose with every word. “You need to warn Veronika,” she said as Chapman scrambled for his phone, fumbling with it against the grip of the cord connecting it to the TV. “Warn her it's a–”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Veronika

      

      

      

      The inside of the bunker was, in fact, clear. There was only one man in the room, which didn't look like it was in a bunker. It looked like a sitting room of the Victorian style, though absent any of the windows or daylight one might expect to find.

      And yes, there was one man in the room other than them.

      “What's the meaning of this?” President Richard Gondry was sitting at a makeshift desk, blinding light from work lights drenching the room in shocking amounts of illumination. He rose, staring at the hole in the wall, and at the six of them looming there.

      “Good evening, Mr. President,” Metalmind said. There wasn't much respect in her high, mocking voice.

      “Looks like we're a little overmanned for this mission,” Vamp said, grinning as she popped out.

      “Looks like,” Rockrigger agreed, hovering near the entry. Clear he wanted to get out first once this was done. Veronika couldn't blame him; she, too, was hovering near the exit.

      “Let's do it then,” Impervious said, still smiling, “and go get paid.”

      “I am all about that,” Vamp said, sashaying toward the president of the United States. “Going to finally get me a drink of presidential blood, and then–”

      Vamp stopped less than three feet from the president, jerking back as though she'd struck something. Her nostrils were flaring as she spun, eyes wide. “That's not him – that's not even a person!”

      “The hell you talkin' bout?” Impervious asked, taking a step forward. He grabbed a pillow off the nearby couch and tossed it – quite hard – at the president–

      It passed through the man as if he were a ghost.

      Vamp hissed and jumped back. “What is that?”

      “It's called an illusion,” came a calm voice from the other side of the room. Veronika turned–

      And there she was, right on time.

      “Holyyy shitballs,” Impervious muttered, taking a step back.

      “No way,” Vamp whispered, a hint of eagerness slipping into her voice.

      “Consolation prize for you, Vamp,” Metalmind said, stepping up. “You asked for it, after all.”

      “I didn't want this,” Rockrigger said, sounding like he was ready to run for the hills. “Do. Not. Want.”

      “Impossible,” Shinyman said.

      “Sweety,” the woman at the other end of the room said, staring them all down with her constant, perpetual, hell-to-pay glare of a woman who'd been there, done that, killed 'em all, let God sort 'em out more times than anyone could count– “Nothing's impossible where I'm concerned.”

      Because Sienna Nealon...was right. Effing. There.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      “Where's the president?” the bald metal man asked, leveling his head at me like he was going to charge.

      I pretended to look at myself in the reflection on his face. “Sorry, what did you say? I was checking my hair. It's looked better.”

      “She's hiding him here somewhere,” the pale goth queen said, sniffing around. “His scent is fresh.”

      “There's no shower down here and he's been bunkered for a few days,” I said, “so I'm not sure I'd call it 'fresh,' exactly...”

      “Darlin.'” This from a handsome fella with a Southern drawl, who stepped up toward me. They were all sorting themselves into a line – two lines, really, because four of them were up front – metal guy, goth girl, a skinny lady with a really bad attitude, plus this Southern gentleman.

      Two were hanging back. Clearly the brains of the operation. One looked like a roughneck straight from an oilfield, and the other...

      “Hey, Veronika.” I waved.

      “Hi,” she said tautly. She, too, was hanging by the hole in the wall.

      “Care to arrange introductions?” I asked, looking right at her. “You know...before we fight.”

      Veronika just stared at me, then pointed them out to me one at a time. “Shinyman, Metalmind, Impervious, Vamp, and Rockrigger.” She ended with the dude cowering beside her.

      “And you can call her 'Hot Stuff,'” Vamp said, grinning at me, clearly possessed of depths of self-confidence that were borne of either delusion or mania. Maybe both. Vampires were not the most psychologically stable of metas, in my experience.

      “Probably going to stick with 'Veronika,'” I said.

      “Fine by me,” Veronika said stiffly.

      “Darlin,'” Impervious, Mr. Southern Charm, said, taking another step toward me. “I know you're the badass of badasses. We all know that nobody goes up against you without losing a major organ or a limb or a life,” he said all this with a smile, “so let's just...acknowledge that elephant in the room right now.”

      I looked at Shinyman. “Is it you? Are you the elephant in the room?”

      Shinyman just stared back at me, steely lips moving in confusion.

      “But you are facing...beyond deep odds here,” Impervious went on, ignoring my quip. “Again – no disrespect intended. Much respect, in fact. Massive amounts. You have taken out – well, just shit tons of our kind. But...”

      I looked right at Veronika. “Everything before the 'but' is bullshit. You know that, right?”

      “I've heard that somewhere before,” she said.

      Impervious chuckled. “...But...you can't win this fight.” He put a hand on his chest, ruffling his trench coat. “I'm an Achilles.” He reached back, patting Shinyman right in the middle of his steel, muscular chest. “Look at this feller. I hear you've got some ice working for you now. That's good. It's a good power. But it ain't going to do much for you here, you know what I mean?” He gestured in a sweep, from Veronika to Vamp to Metalmind and finally, because he was cowering and Impervious had to look for him, Rockrigger. “You see how it is, right?”

      I tried to keep the smile off my face. “I see how it is.”

      “I mean...you are trapped,” he said, still chuckling, favoring me with a knowing look. “What's a...well, forgive me, but...what's a vanilla succubus with a little ice goin' do...against all of this?” And he waved his hand around again.

      “Well,” I said, as I let out a long, high chuckle, and it wiped the smile right off his face.

      Though not as much as what I did next.

      I snaked a hand out, planting it in the middle of his chest–

      As it burst into flame–

      I channeled the fire right into him, all over him, and he stumbled back, aflame, screams echoing in the confined bunker–

      As I floated into the air, a foot off the ground, ice pouring off one hand, fire crackling off the other, and my eyes glowing with fairy light–

      “Now...” I said, “...who's trapped?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brentwood, Tennessee

        Three Months Ago

      

      

      

      Holy hell, I was falling.

      I caught myself on my fingertips, hanging from the latticed support of the WSM radio tower. The support wires removed, the structure damaged, the tower lurched and paused, tipped at a forty-five-degree angle.

      I looked down, then gulped.

      It was a solid five hundred plus feet to the ground.

      And I could no longer fly.

      “Craaaaaaaaap,” I muttered.

      Brance Venable was screaming so loud to my left that I could barely hear myself think. Reaching out with one hand, I grabbed him by the arm and swung him over to my back. He anchored on my neck like I was his last chance at holding onto life, because...well, I was.

      I clenched my chin to my collarbone to keep him from choking me, and started to climb down, dropping ten feet at a time, catching myself on the next support, then dropping again.

      “Easy does it,” I said as Brance’s screams gave way to whimpering. “Easy, easy.”

      “We’re going to fall and die,” Brance said.

      “No one likes a whiner, Brance,” I said, his wrist rubbing against my chin. “Get your shit together and put on your big boy pants. Screaming about it is not going to reverse gravity. In fact, if you hit the wrong note right now, it’s going to hasten me giving way to gravity, and then your survival chances are going to get a lot slimmer, a lot quicker.”

      “O-okay,” he stammered. He was still shaking, but at least he’d stopped crying. “Have you...been in a situation like this...before?” Brance got out between stammers of fear.

      “Yeah, this is just like that freaking tower in Revelen,” I said. “You know, on the news? When the building collapsed with me inside?” I swung down and caught a lattice of steel, this one white. Some were red, barely visible in the light of a half moon. I’d made it down almost a quarter of the way already by dropping and catching myself. Well, us.

      “Oh,” Brance said, and his voice dropped an octave or so. “Well, you made it out of that.”

      “Yes, I did,” I said, timing my next swing. I dropped us about twenty feet this time, accelerating things somewhat. “And we’ll make it out of this, too, if—”

      The tower let up a terrible groan, vibration coursing through the metal and my fingers where they gripped the antenna’s structure.

      “Uh oh,” I muttered. I couldn’t drop down aggressively right now, so I dropped down quickly to the next lattice and the one beyond. The tower was shifting, straining—

      And I had only come down about a third of the way from the top, still some four hundred feet from the ground.

      With a groan, the antenna support finally gave up, and the tower lurched sideways, surrendering to the forces of gravity.

      My grip failed as Brance’s weight twisted me and I tumbled, Brance still wrapped around my neck, toward the dark fields waiting hundreds of feet below–

      I was certain, in that moment, that I was going to die. Nothing was going to stop it, nothing.

      Brance didn't scream, to my surprise. Maybe he'd taken my words to heart.

      The ground flew up at my face, darkness, faint hints of green grass lit by distant freeway lights.

      Man. This was not how I wanted to go out.

      “Wish you were here, Aleksandr,” I whispered, and a final memory of Gavrikov popped into my head, as he was when I'd faced him on the rooftop of the IDS Tower–

      The ground was right there, right there coming up–

      Wait.

      The ground wasn't coming up...at all?

      I hovered, less than ten feet from the ground, Brance's weight on my back.

      “We...we're alive,” Brance said. “Are...are you doing that? Because we're kind of floating here.”

      “Gavrikov,” I muttered under my breath, still thinking of him. There were no words, no voice, but...

      “I can fly,” I whispered, and slowly – ever so slowly – I brought us, gently, to the ground. A soft, warm, tingling feeling permeated me, some distant sense that I hardly felt any more–

      Like I wasn't alone.

      “And thank God for that,” Brance gushed as his boots touched solid earth. He hit his knees like he was going to pray, but it really just sounded like he was having a nervous breakdown.

      Ummm, wow, Brianna Glover's voice rang out in my head. Did you know...?

      No, I answered. It must be some sort of residual effect or something. Because those guys are...gone. A single tear slipped down my cheek.

      Even dead, Gavrikov had saved me again.

      “Sienna!” Chandler's voice called into the night. I'd missed it in the sudden surprise/delight of realizing...I could fly! But the tower had come crashing down between him and us. His voice reached me over it, and got more urgent when he called the second time. “SIENNA!”

      “I'm fine!” I called back. “I'm over here! Brance is, too.” And I plopped down next to my singing “villain.” Chandler sounded like he was a ways off.

      “Oh – oh, good,” Chandler called back. “I thought maybe you – well, doesn't matter! I will work my way over to you!”

      “Take your time,” I said, and gave Brance a solid pat on the back. “Take your time.” The wheels in my head were spinning.

      I could fly.

      And if I could fly...

      I pictured Gavrikov again, and tried to recall how it felt when I could push flame out of my very pores...

      When I opened my eyes...the tip of my finger was on fire.

      “Shadows,” I whispered, watching the flame dance.

      Well, that's cool, Brianna said.

      “What?” Brance croaked, looking up at me from all fours.

      I stared back at him. For a second, I'd forgotten he was here. “Nothing,” I said, and patted him again.

      Then I slid my hand to the small of his back, where his shirt tail had flopped up during our fall. I patted him there, and let my hand rest on the exposed skin.

      He didn't notice until I was already in, erasing his memories of our little fall – or at least of how we survived.

      Because I'd just discovered a powerful weapon in my upcoming war against the Network – and I didn't want it revealed until I was good and ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The White House

        Now

      

      

      

      They came at me in a rush – Shinyman, Vamp, Metalmind – powers flaring when they had them, fists and fangs flying where they didn't. It seemed their strategy was the old familiar Ray Stanz “Get her!” and boy, did they try to get me.

      I sent a blast of flame at Vamp that washed over her and drove her back. She was fastest, so she was in the lead until she caught fire in the face and staggered, pitching back over a colonial-style chair.

      Shinyman was next. I peppered his legs and feet with Eve Kappler's fairy blasts, the strands of light cementing him to the ground like he'd stepped on glowing gum with the elasticity and power of hardened diamonds. He tried to lift his feet and failed, unable to get enough leverage to escape my crowd control gambit while I dealt with other problems.

      Then there was Metalmind. I could feel her working, every metal object in the room being commanded into her service. She stood with her skinny arms flung wide, a malignant smile on her face as she summoned to her every instrument of death she could get her hands on.

      She needed to go first, I decided. “Brianna,” I muttered.

      Yeah. Javelin?

      “Yep,” I said, and formed an ice javelin out of the moisture in the air, hurling it overhand at Metalmind.

      Apparently she didn't realize by the people staggering around the room on fire we weren't playing by Marquess of Queensbury rules, because she stood there, slack-jawed, while my ice javelin found her face. It struck through, punching out the back of her head, and the clatter of metal objects falling where they'd been lifted filled the air over the screams of Vamp and Impervious.

      I cast a quick look around to confirm the position of all combatants. Impervious had almost beaten out the flames, but he was looking pretty scorched. Vamp was stopped, dropped, and rolling. Rockrigger was hanging back at the tunnel entrance with Veronika, who was keeping a wary eye on the proceedings. Neither seemed inclined to get involved.

      But Shinyman? He was shucking off his shoes, and the bald-headed goon looked pissed.

      “You mad, bro?” I asked as he kicked out of my light-web foot trap.

      He stormed toward me, not bothering to dignify my taunt with a response.

      “Well,” I said, “you need to chill out – bro.”

      I lifted a hand and hit him with the full blizzard force out of it. I'd tested my powers in quiet moments, when there was no chance of being overheard or seen by the Network, and I knew the depths of cold I could produce.

      They were, to borrow a modern phrase, epic.

      If Shinyman had been slowed, then stopped by my light webs, my blizzard force attack did much the same but on a larger, full-body scale. It swirled from my palm like I was the origin of all winter, covering his shiny body in sparkling ice. He slowed, ice forming around him like a pedestal enjoining a statue in action pose. He came to a stop mere inches from my hand, covered over from top to bottom in thick ice with a temperature point that hovered somewhere in the minus 200 range. His eyes didn't even move beneath the translucent crust of ice.

      “Anyone seen that really old movie – Terminator 2?” I asked in (nowhere near perfect) innocence. Impervious had gotten his fires put out, and was watching me, trying to regain his composure.

      I swung from the waist, nailing the ice statue that had been Shinyman with one of my finest, top-quality, homemade, artisanal, extremely-large-batch punches. I nailed him with all my strength right in the center of the chest and – not gonna lie – it split my knuckles open when it landed.

      It also transferred the force of impact to his brittle, iced-up body, and everything – the ice, his steely ass, the whole entirety of it – shattered like he was no more resilient than a glass sculpture.

      “Ohgodohgod,” Rockrigger murmured from the tunnel entrance.

      “Goddess, if you wanna get all precise and properly worshipful,” I said.

      I thought I saw Veronika roll her eyes, but I had no time to respond to it because Impervious charged me again, pain, panic and desperation all present in his eyes. It seemed to me that he was mostly coming at me because he saw no other options, in much the same way that a cornered animal attacks, even if the predator is much bigger than he is.

      Impervious was bigger than me, though, as most of my foes were. And, purportedly, invincible, though I'd just shown him the lie of that.

      Now...I was going to show him the lie again.

      I hit him with a full fire blast, both hands, my eyes, and my mouth all funneling 2000-degree flame at him. It took a lot out of me, but I opened up on him full force, and when I cut it off a few seconds later–

      A charred skeleton clattered to the ground, bones falling apart, still smoking.

      “Hm,” I mused. “I remember when Achilles-types were really hard to kill. Guess they don't make them like they used to. Or I'm just cooler now. Probably the latter.”

      “You little bitch,” Vamp hissed, clearly out of her head. She'd seen me burn, ice, and impale three members of her crew in less than thirty seconds, yet still, here she was, spitting indignation and looking like she was going to charge at any second.

      “Look here, Gothic Barbie,” I said, catching her eyes. “I just burned one of your compatriots to death, and I know you're vulnerable to fire. So if you wanna throw down, stupid, let's get this thing over with. Otherwise...put your hands behind your head, get down on your knees, and prepare to be placed under arrest.”

      Rockrigger threw his hands up immediately. “I am totally – I absolutely surrender!” He put his hands behind his head and hit his knees like he was ready to pray for all the mercy in the world. “I am onboard for that deal, you don't even have to ask twice–”

      I shifted my attention back to Vamp. “What about you? You going to listen to reason, or are we going to throw down, Ultra Blanca Chica? I mean, seriously – I thought I was pale until I met you. I bet you glow in the moonlight.”

      Vamp hissed, setting her feet. She was going to charge me, of course, because nothing was easy–

      Except when it was.

      A blue-flamed fist punched right through Vamp from the back, impaling her through the chest. It glowed and burned, and Vamp had just enough time to look down at it in surprise before the ultra-hot plasma spread through the rest of her body and she burned to ash.

      Leaving me with a nice view of Veronika through the falling ash and melting body tissue, staring at me calmly with her blue, lit-up arm.

      I stared right back. “Sup?”

      She shrugged lightly. “I gotchu, fam.”

      I gave her a stony silence for about two seconds, then laughed, stepped forward, met her in the middle, and we hugged. Or I hugged. Not a supreme hugger, that Veronika, but she let me do it. The battle tension bled off, and when we broke – I broke off her, I guess – I said, “Thanks for the text messages. They were a real life saver.”

      “I agree, when it came to the one at Andrews, but...” She snorted. “For the rest? Yeah, you looked like you really didn't have a handle on any of it. I mean, seriously – coming up with a rifle in the middle of that field?”

      “That was Harry,” I said. “What was your plan for getting me out of it if I hadn't come up with one?”

      “Well, I was going to burn Phinneus's head off his shoulders, but I was trying to wait 'til the last second since you told me to stay undercover with Chapman. Then you popped his brains out the back of his head and I knew I needed to run if I was going to plausibly 'survive' without outing us both.”

      “Looks like it worked,” I said, looking around the ruin of the bunker. Four metas dead, one cowering on his belly, hands behind his head, not daring to move, and me triumphant – with my cousin, the spy. “Thanks, Cuz.”

      She looked unamused at my familiarity. “What now?”

      “I'm going to need Rockrigger to close the tunnel with his dead associates still in it,” I said, “and then he's going to forget all about my additional powers.”

      “Consider them already forgotten!” Rockrigger shouted, his voice muffled by being buried in the bunker's carpet.

      “Also, he's going to forget our conversation just now.”

      “I absolutely will! I mean – what conversation?”

      I rolled my eyes. Veronika got it – I was going to steal his memory.

      “How do I get out of here?” Veronika asked. “Tunnel?” She frowned. “And what'd you do with the president? Actually – how'd you get in here?”

      “The answer to all those questions is the same,” I said, then looked to the far corner of the room and raised my voice. “Greg? Bring him back.”

      The president of the United States appeared a moment later, Greg Vansen behind him, a hand on Gondry's shoulder as he re-enlarged him from being shrunken to microbe size.

      “That was astounding!” Gondry said, looking around with awe. He turned, thrusting a hand out to Vansen. “That is an impressive power, Mr. Vansen. If you ever want a job, I'm sure the Secret Service could find a place for you.”

      “Thank you,” Greg said, in his usual clipped manner – though I could see a hint of pleasure in his eyes, flattered. He turned his attention to me. “If you don't mind, I'd like to get out of here as soon as possible. The president's compliments aside, I'm trying to live on the right side of the law and violating White House air space isn't doing it.”

      “My good man, you'll get a commendation for this,” Gondry said, surveying the carnage in the room. “You just saved my life from an assassination attempt – again!” He turned to me, darkly. “Is this the last of them, Agent Nealon?”

      “Almost, sir,” I said, giving Veronika a look. “We're almost done now.”
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        Chapman

      

      

      

      “Radio silence,” Chapman said, checking the time on his phone again. He dialed Veronika again...

      ...And again, got no answer.

      “How long has it been?” Chase asked. Her face was ashen, and she'd fallen into silence after her initial prediction about it being a trap. The two figures at the hotel – the EMT and the other one, the Sienna stand-in – had lingered about for only moments before getting back in the car and then disappearing somewhere between the cameras on the streets of DC.

      “Twenty-five minutes,” Chapman said, stomach churning in cold disbelief. “Devin – have you found them yet?”

      “No,” Devin said, breaking out of a silence he, too, had fallen into. He was in the building, just a few floors away, but still they were talking over the vidchat. Chapman looked at his face on the screen – still unplugged from the wall display – and–

      Something else was wrong. He knew it right away.

      “What is it?” Chapman asked, standing up straight. He'd been leaning on his desk, sitting in the quasi darkness of his office, with only the glow of phones, monitors, and the like to illuminate the room. Heavy blast plating had been moved into place over the window to keep out – well, Sienna Nealon, really – and almost every other security precaution had been engaged.

      The place was nearly airtight to assault, he thought. But not bad news, because that...that seemed to keep coming.

      Devin swallowed visibly on the screen, looking at the camera. “I...lemme just show you. The, uh...the president is holding an impromptu press conference.”

      The option to accept the screenshare came up and Chapman clicked it without thought. The video began immediately, and...

      “Sonofabitch,” Chase muttered. She'd come around behind him to see for herself.

      “...that the assassins who have been trying to kill me on behalf of this Network have been caught, to the last of them,” the president was saying. He looked composed, mostly, though he was lacking his signature jacket in favor of a dress shirt with rolled-up sleeves, his tie loosened, and a couple days of beard growth covering all the parts of his wrinkled face that his signature goatee didn't already. “We owe this, of course, to the incomparable Agent Nealon–”

      Chase mimicked a vomiting noise behind him. He did not turn to see it, or engage with it, though he fully agreed with the sentiment.

      There she was, at the president's shoulder, dark hair messy as ever, her own sleeves rolled up, looking none the worse for having been pursued by the entire FBI for the last hours. “Thank you, Mr. President,” she said, and the camera shifted, zooming in on her. “I'm afraid I need to announce another bit of news – the death of FBI Director Heather Chalke earlier this evening–”

      “What!” Chapman jerked in surprise.

      “No,” Chase whispered.

      “–While I'm afraid I can't go into details on an open investigation, Director Chalke was, unfortunately, believed to be a member of this 'Network.' That said, her death was tragic, and a full report will be issued on the circumstances surrounding it in the near future.”

      “Agent Nealon!” someone called from the audience.

      “Yes, Mike?” Nealon asked, staring right into the press scrum. “Oh, and by the way, thanks to Mike Darnell and Flashforce for their reporting on Director Chalke's involvement with the Network. The photos they published were instrumental in allowing us to point our investigation in the right direction.”

      “Dammit!” Chapman shouted, sweeping a bunch of shit off his desk in aggravation. “Devin, the photos–”

      “They've got your name on them, yeah,” Devin said quietly over the open line. “Kory's in 'em, too. Though he'd already been implicated. It's shots of the Escapade app – from one of the users.”

      Chapman closed his eyes. “How?”

      “They're from Kory's app,” Devin said. “And since they're published on Flashforce, by one of their reporters, I'm guessing he got ahold of Kory's phone either when it was unlocked, or someone else knew the password and opened it up.”

      “Kory,” Chapman muttered. “Delete Chalke's app and check when it was last accessed.”

      “On it. Looks like it was last accessed – she's online now.”

      “Boot her,” Chapman said, feverishly preparing a message.

      “Done.”

      Chapman hit send, now that he knew it was clear.

      CHAPMAN: Chalke is dead, and Kory, your own site is in revolt against you. What the hell?

      FLANAGAN: Wow. And then there were three.

      KORY: I don't know! I'm in the US Virgin Islands searching for a cab right now, okay? I'm a little blindsided myself, and there's no Wifi, so I'm kinda getting the info piecemeal.

      Why bother holding back? Chapman let him have it.

      CHAPMAN: No newspaper, no control – tell me something. What is the point of you anymore, Kory?

      KORY: Just give me a chance to get some damned decent internet and I can get my organization under control, okay? Maybe I shouldn't have left the country.

      “Leaving the country was the only smart thing you've done in the last few weeks,” Chapman murmured. Chase was still standing there, watching him, so he looked right at her. “Have you talked to security about the metahuman countermeasures in my office?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “They're fairly normal,” Chapman said, directing his attention to her for a few precious moments while he readied himself to tear the bark off Kory. “Reinforced walls.  Blast shields over the windows. My office can survive a near-direct hit from a one-hundred-kiloton nuclear bomb. But–”

      “Sienna Nealon isn't a nuclear bomb,” Chase said, unimpressed.

      “Agreed,” Chapman said. “Which is why I added a final line of defenses at the doors and windows. This is, of course, in addition to the powers I now have – or will, shortly, I hope. They're lethal countermeasures.” He smiled. “An explosive reply should someone try and charge through the door when it's active.”

      Chase frowned, her slightly freckled nose wrinkling in disgust. “That's...kinda medieval.”

      Chapman nodded, smiling. “As is Nealon. I'm going to activate them in two minutes. You should probably be outside for this. If she comes through the window, those countermeasures will activate. If she chooses some other point of entry or survives the window entry, I'll deactivate the explosives at the door and you can come back in and help me – though I'm not sanguine about your chances.”

      “Doesn't matter,” Chase said, jaw set with stiff resolution. “If she comes, I'm standing between you and her. She's not getting another of my principals without the fight of her life.”

      “Admirable,” Chapman said. “Still – that's the plan, all right?”

      Chase shook her head. “No. I should be in here with you.”

      “No one should be in here with me right now,” Chapman said coolly. He had his own ideas about what might be going on here, and in spite of her convincing performance, it had not escaped him that Chase had worked for Sienna Nealon's company in the past. And she'd been around for every major defeat thus far in his campaigns against Nealon. Been there for every plan that had been revealed and circumvented.

      Was she a traitor? Maybe. But he didn't want her close right now. No way.

      “Fine,” Chase said, breaking eye contact. “If I hear anything–”

      “Don't come charging in,” Chapman said with a thin smile. “You'd die.”

      “Won't they kill you, then?”

      Chapman shook his head. “The explosives are very focused. They will only hit someone trying to enter through the window or door. I'll just receive a shock and ringing ears.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “If she gets past that, though...you'll be putting your defense entirely on yourself.”

      Chapman gestured to the door, pressing the button to open it. “Don't feel too bad, Chase.” He would have walked her out, but he was in the middle of something. The message was clear, though, and she got it. “I'm just used to doing it myself because no one else ever seems capable of delivering to my expectations.”

      He stood in silence after she'd left, and then Devin's voice sounded, loud and clear: “Boss? I got him.”

      Chapman lifted the phone and the screenshare showed him surveillance footage. Sure enough, there he was, the “EMT” that had saved Nealon in New York, preening in front of a security camera with the Washington Monument in the background. “Got you, you bastard,” Jaime muttered. The words 95% MATCH were written across the bottom of the shot, which was of the man standing, face raised, looking straight into a security camera.

      The man reached up, digging fingers from both hands into his respective cheeks, and–

      The cheeks came off his face with a simple pull, and he stood there smiling.

      
        
        72% MATCH

      

      

      “What the hell?” Devin asked. “Makeup?”

      The man pulled off his nose, and the facial recognition filter adjusted the result again:

      
        
        46% MATCH.

      

      

      “It's not him,” Chapman said tensely, clutching his phone in his hand. “We got snookered. He was never even there, at the hotel.”

      “But why?” Devin asked. “Why would they – she – do this?”

      “She's been playing us from the start,” Chapman said quietly. “From the word go.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “Doesn't matter. What about the wheelchair guy?” Chapman asked, thudding, ass-first, onto his desk and rattling the whole thing. It stung, pain making its way from his tailbone up into his spine in radiating waves, but he couldn't bring himself to care.

      “No clue. Not in front of the White House anymore, that's all I've got.” Devin made a noise of pure frustration. “It's like they know where we're looking, and are moving through all the blind spots in our camera coverage.”

      “They are,” Chapman said sighing with resignation. “It's all misdirection.”

      “I still don't get it, though,” Devin said. “If this EMT guy is so involved in this plan...where is he?”

      “I don't know,” Chapman said, running a hand over his face and finding it to be awfully slick with perspiration – both of them, actually. “But I have a bad feeling we're going to find out in the worst way.”
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        Dave Kory

        Charlotte Amalie

        St. Thomas, US Virgin Islands

      

      

      

      He was being followed, Dave Kory knew that much for sure.

      The guy had been on his plane, he realized, boarding with him at La Guardia. He hadn't taken much notice of him at the time, the rugged man with the short hair and perpetual smile, but then he'd bumped into him at the baggage claim, and the dude couldn't take his eyes off Dave.

      Hey, fair enough, maybe he was just dazzled. Or maybe he recognized Dave. That happened sometimes, with news groupies. It wasn't like Kory had zero profile in the world of media. People knew him. He got invited to good parties in Williamsburg, and sometimes in Manhattan. Connected parties. Hell, he'd even been invited to the Network. Talk about exclusive.

      Every major news event the last few years, he'd had a hand in shaping. That was real power. And people knew him for that.

      But this guy...this one guy...

      The way he looked at Dave – well, it was unnerving.

      Was it the smirk? Maybe. The smirk was perpetual, like he knew something Dave didn't.

      LOL, as if. What were the chances some rando on a plane knew more than the editor-in-chief and CEO of the world's largest news-information-entertainment site?

      Still, the smirk was grating. Maybe not as grating as the smarmy politeness. He'd stood in line at the baggage carousel next to Dave, violating his personal space bubble like they were both on the New York subway together at rush hour. Why did he stand that close? Who knew? All Dave knew was that he smelled of Old Spice, reminding Dave of his grandfather. And that he shouldn't have been close enough to smell that about the guy.

      That politeness factor was grating, too, though. When he'd bumped into Dave he'd said, “Sorry about that, compadre.” With a drawl. Not Southern, just...a drawl. Old timey. And the smirk. And bright eyes that found Dave and wouldn't let him go.

      Trying to find a cab at this hour was proving difficult. Somehow they'd all gone home or called it quits for the night. How did that happen? Dave had no idea. The porter had said one would be along shortly, but one look over his shoulder convinced Dave that no, he didn't want to wait.

      Because the guy? He was right there, lingering next to the airport exit, and staring right at Dave.

      He managed to summon a rideshare a little farther up the pickup loop. After they'd exited the airport, Dave was starting to feel like, yeah, maybe he was out of that. Certainly enough to risk logging into Escapade and seeing what was up.

      KORY: Think I picked up a tail from my flight. Lost him now, thankfully.

      FLANAGAN: What?

      CHAPMAN: Are you joking?

      KORY: Lol, no. I swear this guy on the flight was following me. Weird feeling. Kept getting all up in my space at the baggage claim even though there was a ton of room. He

      Kory paused, looking in the rearview mirror. There was a car behind them, and when it went under the street lamp he could have sworn–

      No way.

      But he turned, and the car passed under a street lamp again, and–

      KORY: He's in the car behind me.

      KORY: He's STILL following me.

      CHAPMAN: Describe him.

      Dave panicked, no lie. His breathing quickened, and he turned his head, looking back, then closed his eyes, trying to piece together a description of the guy from memory and what he could see in the dark car behind them.

      KORY: Brownish hair, 5' 10” or so, kind of a rugged dude in the old style. A real Kurt Russell sort.

      CHAPMAN: That's the EMT that saved Nealon in New York. That picked her up before Bilson. That – well, I thought he was the one coming to my hotel in DC tonight, but looks like – no.

      Dave's eyes nearly bulged out of his head.

      KORY: Are you telling me he's one of Nealon's assassins? And he's HERE? WITH ME?

      FLANAGAN: Oh, damn.

      CHAPMAN: It certainly sounds like him. I was trying to find him earlier, but they scammed us with someone dressed up like him with makeup that fooled our facial recognition system. Let me check and see if I can get footage of where you are.

      “How would you do that?” Kory wondered aloud. The driver didn't ask, he didn't offer, and Kory went back to thinking through the implications of this new information seconds later.

      The streets of Charlotte Amelie were quiet, and Dave really had only one destination in mind – the Ritz-Carlton on the other side of the island, with its remote, secluded location, but now that THIS GUY was on his tail...?

      He needed to lose him. Which he wasn't going to do with this driver, who was plodding along at the speed limit.

      “Can you go faster?” Dave asked.

      The driver just shook his head. “No.”

      Dave sagged against the back seat. The guy was still there, one car back, following them down this dead quiet road, the street lamps overhead illuminating him every time his car passed beneath them.

      And even in the dark, with that little light...Dave could still see the smirk, taunting him.

      “Stop here!” Dave shouted, “Stop!” and the car screeched to a halt.

      Dave bolted out the door, not bothering with his suitcase. To hell with his clothes, to hell with all of it. This was his life on the line, and all he took with him was his phone and his laptop bag and he ran, tearing down an open alley only steps from the car.

      He ran for dear life, past cracked stone facades and colored shutters, past the smell of roasting meat that sent his vegan stomach into a flip, his shoes smacking against the concrete pavement with each desperate footfall. A look back confirmed that no one was following him down the alley, but still he did not stop.

      Dave Kory ran for three blocks, then four blocks, seven and then ten, through dark alleys between, past dilapidated houses and newish businesses. He cast a searching look back every few steps, almost tripping over himself once, twice, until–

      Ten blocks. No one following him.

      Dave finally slowed, his back hurting from where his laptop bag had slapped the skin raw.

      Long, deep breaths were needed. Dave was feeling lightheaded. He stood in the dark, just outside the haloed reach of two street lamps. The street was quiet, deathly quiet, though there was engine noise, faintly, somewhere in the distance.

      He'd done it. He'd outrun his pursuer.

      Now he just needed to get to safety.

      A noise behind him jarred Dave into motion. He looked behind but stepped off the curb, spurred forward by the noise, the surprise. He watched the darkness, expecting a man to come charging out–

      It wasn't.

      A cat strolled out of the alley he'd just emerged from, eyes glinting from the street lights.

      Dave let out a breath, laughing. Figured. His website was one of the top purveyors of LOLCAT gifs on the internet, after all. Of course one would be here, now, in his darkest moment before things turned out all ri–

      “Hey, Dave.”

      Dave snapped his head around, forgetting all about the cat, stopping in the middle of the street.

      There, on the opposite side of the street, standing – like himself – just out of the reach of the street lights–

      Was the guy.

      The guy.

      And he was smirking.

      Dave froze in the middle of the street, all thought of crossing forgotten.

      The guy had followed him.

      The guy had gotten ahead of him.

      The guy was right there, right there and–

      The Tesla was so quiet that Dave didn't hear it, or even see it before it turned the corner and smashed into him at high speed.

      He felt it, though, as it slammed into his legs, breaking them, ripping them from beneath him–

      His head slammed into the hood, snapping his neck and whipping him forward as the car screeched to a stop–

      Dave Kory hit the ground and rolled a good dozen, two dozen feet, aware of every bump, every roll until the last–

      When he hit the gutter and his neck, already damaged from the impact, shattered the rest of the way and cut his spinal cord.

      Dave lay there, in the gutter, breathing his last, gasping breaths, and all he could see, in the dark recesses of his mind as the blood flow to his brain cut off and he died, was that guy and his damned smirk.
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      FLANAGAN: And then there were two.

      Chapman had just watched the thing happen, almost in slow motion. The Tesla had run right over Kory after the dumbass had frozen in the middle of the road. You could tell by the angle of his neck when he landed in the gutter that the Flashforce founder was kaput. Necks weren't supposed to bend that way, and even under the grainy, low-resolution video offered, Chapman imagined he could see the light leaving Kory's eyes.

      “Holy...holy...” Devin was just talking under his breath. “He...it's the guy...that guy...”

      “Yeah,” Chapman said quietly. “I saw.”

      “But he was there,” Devin said. “He got ahead of Kory, even while he was running like crazy! I couldn't keep track of him through the holes in the surveillance cameras in Charlotte Amelie, but this guy – this guy got ahead of him somehow! Beat him to a random spot in the city that he ran to?” Devin's voice lowered, ending up in a near-silent quiver. “How?”

      “Because he sees the future,” Chapman said calmly. He didn't know it for a fact, but it was the only logical explanation. “I think they call that a...Cassandra-type.”

      With that revelation, suddenly Sienna Nealon's successes of the last year seemed all the more clear. How could she lose, with someone like that on her side?

      “Block Kory's phone and delete the app,” Chapman said, turning his attention back to Escapade.

      “Done.”

      CHAPMAN: Looks like I may need a lawyer soon, Tyrus.

      FLANAGAN: I doubt it. But you might need a priest.

      Chapman slumped forward.

      CHAPMAN: How long have you not been Flanagan?

      FLANAGAN: Weeks.

      Chapman closed his eyes. That was the last card played; not only did she have a man who could see the future, but she was inside the Network the whole time.

      CHAPMAN: What happened to Flanagan? Is he dead?

      FLANAGAN: No.

      Chapman took a breath.

      FLANAGAN: But he's not going to be of much use to you...ever again.
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      The club was pulsating, and Tyrus Flanagan had his eye on that redhead. Hot. Damned hot. En Fuego.

      His assistant was talking to her, paving the way, going to bring her over to make the necessary introductions once she'd done the “pre-close.” She did a great job at it. Sure, every now and again one of these little bitches would get cold feet, but usually – once they knew what he could provide – they'd be quiet and take their medicine and give him a good night.

      And in exchange? Their futures were assured, because Tyrus Flanagan had connections.

      Ah, here they came now, his assistant Greta coming with the redhead trailing along behind her. Under the flashing lights, Flanagan watched her approach. Every step dripped sex; she was a little older than his usual type, a little more made-up, but...

      Dayum. He couldn't argue with the results. Tyrus took a sip of whiskey, and...

      “Hey,” he said, “you look ... kinda familiar. Like a ... that famous lady ... whatshername ... Sigourney ...?”

      He blinked. She was suddenly next to him in his alcove, hands on...well, all over him. They were cool, but hot – burning to the touch, and his head swayed like...

      How much had he had to drink? His head felt fuzzy...

      “Hey, that's my phone,” he said, slurring. It was in her hand, unlocked, which meant...

      She brushed her fingers across his face, and – oh, they burned.

      But after...

      What was he talking about before?

      Flanagan's head was so...so fuzzy. He looked into the features of the redhead, those hawk-like eyes glaring down at him. Pretty, but dangerous, he realized. “What...what's your name?” he mumbled.

      “Lethe,” she said. “Not that you'll remember it.”

      She touched him again. It burned.

      And he didn't remember her name after that.

      Or that she took his phone.

      Or anything about the Network.
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      CHAPMAN: So...who am I speaking to?

      Chapman sat back in his chair. He'd moved to it, sitting in his quiet, locked-down, lights-out office alone. It didn't make sense to stay on the edge of the desk, so he'd moved while waiting for the answer to his question.

      FLANAGAN: Not Flanagan. Beyond that, does it really matter? Because if you're keeping up with the count...and then there was one. How long do you think you've got, Jaime?

      CHAPMAN: No, really...who is this? Got a name?

      He smiled.

      CHAPMAN: This is Sienna, isn't it?

      FLANAGAN: No. But she'll be with you soon.

      That turned his blood cold. He clapped a hand over his mouth, wondering if the serum had worked yet.

      It was funny; he'd started with all these options, or at least the illusion of them – killing the president, putting Barbour in place, taking control, stopping Nealon, killing Nealon – and they'd all been stripped away, one by one.

      Now all he had left was the defenses around his office, and the powers that he hoped would show up soon. So sad to go from having so much at his disposal to feeling like he had nothing. Still...maybe he could yet surprise her. Even if he took her out at the cost of his own life, it might be worth it.

      CHAPMAN: You one of her friends? The guy in the Virgin Islands who took out Kory?

      FLANAGAN: No.

      He changed tacks. He wanted to know something, anything about this mystery talker. And he had nothing else going on; he thought about calling Gwen, but an answer came back that quickly stopped him.

      FLANAGAN: I'm the one who took out Flanagan – and helped take out Chalke.

      CHAPMAN: How did she die?

      FLANAGAN: Fittingly.

      Chapman swallowed heavily.

      FLANAGAN: But not as slowly as I'd have made it if it were just up to me. I think Sienna's going a little too easy on you people for what you've done to her.

      Chapman laughed bitterly.

      CHAPMAN: She seems fine, so...what have we done to her that's meant a damn?

      FLANAGAN: You've tried to make her your servant for a year, to keep her on a leash by any means at your disposal. There's an uglier word for that, of course, and I won't go that far, but if it were me? Your death would be slow, brutal, and last for so long you'd forget your name from the pain by the time I was done with you. But I'm old school like that.

      Chapman found himself licking dry lips.

      CHAPMAN: You sound positively medieval.

      FLANAGAN: Oh, I go way further back than that, Jaime.

      CHAPMAN: Got a name I'd recognize?

      FLANAGAN: Probably not, because I doubt you're well-versed in the classics, but you can call me Lethe.

      Chapman stared at his hand. Was it glowing, faintly?

      Yes. Yes, it was. A red hue had appeared at his fingertips. Not fire, no, but some energy...

      He aimed at the table in the corner and blasted it. It took the brunt and exploded from existence, leaving nothing but a couple sheared-off pieces of glass and metal behind.

      “Yes!” he pumped his hand.

      CHAPMAN: Do me a favor and tell her I'm waiting for her, Lethe.

      Chapman finished typing that and didn't wait for a response before shutting down the Escapade app. There was no point in having it anymore, so he deleted it from his phone and stood, preparing himself for a little practice to get ready for the inevitable confrontation that was coming his way.
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      He played with his powers for a couple hours. There were a few of them, which shouldn't have been a surprise given that he'd taken the serum to unlock multiples. Still, there was a certain childlike enjoyment he derived out of discovering them one by one, peals of his own laughter echoing in the dark, quiet office as he shot laser beams from his eyes, superheated paperclips into molten metal in his hand (then was forced to drop the steaming, stinking mess on the carpet, where he stomped out the fire it produced before it could activate the sprinklers), and others – all seemingly along the spectrum of projecting energy in various ways.

      Really, he couldn't have been more pleased. If there was any way in which he wanted to engage with Sienna Nealon, this was it. At as great a distance as possible, with laser beams and energy blasts. Maybe he could even disintegrate her before she came for him.

      The news played in the background, a constant stream of talk and speculation and BREAKING NEWS alerts that rehashed what he'd already heard and seen. It shone a whitish light over the whole office, and after a while Jaime's eyes were tired of staring at it and learning nothing new, so he turned it off.

      They still hadn't said his name once, so at least the press didn't know he was in the Network. They had every other name, but not his.

      That would change, maybe, after she came for him.

      And she had to be coming for him by now. Probably in the morning she'd come at the head of a crew of FBI agents and come try to take him away, if she was feeling charitable. If not...

      Well, he was counting on “if not.” She certainly didn't seem magnanimous in her dealings with the Network these last days, did she?

      He settled into his desk chair sometime in the smallest hours of the morning, enjoying the darkness, and his newfound increase in visual acuity. He could hear certain parts of the conversations – muffled – through the door in his assistants' office outside. That was interesting, too, for a few minutes.

      But eventually he rested his head against the back of his chair, his hair mussed against the cool leather, and the fatigue started to set in. How could he sleep, knowing she was coming for him?

      How could he not, after getting so little the last few days, and knowing he needed to be at his best when she did get here?

      Smooth lips kissed his, and Jaime opened his eyes to find a familiar, mischievous grin waiting for him.

      Gwen.

      He smiled in return before he realized–

      “This place is on lockdown,” he said, sitting straight up in his chair. The lights were on in his office; had she turned them on? “I didn't leave those lights on...”

      Gwen looked around, her raven hair flashing in the light, the stud in her left nostril glittering, then she met his eyes for a second before she shrugged those thin, willowy shoulders. “Whoops.”

      Chapman stared, blinking, as cold chills ran down his scalp, his spine. “You...but...you helped me surveil her – you gave me ideas – you – you – you're–”

      “String some words together there, big guy,” Gwen said. “Make a complete sentence. Take a sec, if you need to.”

      Jaime sagged against the back of his chair. “You...you've been working for her all along?” It was like a pike had been driven into the center of his chest; all the air rushed out of him with it, all the hopes and dreams he felt like he'd been fostering for these last few months died in that instant.

      Gwen shrugged broadly. “Working for her? No.” Her blue eyes sparkled, and she tossed back her jet black hair. “See...I don't know how you didn't realize it, but Jaime...I'm the woman of your dreams.” She smiled at him, and then it vanished–

      Replaced by a pale, unsmiling face and dark hair a few shades lighter than Gwen's, but wild and mussed from a long day of warring with the people he'd sent after her and others. Her frame was significantly shorter and thicker than Gwen's. One thing hadn't changed, though – those cold blue eyes stared at him, pitilessly. “But I'm also the woman of your nightmares.”

      He jerked in his chair, disbelieving–

      Because she was here – somehow–

      Sienna Nealon was Gwen.
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      He shot a blaze of red energy and it passed through her chest as easily as if she were insubstantial.

      He stared at it, looking for injury. There was none.

      She glanced down at it. “So...let me tell you what this is – this is called a dreamwalk. Though in your case, it's going to be more of a nightmarewalk going forward.”

      “I heard about this,” he murmured. “I can't hurt you here. You can't hurt me.”

      “Oh, Jaime,” she said, walking right up to him and putting a hand on his face. “You shouldn't believe everything you read in the press.”

      The pain was excruciating, like white hot nails were being driven into his face and straight through into his brain and across his whole body and aughhhhhhhhHHHHHHHHHHHHHH–!

      It was gone in an instant, replaced by a soothing feeling that reminded him of the best times with Gwen.

      No...there was no Gwen.

      “It's been...you...all along?” he asked, turning his eyes to look up at her. She stood over him with those pitiless eyes, looking down at him like he was a lower form of life.

      “Yes,” she said. “You thought all this time I was in the palm of your hand, didn't you? Well, I was playing my own game – against you.”

      His voice cracked as he asked, “Why?”

      She cocked her head at him, and gave him the strangest smile. “You've been trying to make me your willing servant for the better part of a year. Before that, you did everything you could to keep my innocence a secret. The world thought I was a mass murderer – not only because of you, but you had a big part of it through your efforts in the Network, in media, in government. You did everything you could to keep me out in the cold, on the run. For years.”

      Jaime felt the cold, clammy chills running down his skin. She could hurt him here, but he couldn't hurt her. But...surely she couldn't kill him here, could she? He could survive pain. That gave him a little confidence. “If you knew about me all along...why wait until now?”

      She nodded gently, almost theatrically. “That is a good question. And so is the answer: I don't kill people for no reason. And wrecking your social-lite club of dipshits just because you were trying to make me a pariah or frame me for things I didn't do? Well, you might think it's crazy, but I cannot find it in myself to kill people just for being huge dicks to me, even while using the law and press as weapons to destroy me. So I tried to prove your guilt. Tried to take the high road. Figured I'd let things play out and see if you gave me enough rope to hang you – but within the bounds of the law.”

      Sienna made a clucking noise. “But you were too smart for that, Jaime, and our system of law is designed to give the benefit of the doubt to people. I mean, think about it – if I wanted to prove you were guilty of trying to assassinate the president, do you know what kind of case I'd have to assemble? I need at least some combination of motive, intent, means...and you've been very deft, using proxies and technology to cover your tracks. If I really struggled, I could probably put together enough of a case to get an indictment. I mean, I have the transcripts from the Network conversations the last few weeks, Veronika – she's been working for me all along– ”

      Jaime gasped. Didn't mean to, but it came as a shock.

      “What?” She smirked at him. “You never noticed her last name was a river in the domain of Hades? You think that was just a coincidence?”

      Jaime searched his memory. He couldn't recall whether he ever even knew her last name, but it sent his mind to racing. He needed time. He needed to keep her talking. “How...how did you know about us at all? You...you had to have an entry point in order to even find us to begin with...?”

      Here, she smiled broadly. “You're right. Because although I had my suspicions someone was messing with me – I'm a very paranoid person by nature, after all – I did need an initial clue in order to figure out what was going on. And see, this is where your plans start to unravel, because my friends? The ones you've seen me isolated from this last year? They found it, just before Revelen, along with the video evidence that exonerated me.”

      Chapman's lips parted slightly, and he felt the flesh peel apart, sticky as he realized – “The Custis family.”

      “Yes,” she said, “those IT specialist metas you had keeping your secrets for you.”

      He shook his head. “Wasn't me. I'd have kept it in-house. It was Bilson who hired them. I just helped him cover his tracks.” A thought occurred to him: “Why did you kill Bilson? Hell, how did you kill Bilson?”

      “Little secret I kept from you,” she said, “one of many – I can fly again. So all I had to do was go out my window, because you had no surveillance cameras on that. And of course I left my phone behind. Picked up the rifle left for me by a friend and flew to that building. Settled down on the top–”

      “So no one saw you,” Chapman whispered, “no cameras caught you going in and out.”

      She smiled wanly. “Bingo.”

      “But...but why?” Chapman asked. “I...I thought you needed a reason to kill someone...?”

      “I do,” she said, and here her eyes went slightly...sad? “And I got one.”
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      The car pulled up to the curb and stopped in front of me. This came as a small surprise, because I hadn't been expecting a car, and I hadn't had a phone to order one, and also I'd kinda been thinking I'd walk.

      But of course, I had a secondary purpose in mind walking home from the White House press conference on the China situation, and it was this. Which was why the surprise was only small.

      Ducking my head down and looking through the passenger window, I could see Harry's profile, so I slipped into the back seat and he goosed the gas, car jerking away from the curb.

      “Is this a rental?” I asked, nose wrinkling. “Cuz it smells like...weed.”

      “I stole it, of course,” he said. I liked that he didn't require formal greetings and salutations and whatnot, especially given that we hadn't seen each other in the flesh since...well, since I'd passed him on a freeway in Tennessee months before.

      “Of course. I trust you're here now because I'm running out of time to find a peaceful way out of this?”

      Harry turned completely around, taking his eyes fully off the road and leaving only one hand on the wheel. If anyone else had done it while I was in the car, I'd have freaked out. With him...well, habits are hard to break, so I definitely felt a rise in my alarm levels, but I kept a lid on it. Mostly. “Time's up,” he said. “Bodies are going to start hitting the floor in the next few days if you don't end this Network.”

      I swore under my breath. “I need more time to make the case against them. I just flipped Bilson, and he's going to–”

      Harry shook his head slowly, still not looking at the road. And by this point we were going thirty, forty miles an hour. We blazed through an intersection with a light as red as the Chinese flag, and though someone honked furiously at us, we made it through unscathed. “Bilson's change was temporary, only. He's going to make peace with the Network within three days.”

      I sagged against the weed-stinking cloth seat. “Dammit. I thought...”

      “Thought you changed him?” His smile was pure Harry; knowing. “Let me tell you a little secret about older men – they don't change unless they've got damned good reason to. Yeah, you bent him toward pity, toward feeling for the Chinese people. But Bilson's been in the orbit of power, craving and seeking it, all his adult life. He won't walk away from it forever. He'll cave – lightly – tomorrow. It'll come in the guise of 'being pragmatic' in his approach. And the rest of the Network will talk him back in by two days from now, and he'll push the president back on the path to conciliation. China will make a few appeasing steps, and they'll all come to an agreement soon enough.”

      “Damn,” I whispered.

      “It gets worse,” Harry said, “because nations and governments are just as intransigent as men like Bilson, probably because they're made up of men like Bilson. Without the sanctions and other moves the president's going to make, China is going to feel free to do whatever the hell they want, unhampered by someone rallying the international community to take a stand. Within one year China is going to roll through Hong Kong to pacify the city during another uprising. Then they're going to step up efforts in Xinjiang. And they'll be doing it all with a metahuman army they're growing even now.”

      “That's...cheerfully concrete.”

      Harry shrugged. “The probabilities are the probabilities, and these...they're 99% plus. If Bilson stays in his current position, he'll backslide on his change, and he's going to directly lead to this situation with China.”

      I looked Harry right in the eye as he made the car corner, one-handed, without even looking. I needed to look him in the eye because if I watched the road I'd scream, loudly, like an idiot. “What about removing him peacefully?”

      He shook his head slowly. “Won't happen. And when he's back with the Network...nothing will stay peaceful for long. You put your phone in the fridge and acted out against their wishes. You said their name in front of Bilson. He goes back to them? They'll know you know, and they will move. The war's here, whether you want it or not.”

      I sighed. “I didn't want it to be a war. I wanted to see these people rot in prison cells.”

      Harry smiled wanly, guiding the car to the curb in front of my apartment. “I know you did, and I like that optimism, which is why I've tried, for months now, to help you find a way to make it happen. But these people...they're not decent, and they're really good at covering their tracks. Try and assemble a case now, and here are the probabilities – Chapman: 2% chance of conviction. Chalke: 6%. Kory: 4%. Flanagan: 1%–”

      “Why only one percent for Flanagan?”

      “Your grandmother stole his memory, remember? With his phone? He doesn't know shit about the Network at this point, but he's still the most powerful lawyer in the land.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “Byrd: 2%, because he's new and stupid. Johannsen: 5%. And Bilson gets a whopping 8% probability, but only because once you dig into him you have a chance of discovering enough other dirty, political shit to nail him on those crimes. But here's the kicker – you know what the longest sentence any of them will actually serve is, provided you do nail them to the wall? Two years.” His eyes glinted. “And they're about to step up their game and actually kill people. Even if you let that play out and nail them for it, the most any of them will get is two years.”

      I bowed my head. “That's like not even catching them at all.”

      He didn't say anything to that. He didn't have to.

      “Fine,” I whispered at last. “You were right all along. There is no 'justice for all,' because some people are just too good at being slick to trip up. I wanted to believe in a system that I could work inside, that I could make work to stop the guilty without becoming guilty myself. I tried, I really – I stopped Brianna before she got Warrington because – dammit, part of me really wanted to believe. But I was fooling myself, even then. It doesn't work like that at all.” My throat was hoarse, scratchy, from a day of talking, and all I wanted to do was go home to my shower and hide under the hot water with the curtain closed.

      “Not for the powerful,” Harry said quietly. “Or those with powers. You knew that, in your gut, all along. Which is why you've always acted the way you did, even with Warrington. You work outside the system to stop the exceptions so that the rule of law can work for everyone else.”

      I lifted my head and looked into his eyes. He was smiling sadly, and I could feel in every fiber of me that – yeah, he was sad that my ideals had taken the hit just now. “What do I have to do to stop this?” I asked.

      “The Network needs to start running scared,” Harry said, “because then they're going to make the moves that allow you to justify to yourself what has to be done here. You're going to see with your own eyes that they need to be stopped. And it's going to start tonight, in just a few hours, if you're up for it.”

      I closed my eyes. “I'm always up for it. You know this.”

      “I do know this,” Harry said.

      “So what do I do?” I opened my eyes.

      Harry's smile got tight. “How do you feel about putting that Olympic shooter in your head to work in order to save the Chinese people that impending crackdown?”

      I closed my eyes again, picturing Bilson through the scope of a rifle. Yeah, that was what he was saying, and I got it immediately. Kill one of their number, and the Network herd would get spooked and start making more obvious moves. Plus I'd get to stave off some ugliness in China down the road.

      And all it'd take would be one shot.

      You okay with that, Brianna? I asked the taciturn woman who lived in my head.

      Yeah...I can live with that. Or...not live, but whatever.

      “Okay.” I nodded slowly, and lifted my head to look at Harry. “Let's do it.” My voice hardened. “Let's kill Bilson.”
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      Jaime Chapman let out a long laugh, the jangling, discordant notes ringing out in Sienna Nealon's face. “So he told you that Bilson was going to be responsible for the deaths of millions in China and you just...believed him?” He laughed again, even louder and longer.

      Nealon just stared at him, framed by the lit office behind her, like a dark shadow that had crept into the middle of his calm sanctuary. “Yes,” she said, “I do believe him.”

      “Then you're an even bigger idiot than I thought,” Chapman said, feeling that thrum of panic run through him. Some of this was performative; he was searching for a way out, and to him, it seemed like this man who could see the future? Had to be a weak point, if Nealon lived by this supposed code she'd laid out for him. “Because there are no definites in life, and your friend there – well, he was just telling you what you wanted to hear so you could do what you wanted to do all along.”

      She shook her head. “There's nothing in it for him, other than helping me. He didn't want me to even try. 'We can do this simpler, more expediently, without you going to work in the FBI.' He wanted to shortcut it, kill you all out of the spotlight from the start.” She smiled, leaning in. “Which is, I understand from my grandmother's probing of Flanagan, something you all contemplated doing to me.”

      Chapman's blood chilled. “Don't think you're better than us. You're not. You killed–”

      “Yes,” she said. “I killed or caused to be killed, all of you so far. But I really struggled with it, because when I kill someone, they've almost always got a weapon in hand, and are about to cause harm to others. But you really break the mold, Chapman. You're a special kind of villain. And that required special measures.”

      “I'm not a villain at all,” Chapman said hoarsely. There seemed to be a scratch in his throat.

      “There's no one you wouldn't sacrifice to achieve your ends. That's what makes you the villain, Jaime. Not ambition. Wanting to do something, build something, or make things better, those are fine aims. It's that you're willing to destroy anyone and everyone in the process – that's what makes you evil. Not desire, but the total lack of check on it.”

      “Because I'm willing to make sacrifices to make the world a better place?”

      “Because you're willing to sacrifice others to shape the world to your liking. If you were just making your own sacrifices, that'd be fine. In fact, if you were sacrificing yourself – your life, honor, money, reputation – to help or save others, that'd kinda make you a hero.”

      “Like you?” he scoffed. “Well, let me tell you a little something about yourself and your brilliant plan, hero – even you couldn't see everything.” He smirked. “Even you couldn't save everyone.”

      Sienna just stared at him, and a little smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “You talking about Julie Blair?”

      Not for the first time tonight, Chapman felt a cold tingle creep down his spine.

      “Of course I know about her,” she said. “I was monitoring your communications, remember? But more than that, Harry gave me her name months ago. I've been watching her – or we have, since I couldn't do it myself. We saw every word of what you did to that poor woman, tearing her life apart. And then, when you pushed her–”

      “I didn't–”

      “Why bother lying?” she asked, cocking her head at him in pure curiosity, like he was some test subject she was studying. “We saw the whole thing, from start to finish. I mean, what you did with the emotional predictive software and pushing alerts and bad news at her...” She shuddered. “In case you're wondering...that was the moment I decided to kill you.”

      “But you still couldn't save her,” Jaime whispered in quiet triumph. If this was the only thing he had left, he'd be damned if he didn't gut her with it, cut that stupid, bullshit morality facade away and leave her exposed before–

      She laughed. “But I did save her.”

      “Her body hit the pavement,” Chapman said with full certainty.

      Nealon shook her head slowly. “No, it didn't.”

      “I saw–”

      “You saw what I wanted you to see,” she said, smiling at him. “Now...wanna know what actually happened?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Julie

      

      

      

      She took that last, wobbling step and cool, night air rushed over her as Julie tumbled over the balcony–

      One floor down, something caught her beneath the arms. Something fast. Something...

      That smelled like...sweat and wind.

      Her feet were dangling over thin air, and Julie looked up–

      “Sienna...Nealon?”

      There was really no mistaking that famous face, but as Julie watched it split into a look of pure, uncomfortable contrition. “Yeah, Julie, it's me. Sorry I'm late.”

      Julie just stared up at her as the city of Washington flashed by below, her hair blowing in the wind. “You...you know me...?” A hard sob racked her body, but Sienna's strong grip had her, wouldn't let her go, and she knew this. “You...you...why?”

      “Because I know a little something about how it feels when powerful people gang up to destroy your life and reputation,” she said. “You didn't deserve what happened to you, and I'm sorry it went on as long as it did.”

      “I...I didn't do...” Julie cried. “I didn't...”

      “I know you didn't,” she said quietly. “I know. You were a victim in all this.”

      “But...why?” Julie sobbed.

      “Because you helped me,” Sienna said, smiling down on her. “You helped me when I was on that boat, alone, going up against China. They hated that. You helped save me, Julie. Now I'm going to repay the favor.”

      “I don't know how you can,” Julie said. “It's all...all ruined. I don't know who they are, but they...they wrecked everything.” She hung her head. “They ruined me. I mean...look what I just did.” And she burst into a fresh round of tears, quietly, slipping down her windswept cheeks and falling on the dark city below.

      “I know this is going to be tough,” Sienna said, and the wind died as they drifted down to a rooftop. “But you need to hear this. Life is never easy. It is never going to be easy. Even when it goes well for a while, death, adversity, struggle, depression – all these and so many more are always waiting to leap on you, just as sure as the Network unleashed hell on you now.”

      Julie's bare feet touched down on the rough, sandy-feeling rooftop. A thousand lights of Washington DC winked back at her. “Then...why bother fighting it? You could have just let me drop. Then it would be over.” She sniffled.

      “I can't do that, Julie,” Sienna said, though her voice sounded riven. “This thing they've done? It was cruel and vicious and terrible, and I can't even pretend it's not going to hurt for years.” She came around from Julie's back and put both hands on her shoulders, looking her straight in the eye. “But these people tried to define you to the world. You can't let them.”

      “How do I fight back against that?” Julie asked, cheeks cold and yet warm, as fresh tears flowed down them. “They did it...and I couldn't do anything about it.”

      “I know,” Sienna said, and pulled her in, hugging her tight. “I know. And sometimes that happens, and I don't really know what to tell you about it other than saying, 'It sucks.' And that it's wrong, and evil, but...that it happens anyway. You didn't do anything, but even your family believed it. They defined you, and the world – and the people who cared most about you – bought it. And maybe, just maybe...” She brushed her skin against Julie's chin, the first time, Julie realized, she'd actually touched the succubus's flesh. It was warmer than she would have thought. “...you started to believe it, too.”

      Julie nodded slowly. “How do you stand everyone calling you...everyone saying about you...”

      She put a hand on Julie just below the collar of her shirt. “You need to know who you are. Because if you know who you are, the whole world telling you something different won't change it for you.” She brushed a hand against Julie's cheek, just for a second again. “But I know you didn't do any of those things, either.”

      “...You do?” Julie asked. There was this faint feeling, something far off, the like of which she hadn't felt in...

      Well, since the meeting with Betsy where this whole disaster had started.

      Hope.

      “I do. Are you ready to fight back?” Sienna asked. “Because I can't promise you it'll be easy. But I think...with some help...we can clear all this up. If you're willing to dig in and fight.” She smiled resolutely. “Come on, Julie. Do it for your kids.”

      Julie swallowed heavily, then nodded once. “I...yes. Yes. I'll fight. For them. And...” She swallowed, and some of that fear passed as though she'd just swallowed it away. “And for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chapman

      

      

      

      “I call bullshit,” Chapman said, shaking his head slowly at the end of her risible tale. “I saw the body hit the ground. Julie Blair is dead, and all your fairy tales about how you're such a hero that you could save her don't erase the fact that she dropped like a tossed stone–”

      “Hey, Jaime, quick question for you, Mr. Genius,” Sienna said, so imperturbably calm as to be almost insufferable, “do you know how Heather Chalke died?”

      Chapman froze. The line between the two points of data was obvious, and yet– “You didn't. You couldn't have.” His mouth felt dry. “...How?”

      Sienna smiled. “ArcheGrey1819, my boy Harry, my grandmother and great-grandmother, all working in unison with my therapist. ArcheGrey bombarded Chalke's browser with ads for the same hotel Julie Blair checked into while she was looking for a 'secure location.' Harry helped, like a predictive behavior algorithm, and the two of them pushed her to the right place. Then Arche hacked the check-in system and got her the room right below Julie's. My therapist, Dr. Zollers – he's a telepath, by the way – he allowed my team to bypass Chalke's guards and get Heather to open the door, and – well, I'll spare you the details, but suffice it to say Chalke went leaping out of the window more or less of her own accord, and at exactly the moment we needed her to.”

      Chapman slumped. “You got them all.”

      “And they never saw us coming. Like you.” She leaned in closer to Chapman, and he was reminded, again, of Gwen, which brought up another question.

      “Gwen was a real person, though,” Chapman said, looking up. “She's out there somewhere...right?”

      Sienna shook her head. “No. I've been dreamwalking to you for months. That first meeting, in the cafe? You dozed off coming off a coding binge. I never came to you in the daytime because–”

      “Gwen never came to me in the daytime because she's a CEO of a small company,” Chapman said. “She's a busy person, like me. She–”

      “Oh, she's a busy person, all right,” Sienna said, pacing a small circle around him. “Because she's an FBI agent by day, and only able to contact you when we're both sleeping.”

      “But I've talked to her on the phone,” Chapman said, blinking, trying to find the hole in this. It couldn't have been her all along...?

      “No,” she said, “I've dreamwalked to you and fit the circumstances to what I pick up from your subconscious. If you fall asleep in a car, or on a plane, well...Gwen couldn't very well just show up there, could she? So I dreamwalk a phone call, instead.” She looked around. “I usually put in the effort to match the environment almost completely, but tonight...” She shrugged. “I'm tired, it's been a long week, and I'm just about ready to wrap things up.”

      “But...” Chapman sputtered, “...she and I have been...intimate...we've–”

      “Only in your dreams, pal,” she said with a dirty smirk. “And trust me...not even then, really. I just left you with the pleasurable sense that we did, because...yeah, no, I'm not that kind of succubus.”

      “But if you just messed with my dreams...how could I have...you fooled me,” he said in disgust. “That's not a dream, that's...”

      “Well, it sort of is,” she said. “It's a power of mine that I'd never really used or understood until this last year. I learned about it from my grandmother. It's called 'the Thrall,' and it lets me control a man through the dreamwalk. Not easily; I couldn't just jump into a random guy's dream, someone I didn't know at all, and make him do crazy shit. I need to know something about him, I have to come to him in a form that would make him emotionally...movable, let's say.”

      She disappeared, and Gwen appeared in her place. “Which is why I created a new persona, just for you. Girl of your dreams. I mean, it's not like you'd have trusted and told your secrets to Sienna Nealon.”

      “But...why?” He turned, and Nealon was back to herself now, over his shoulder. “You had access to the Network, why–?”

      “As you pointed out, probabilities aren't ever a hundred percent,” she said, leaning over and whispering in his ear. “I made lots of plans, some of which never became necessary. Some of them...didn't work the way I'd planned.” She sounded regretful. “For instance, Julie Blair? I got her name a long time ago, and was trying to figure out a way to spare her from what you did long before it happened. I couldn't, though. Not without killing you sooner, and I just couldn't justify repaying slander with murder. Just like I couldn't justify killing you on my own account until you made the move against the president.”

      Chapman felt his face harden. “It needed to be done.”

      “'It needed to be done?'” Sienna laughed. “You know why you wanted to kill Gondry? Because you decided if you couldn't control something, you had to destroy it. Like me.” Her face grew harder, all mirth erased from it. “Like Julie.”

      “What about the black smoke creature?” Chapman asked, grasping at straws. He could feel the conversational grains slipping through the hourglass, and was not eager to find out what happened when they were all gone. She couldn't kill him in a dream, could she...? “The one that stole the diary?”

      “Another wheel in motion,” she said, and the malice on her face disappeared. “He was a friend of a friend, but a trustworthy one. He got the diary out of your grasp. I was hoping we could use it as evidence against you in a trial, but...that was a long shot, and it just didn't pay off. So we Plan B'd it, and he pushed Johannsen's name out there for us to start pulling your pieces off the board.”

      “You never actually fought him,” Chapman said.

      “Nope,” she said. “Used my flight powers to simulate being thrown around, like it was a real battle. Hurt for real, too. But with my Wolfe healing back online, it didn't hurt too bad for too long. I've been using those secret powers for a while now, but I had to be careful about it. Couldn't let you guys think I was back to being able to shrug off bullets, but at the same time I didn't want to ever be down for too long. So I goosed my natural healing a little here and there. Like after I got the shit kicked out of me in Baltimore against that Chinese beetle meta.”

      “You were hiding all these powers,” Chapman said. “All along.”

      “Just the ice power,” she said. “Though I did use it against Grendel during one of our fights because...well, I had to in order to survive. Iced his arm, broke it off, and shoved it into his rib cage. But I didn't realize I had access to the others – via shadows, faint memories of the souls I lost – still in me.”

      “How?” Chapman croaked. “You lost them in Scotland.”

      “I did,” she said, nodding. “That Scottish bitch took them from me. And they are gone – the people, I mean. I don't have access to their counsel, their personalities anymore, but...I do have a residual echo of them that lets me use their powers. It's harder than it used to be.” She put fingers to her head. “And Harmon's telepathy power? I can't get that one to work at all, really.”

      Chapman smirked. “You're not smart enough.”

      A flicker of amusement lit her eyes. “Maybe. Or not disciplined enough, at least. I lack training...but I've got a teacher willing to help, once I get home. See, that's how I beat you. With the people I trusted.”

      “We thought we had you,” Chapman said quietly. “We thought we'd separated you from the people you trusted.”

      She chuckled. “Because you were monitoring my phone? Trusting me to be as dumb as you assumed I was?” She made a mocking, hillbilly voice. “Stupid ol' Sienna Nealon, why she ain't even got a high school diploma. She is dumb as a box of rocks, couldn't possibly see through our super smart genius schemes to take over the world.” She stopped the voice. “And you're right, of course. If I was just me, on my own, or even me with the friends you know about.”

      She leaned in close to his ear. “But you kept me on the run for two years, in the shadows. And while I was there, I met so many other people like me. Creatures of the shadows, I guess you could say. So while you were watching my 'light side' friends, I was building a 'dark side' crew that you'd never see coming.”

      “I see it now,” Chapman said. “We missed it totally.”

      “You were always going to miss it,” she said. “You're a smart guy, Jaime, but like so many smart, powerful people in this so-called civilized world, you're awfully arrogant. You're a man living in the most prosperous, genteel time our world has ever seen. Power, to you, is political, technological, built on those civilizational assumptions. You've given little thought to its roots.”

      “I know more than you think,” Jaime said.

      “Then you know that the root of power is force.” She stared at him, unsmiling, unflinching. “'Do what I want or I will crush you.' You used the proxies of government, of the law, of the press – social destruction, reputational destruction – and thought they were the be all, end all. But they're just...avatars, I guess you could say. Concepts standing in for the real thing. The thing you never truly understood.”

      Chapman smacked dry lips together. “And what's that?”

      She was in his face, suddenly, so fast he didn't even see it. “Violence. This is a civilized world because the costs to the people who choose to be uncivilized are expressed in a series of escalations whose ultimate end is violence. You get a parking ticket and don't pay it? The police eventually show up to your house to arrest you. Refuse to comply? They'll use force to make you. Resist, get too out of hand? They might even kill you – if it gets that far. At the core, humanity and civilization is predicated on violence. It's our natural state – but we've done our best to distance ourselves from it. Push it back, deny it, put all these blocks – these kinder, gentler measures – in place to make it less blatant than the days when we were warring tribes, pillaging our enemies and living through might making right.

      “That's what you never understood, Jaime,” she said, leering at him. “You exercise your own kind of power, thinking you were doing something so...revolutionary. So special. You played on your own level against me, and thought I was too dumb to see it because I was beneath you.

      “And that's true – because I play, quite naturally, on a much baser level, where the stakes are survival, and where power is best expressed by a fist to the face.” Now she smiled again. “But while you operated on your level, I played on mine. Which is why it's laughable that you thought your 'soft power' and 'reputational destruction' and 'legal threats' could ever hold a candle to the intimidation of facing people who want to murder you right to your face.” She swelled, her face growing darker, like she was covered in shadows. “I've been shot in the head, drained of powers, tortured, flayed, mutilated, left for dead. But you thought a few serums and your super friends were going to make you my equal.”

      Chapman swallowed. “Well...I did my best.”

      “You thought you had total control, and maybe you did, over your little slice of the world.” Now she was buried in the darkness, huge and foreboding, and out there, ready to smite him somehow. “But it's a big damned world, and no one can control it all.”

      “How...” Chapman asked voice cracking. “How are you going to...to do it?”

      She just stared at him for a moment, piteously. “Like I did to Governor Warrington.”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “Shhhh,” Gwen appeared at his shoulder, fingertips brushing against him, and all the worry and fear that had been building so intensely fled in that instant. “I'm not going to do anything to you, Jaime.” She draped kisses across his forearm, warm and soothing. “I won't let anything happen to you.”

      He leaned his head back, felt her warmth against him. “I was...I was so worried there for a second.”

      Nuzzling kisses found their way up his neck. “Oh? Why?”

      Chapman concentrated. There was something he was forgetting. Something...terrible. It had been there, just a moment earlier, occupying his thoughts like a bleak, great, terrible, all-encompassing thing. “I...I don't know. But...I was terrified.”

      “Probably nothing,” she whispered. Sweet nothings. “What were you going to...do about it?”

      “I had my defenses on in my office,” he murmured, feeling a peaceful, euphoric sense creep over him. It was Gwen, this was the feeling he felt around her, why he wanted to be with her always. “Lethal ones.”

      “Oh,” she murmured. “That sounds so...dangerous. I hope you couldn't...trip them by accident.”

      “Anyone coming through the door or window would,” he said, feeling her touch against his skin. It felt...so good. So...warm.

      Suddenly she was far away, and that feeling of warmth, of comfort was just...gone.

      “Jaime,” she whispered, and it echoed. “I'm over here. Come to me.”

      He grunted. He was sitting, head foggy. Yes, he needed to go to her. She was right there, right there, and if he just went to her, she'd take him in her arms again and–

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Come to me.”

      He toddled on unsteady legs, balance uncertain. But she was right there. He just needed to go a little farther, toward the door, slap the button to unlock it and he'd be through it, to her–

      The explosion of the booby traps was like a cannon firing in his ear. It shredded him, ripping him apart and – really – surprising the hell out of him, because he hadn't even realized it was there.

      As Jaime Chapman fell to the ground, the last thought on his mind was of Gwen. Of how she–

      And she became Sienna Nealon in that last instant, staring at him hard, cold, pitiless, and the warm feeling of Gwen just slipped away...

      ...And a second later, so did he.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chase Blanton

      

      

      

      The explosion rocked the office, and when it settled, Chase ran for the door. She found it unlocked, which should not have been surprising, but somehow was.

      Chapman was inside, shredded to pieces by his own defenses. She stared down at his eyes, watched his lips move one last time:

      “S-ienn-a...”

      And then he was still.

      Didn't matter, though. She'd seen it, nonetheless.

      It wouldn't be enough for the police, of course. There was not a chance in hell that they'd believe her, believe the admission of a dying man, but Chase Blanton had seen, and she knew.

      “Got another one,” she whispered, as the assistants on duty behind her wailed to the ceiling. Because Nealon had.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      I woke up in the presidential bunker, shaking off the drowsiness of sleep.

      “How did it go?” President Gondry asked. He was sitting in his chair, alone, the US Secret Service outside the door at his request. Rockrigger had closed the tunnel behind him and Veronika had melted the steel to close it back up. He caught me looking, and snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Don't worry about that now. Did you...resolve the situation?”

      I nodded slowly. It wasn't a comfortable experience for me, discussing how I'd extrajudicially killed the people trying to assassinate the president, but I'd had to confess all – or almost all – before I'd handed him off to Greg Vansen before the confrontation with Chapman's hired killers.

      The president's eyes didn't move beneath his glasses, just stared at me for a moment, and then he reached up and took them off his face, running his sleeve over them like a polishing cloth. “I know this can't have been easy for you. It's not easy for me, either, to so cavalierly discuss killing American citizens this way.”

      “I know, sir,” I said, folding my hands together between my legs and rocking slowly back and forth.

      “I gave that same order last year, you know,” he said, puffing his breath on his glasses. “For you. To terminate you.”

      I nodded slowly. “If you'd succeeded...”

      He nodded slowly. “I'd be dead right now. Or a willing accomplice to whatever knuckle-under policy Bilson was going to try and sell me.” His face looked strangely pinched. “It's a difficult thing for me to admit, you know. That I'm a slave to the information fed to me. For a man who prided himself on being an academic, someone who tried to research to the truth of matters...” He looked up at the ceiling. “...Sometimes the worst part of this job is the unknowns. Knowing that there is no definite answer, just more gray area.”

      “I am very familiar with gray area,” I said, looking at my hands. “Seems like I'm living there quite a bit lately.”

      “I realize this was perhaps a unique challenge,” the president said.

      “No, it wasn't,” I said. “Ever since the day I first took the law into my own hands, I've run across a veritable sea of injustices. For a long time the law wasn't prepared to deal with the extraordinary circumstances and abilities of metahumans. This was just a different sort of extreme. A conspiracy of people with power, just a more conventional kind of power.”

      “And they were going to kill me.”

      “Well, they damned sure tried their best, sir,” I said.

      “Their best wasn't good enough,” he said, replacing his glasses and favoring me with a little smile, “because of you.”

      I nodded slowly, in discomfort. “I was happy to help.”

      The president watched me, cocking his head as he picked up on something. “But...?”

      “But...” I smiled wanly, “...I'm afraid I'm going to have to hand you a resignation letter, sir.”

      “Ridiculous,” the president said, almost leaping to his feet. “You're my first choice for FBI Director now that Chalke is out.”

      I chuckled mirthlessly. “Sir, she's not out. She jumped out of a building because of efforts I made at exposing her, putting her into an impossible situation.” Not a chance was I going to implicate members of my family and my close friends with this, even to the president. “Me having a hand in the death of the last director ought to be disqualifying, assuming my previous record wasn't already.”

      “You did what you had to in order to protect me,” Gondry said. “That was your duty.”

      “Wasn't the oath I swore,” I said. He started to say something, but I stopped him. “I'm not quibbling, and I don't regret it, sir. I'm just saying...I don't belong in actual law enforcement, because I cannot bring myself to play by the rules the system sets forth. I need that gray space to work. Independent.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, then shut it, studying me. “I can't change your mind about this, can I?”

      “No, sir.”

      He nodded. “Very well, then. I can't blame you. You're right, there are restrictions on your freedom to act. And we don't need that much of a brake on you. You've proven to me over the last several years that you are a person who knows her limits. I trust you to be careful of them.”

      I bowed my head. “Thank you, sir. I'll try not to abuse your trust.”

      “That's appreciated – but one other thing, before you go.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      He had a little twinkle in his eyes. “Your country may need you to come back from time to time. I...may need you to come back.”

      I stood, bowing my head. “You call, and I'll come running, so long as you're not trying to keep me on the job forever. I did two years on the run and almost a year for the FBI now. I'd like to be...” I got a goofy grin. “...Free. For a while. From now on, really.”

      “Enjoy your freedom, Agent ... I mean ... Ms... Nealon,” the president said, as I headed for the door. “You've certainly earned it.”
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      The Congressional hearing room was packed with cameras, and Julie sat, alone, at a table in front of the large bench. A dozen congresspeople were in front of her, microphones in front of their faces, staring down at her like predators looking down upon prey.

      Her stomach churned, fueled by coffee alone, the acidic taste lingering on her tongue as she looked up at the overwhelming odds. “Me versus the world,” she whispered, touching her fingers to her sweaty palms.

      “Are you represented by an attorney today, Ms. Blair?” the chairwoman, a stern, gray-haired woman with glasses asked. She peered down from the high bench at Julie, reminding her of a judge about to pronounce sentence.

      “No,” Julie said quietly. “I – I couldn't, um – I couldn't affo–”

      “Madam Chairwoman?” A man's voice interrupted.

      Julie turned to see a slightly familiar face. He was a lawyer, a big-time one. She'd seen him on TV before. He was wearing an impeccable suit, and he strode up to the railing that separated Julie, in her lonely position at the table, from the gallery behind her. Her island amidst all the sharks that wanted to devour her.

      “Mr. Flanagan,” the chairwoman said, now peering at the lawyer. “Are you representing Ms. Blair?”

      “I am,” Flanagan said, slipping into the chair behind her. “Tyrus Flanagan. I was hired to represent you.”

      “I...I can't afford–” Julie stuttered.

      “My fee's already been taken care of by someone else,” Flanagan said. “Also...” He frowned, reaching into his jacket. “I was supposed to give you this note,” he said, handing her a small envelope. “It's from...” He stared at her blankly. “...I don't remember, actually.”

      Julie tore the small envelope open and found a letter inside.

      
        
        Dear Julie,

      

        

      
        Wish I could be there to see your hearing, but I'd be a hell of a distraction in the worst possible way. The president is already working on your behalf to get your job back and all this stupidity dismissed, but please accept my gift of the services of Tyrus Flanagan, Esquire, to help you through the congressional hearings. He's morally bankrupt but the top lawyer in the country, and frankly, he owes you one, so this is pro bono. If all goes according to plan, you'll be cleared of this very soon. Though I know nothing will ever make up for the smears and pain that this series of events has caused you, I hope your coming vindication will take some of the sting out of it, as triumph often does following tragedy.

      

        

      
        Keep fighting,

        Sienna

      

      

      “Will the witness please – uh, excuse me. Ms. Blair?” the chairwoman asked.

      Julie was just trying to hold it together, but at least this time...it was happy tears.

      “Are you all right to proceed, Ms. Blair?” the chairwoman asked, looking over her glasses down at Julie.

      There was a sound of shuffling behind her, a small hubbub as someone said, “Excuse me – excuse me,” making their way up the aisle, and for a second before she turned she thought maybe, just maybe it might be–

      But it wasn't Sienna sliding into the front row behind her.

      It was Dom.

      With the kids.

      “I'm so sorry,” he said, his own eyes big and watery as he leaned over the rail. “I'm so sorry. I screwed up. I was an asshole. Maximum asshole.”

      She blinked, staring at him like he was some ephemeral vision. Little Paige waved at her, flashing a bright smile. “Hi, Mommy.” Noah just stared around the room.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Julie whispered, leaning over the railing to give them each a nuzzle.

      “Ah, Ms. Blair?” the chairwoman called.

      Julie blushed, keenly and suddenly aware that every eye in the committee room was on her. “Sorry,” she said, dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve. “Sorry.” She tried to smile, because somehow, in the face of everything falling apart, she really had felt that little surge of something. Something she wouldn't have believed only last night, standing on that balcony, about to jump, but that now, in the light of day, seemed obvious.

      Hope.

      It was all going to be all right.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      I looked around my DC apartment for the last time, leaving everything behind for the landlord to deal with. I was saying goodbye to it all – my secondhand furniture, dozens of suits, and my security deposit.

      Whatever. I wanted nothing but what I was taking with me. Some clothes, a few personal belongings.

      Oh, and my freedom. Finally.

      When I hit the street outside, I found the warm midday sun cooking down, and a steady flow of traffic rolling up and down the street. Not too much in the way of pedestrian movement, though, so I saw the guy coming toward me out of the corner of my eye before he got more than fifteen feet away.

      “Hey, Mike,” I said, turning to look at Mike Darnell. “I heard a rumor you're taking over as editor of Flashforce.”

      Mike Darnell shuffled toward me, staring at me with piercing eyes. “Your sourcing on that story?”

      “Anonymous,” I said with a smile, bag slung over my shoulder. “Is it true, though?”

      “Someone has to take over,” he said. “Investors were looking for someone with experience on the reporting side. Looking to make it a little more serious and a little less...”

      “LOLCAT Gifs?”

      “Something like that.” He smiled. “Speaking of rumors...I heard you resigned from the FBI?”

      “Can confirm,” I said, “now that I'm a free woman. As in...free to speak to the media. Free to start a Socialite account if I wanted to, I guess.”

      He cringed. “Got a comment on Jaime Chapman blowing himself up?”

      I shrugged. “He knew we were coming for him and took the coward's way out. A lot of that going around. But that's just me talking, not the official FBI position.”

      He nodded, jotting down a quick note. “What about the strange epidemic of suicides among the rest of the Network members? Got anything to say about that?”

      “What's so strange about it?” I asked. “These were the most privileged people on the face of the planet. Every single one of them was facing very serious charges and felt law enforcement breathing down their necks. If you're asking me if I'm surprised they went out like little bitches? No.” I kept a steely, smoky look on my face the entire time. “Because that's what every single one of them would have been during their inevitable prison stints.”

      Darnell made a face. “Wow. You mind if I call you now that you're not on the FBI payroll anymore? Because I think I could make quite the hay out of the quotes you just gave me.”

      “Mike, you can call me anytime. Just don't be surprised if I mostly send you to voicemail.”

      “But not every time?” he asked with a knowing smile.

      I shook my head. “Not every time, no.”

      “Then I will call you,” he said. “Any chance we could set up an interview and...?”

      “No,” I said. A car was pulling up to the curb, and I leaned down to check. It was for me. “Gotta go.”

      “I'll be in touch,” he called as I got in the passenger side.

      “I'm sure you will,” I said, and slammed the door before he could say anything else.

      “All done?” my driver asked.

      “God, I hope so,” I said, looking at her. “Though I might need a prescription for something strong if I have to spend one more minute in this forsaken city. Any chance you could help me out here, 'Doctor Slaughter?'”

      My grandmother did not look amused. “I hardly think that giving pain meds to a recovering alcoholic would be a sensible use of my medical license.”

      I cringed. “Ouch. You really know how to hit a girl where it hurts.”

      “That's what family does, sweetie. At least in my experience.”

      “With Hades as a father, Janus as a brother-in-law, and Charlie as a daughter, I can see where you might get that impression.” I went quiet for a second. “Still...thank you. For helping me with...everything.”

      She kept her eyes on the road, even though we'd not yet moved from the curb. “Such as...?”

      I looked out the window; Darnell was gone. “What, you want me to itemize my thanks? Okay – for helping save me in New York, for seducing Tyrus Flanagan out of his phone–”

      “That man...that pervy, pervy little man...” She shuddered. “His memories are going to haunt me for a while.” A small smile turned the corner of her lips. “Still...he thought I was in my thirties, did you know that?”

      I made a show of studying her. “With some makeup, the proper lighting, hair dyed that stunning shade of red...yeah, I could see that. Anyhow, thanks for that. For helping with Chalke and – whatever. All else, illegal and menial. Oh, and for getting my money back in Europe and the Caribbean. No way was I going to be able to do it with the Network up my ass.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “It wasn't too tough, as these things go. But...seriously? Half a billion dollars? If I didn't know who you stole it from, I'd be worried.”

      “Janus can kiss my ass,” I said. “If he hasn't come after it yet, I doubt he will. He certainly didn't say anything about it during our last tete-a-tete, and we let it all hang out, so I suspect I'm good on that score.”

      She shook her head. “Half a billion dollars is a lot of money, Sienna. Too much to easily forget.”

      “Yes, well, thanks for getting it for me.” I settled into my seat. “It'll probably come in handy, because I had to offer a lot of favors to dig me out of this mess with the Network.” I did the mental accounting: ArcheGrey, Veronika, Hades, Cassidy – though I'd paid in advance on that one.

      Still...I owed people. The money might help buy me out of the favors promised, assuming they were amenable to that sort of thing.

      “Is Mimaw coming with us?” I asked as Lethe pulled away from the curb into the burgeoning Washington traffic. I wasn't going to miss this.

      Lethe shook her head. “She's already back in Texas. She wants you to come see her when you get a chance. Soon, or else she's going to come see you.”

      “Not much of a threat.”

      Lethe cocked her head, and her expression said she disagreed. “Maybe it's because I grew up with her, or because I've seen what she can do, but...I wouldn't recommend crossing her. Just because she's nominally a life goddess, don't take her lightly. You get her mad...well, I mean, there's a reason Hades fears her.”

      “The Queen of the Underworld?” I chuckled. “I can see that.”

      “Anyway, I don't think she's quite up for a four-day drive across the country. And your other friends have already gone on ahead, so...” Lethe looked over at me, and her eyes sparkled blue. Just like mine. “You and me, kiddo. They'll meet us back in Minneapolis.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, heart full for the first time in a long time. The sun was shining, the cool air blowing out of the AC vents. The road was wide open in front of us, the weekend DC traffic not as congested as usual for this time of day. I glanced at the cup holders between us – two full, steaming cups of coffee waited and I grabbed one without even asking, bringing it up to my nose and inhaling the caffeinated perfection. “So very, very good.”

      Lethe smiled, then looked at my bag in the back seat. “That's all you've got?”

      “That's all I've got,” I said, taking a deep breath, turning my eyes forward, to the endless road ahead. “All I need, really, so...” I closed my eyes, and imagined myself already there. “Take me home.”
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