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PROLOGUE



SHORTLY BEFORE MIDNIGHT, eleven miles from Fairview, South Dakota, the armored superhero Paragon muttered, “Uh-oh.”

Lance McKendrick forced open exhausted eyes and looked up to see his reflection distorted in Paragon’s dark visor. “Uh-oh? We’re a thousand feet up and flying at two hundred miles an hour. I don’t want to hear ‘Uh-oh’!”

“Fuel’s getting a little low,” Paragon said.

Lance knew that Paragon had a very dry sense of humor, but was sure that the hero wouldn’t joke about something like this.

They had been flying for what felt like forever, but Lance knew it couldn’t have been more than two hours. It wasn’t the most dignified way to travel, nor the most comfortable: Lance was hanging below Paragon in a modified parachute harness that was fixed to the hero’s armored chest-plate, and at first Lance had been worried that the harness’s clips might not hold.

Paragon had reassured him that wouldn’t happen: He had carried heavier people than Lance many times before, and often for much longer distances.

But the idea that they might run out of fuel had never crossed Lance’s mind, until now.


“So,” Lance began, “just out of curiosity…When your jetpack runs out of fuel, does it happen suddenly or sort of gradually?”

“Suddenly. But I’ve got a small reserve tank that’ll keep us going long enough to touch down. Depending on how high up we are. Don’t worry, we’ll make it.”

“Anything on the radio yet?”

“Nothing. That flash must have carried some sort of localized EMP.”

Lance nodded. “Yep, that’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“You don’t know what an EMP is, do you?”

“Not a clue.”

“Electromagnetic pulse,” Paragon explained. “A burst of electromagnetic radiation that can short out electronics. Which is why everyone’s radios stopped working.”

“But your armor’s got electronics, right?”

“Most of my circuitry is shielded. The radio can’t be, because if I shield it against EMPs, then—”

“Then it would also be shielded against ordinary radio signals?” Lance interrupted.

“That’s right.”

Lance raised a weary arm and pointed straight ahead. “Those lights over there…That’s my school. Drop me there and I can walk the rest of the way.”

“No, I’m taking you straight home. You’ve already been gone for more than a day.”

“Yeah, but my folks were sick. They won’t have noticed.”

A minute later they passed over the Fairview Mall. “Doesn’t seem like it was just yesterday,” Lance said.

“You’re giving up the life of crime, right?”


“After the way you embarrassed me in front of all those people? Absolutely.” Lance had been spotted by the mall’s security guards as he attempted to scam a group of shoppers with his three-card-monte trick. He’d managed to evade them, but was then caught by Paragon as he left the mall. “It’s the quiet life for me from now on. No more superheroes, no more saving the world.”

“Quiet life? I don’t think so,” Paragon said, a touch of amusement in his voice. “Look straight ahead. That’s your street, isn’t it? I count eight police cars, at least.”

“Oh man…My folks must have reported me missing! I’m going to be grounded forever.”

“I’ll talk to them, if it’ll help.”

“Yeah, just say you found me or something. Wait…Do they know about the bike?” The previous day Lance had found himself traveling at more than a hundred miles an hour on his bicycle, propelled by a stolen jetpack he’d been unable to deactivate. Paragon had swooped down and pulled him out of danger at the last second, but the bike was totalled.

Paragon slowed and began to descend as they approached the street, then swerved to the left to avoid an ambulance that suddenly screeched around the corner, heading for Lance’s house.

Lance dry-swallowed. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves. “Paragon?”

“I know…. Just stay calm. No sense worrying until we know what’s going on.”

From the tone of Paragon’s voice Lance knew that the news wasn’t going to be good.

Outside the McKendrick home, two dozen police officers pushed the crowds back as the paramedics ran from the ambulance.

This close, Lance could see that every window in the front of his house had been shattered. The front door was in splinters, and much of the brickwork lay scattered across the lawn.

Lance’s feet had barely touched the ground when he unclipped the parachute harness and darted across the street, skirted around the back of a second ambulance, and ran toward the house.

A young police officer shouted, “Hey!” and tried to grab him. Lance dodged around her, vaulted the low wall, and was only feet away from the porch when something strong and heavy slammed into him, holding him fast.

As he struggled to get free of the police sergeant’s grip, he was only dimly aware of the man’s voice. “Ya can’t go in there! Lance, listen ta me—there’s nothin’ ya can do!”

“Let go of me!” Lance screamed. “Mom! Dad!” He planted an elbow in the policeman’s stomach. The man flinched, but his grip held. Lance’s kicking heels left rough gouges and furrows in the lawn as he was dragged away from the door.

Then one of the paramedics came out, walking slowly backward, checking over his shoulder as he carefully stepped over the debris-strewn porch.

Oh please God, no! I know what that means—when they come out backward, it’s because they’re… Lance’s mind shut down then, refused to allow him to finish the thought.

The paramedic was carrying the end of a stretcher. Moments later his colleague emerged, holding the other end.

There was someone on the stretcher. Lance couldn’t see who it was: The person’s face was covered.


The sergeant was still talking, meaningless words of comfort that Lance couldn’t take in. Then once again he heard Paragon’s voice, soft but strong, saying his name.

He felt a metal-gloved hand rest on his shoulder, gently pulling him away from the police sergeant, and found his face pressed up against the cool steel of Paragon’s chest-plate.

“…just came outta nowhere,” the police sergeant was saying. “Neighbors say that it was over in seconds…. I mean, they prob’ly wouldn’ta felt any pain, y’know? That’s gotta be somethin’, right?”

Paragon said, “Sergeant? Please, that’s enough.”

“I just…Sorry.”

Lance stared at the stretcher as the paramedics carefully loaded it into the back of their ambulance, and then there was more movement at the ruined porch, and another covered stretcher was carried out.

Then a third.

He felt his knees weaken, and he dropped to the ground, unable to watch any longer. “Maybe it wasn’t them,” Lance found himself saying. “Maybe there was someone else….”

Paragon crouched down next to him. “I’m sorry, Lance. They’re gone.”

 

They brought him to the Fairview police station, wrapped him in a thick blanket that smelled of cheap detergent, sat him in the sergeant’s office with a mug of something hot that he didn’t drink, then closed the door on him while they talked about him outside, occasionally glancing in at him through the door’s glass pane.

Lance’s mind kept wandering, drifting back and forth. Crazy, unconnected thoughts and ideas filled his head, and part of him knew it was just the brain’s way of dealing with such a horrific event. The process reminded him of a cat stalking a mouse: The cat would look away, pretending to be interested in something else, but every couple of seconds it would look back at its prey to make sure it was still there.

His mother, father, and brother were dead.

Yesterday, they’d been alive and well. OK, perhaps his folks hadn’t actually been well—like almost every other adult on the planet they’d been infected with The Helotry’s plague. But they’d been alive, that was certain.

Ever since the battle at Windfield had ended, Lance had been bursting with the need to tell someone the truth about the plague, even though deep down he’d known that wasn’t an option. Can’t ever tell them what really happened, ’cos they’d never believe me.

But still, it was an incredible feeling, knowing that he was the one who’d got the cure to the superfast hero Quantum, who had then carried it to the rest of the world. I saved everyone, Lance thought. Billions of people would be dying now—maybe they’d even be already dead—if it hadn’t been for me.

Sure, I’m not a superhuman like Roz or Brawn or Thunder or Abby, but I’m still the one who saved the world. That was all me. My idea and everything.

But I can’t tell anyone because they’d never believe me and because…because…

Then Lance looked around the sergeant’s office and realized where he was, and why he was there, and the tears came again.

Because Mom and Dad and Cody are dead.


A few minutes later—or it could have been an hour, Lance had no way of knowing—the door opened and Paragon walked in. He pushed the door closed behind him, dragged a chair over next to Lance, and sat down. “You OK?”

Lance stared into his now-cold mug and shook his head.

“There’ll be a full inquest. But…Lance, it was over in seconds. It looks like they were all in bed when it happened.”

“How were they killed?”

“You don’t need to hear the details. Not now.”

“Tell me.”

“You sure you want to hear this?”

Lance raised his head, saw his reflection in Paragon’s opaque visor. “Tell me.”

“Their necks were snapped. Your folks were asleep. They wouldn’t have felt anything. But Cody…He has marks on his arms, cuts on his knuckles. He put up a fight. It didn’t do much good, but—” Paragon stopped abruptly, then reached out toward the door and closed the blinds. “Lance, look at me.” He raised a hand to each side of his helmet. There was a soft click, and the visor swung open.

Lance stared. “You…You’re younger than I thought.”

“I just turned twenty-two.” He smiled. “If you look carefully, you’ll notice that I’m black too. Didn’t expect that, did you?”

“Never crossed my mind one way or the other.” Lance returned the smile. It was easier to do than he’d expected. “So why are you showing me this now?”

“Because I’m trusting you with my most valued secret. No one has ever seen Paragon’s face before. I’m trusting you because…Lance, you’re a thief and a burglar and a con man, and in theory you’re the last person I should be able to trust. But you saved the world. You had no powers, no weapons, but you still put yourself in harm’s way many times over the past couple of days. You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met. And you need to be brave for a little while longer. You get me?”

Lance started to nod, then shook his head. “Not really.”

“It’s not over, Lance. There’s a reason your house was targeted. We’re going to take you away from here, put you somewhere no one will ever find you. The police want you to stay with your aunt and uncle in Wisconsin, but I’ve told them that’s not safe enough. I’ve talked to Max Dalton, told him everything…. He’ll take care of things. And if you want, he’ll help you to forget, or at least ease the pain. He can do that, block parts of your memory. Said he had to do the same to Roz and Josh after their parents were killed.”

“I don’t want to forget them!”

“I know…. But it could make things easier.”

“No. Dalton’s a jerk. I’ll get through this without his help.”

Paragon stood up. “I understand. But he can be a useful guy to have on your side.”

“Who did this? Who killed my family?”

“The police didn’t want me to tell you, but you’ll find out eventually…. Lance, in a situation like this we have a tendency to blame ourselves, but you have to understand that this is not your fault, got that? It’s all too easy to look back and say, ‘If I hadn’t done this, then she’d never have come after my family,’ but that’s just not the case.”

Lance shuddered, and drew the blanket tighter around his shoulders. “You said ‘she.’…Oh no…. Please don’t let it be true!”

“I’m sorry, Lance. It was Slaughter.”








CHAPTER 1



THREE WEEKS later…

In the bathroom of her apartment in Manhattan, Roz Dalton winced as she slowly unwrapped the bandage covering her left hand. Dr. Holzhauer had told her that everything was fine: The artificial skin was beginning to knit well with her real skin. “You’re lucky you’re fifteen,” Holzhauer had said. “That’s about the perfect age for this. Any younger and you’d outgrow the skin, much older and it’d take longer to heal. It should settle down in a year, two at the most, but soon all you’ll have is a few faint scars.”

Roz piled the strip of bandage on the edge of the sink and then held her hand up to the light. The new skin had been closely matched in color to her own skin, but Doctor Holzhauer had warned her that it would always be that color: It would never tan.

Roz’s older brother, Max, had paid for the operation. He hadn’t told her how much it cost, but he’d made it pretty clear that it hadn’t been cheap. “Holzhauer’s a genius,” Max had said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was one of us.”

As with almost everything else he did, Max had an agenda: “Artificial skin is going to be a huge market in the next few years. The right investments now will pay off a hundred times over.”

Like he needs the money, Roz thought. She wasn’t sure whether Max was a billionaire yet, but she knew he had to be close. His superhuman ability to read—and sometimes control—other people’s minds made him an incredibly astute businessman. Max always got what he wanted in a negotiation, and sometimes Roz wondered whether he was controlling the other people. Or, worse, reading their darkest secrets from their memories and blackmailing them.

She’d always meant to ask him about that, but somehow she never thought of it at the right time. That made her wonder whether he was able to control her mind too. If he was, there was no way to tell.

Roz left the bathroom and walked through the apartment to the south-facing drawing room, where the light was much better.

Doesn’t look too bad, she thought as she examined the new skin. She carefully flexed her wrist—the graft covered the back of her hand from her knuckles halfway to her elbow, and aside from the slight color difference and the scars around the edges, it looked just like real skin. She poked the skin just below the wrist. Doesn’t feel real, though.

On the coffee table behind her, the cordless phone beeped.


Roz picked it up. “Yeah?” She slid open the glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony. The apartment was on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, overlooking Columbus Avenue. From this high up Roz couldn’t actually see the street without leaning way over the wall and peering straight down, but to the left she did have a good view across Central Park.

“Roz, don’t answer the phone like that,” Max’s voice said. “It could have been a business call.”

Roz raised her eyes. “OK, whatever. What’s up?”

“Still stuck in this meeting. Looks like we’ll be here for the rest of the day. You OK to pick up Josh from school?”

“You can’t send a car for him like usual?”

“It’s his last day before the break, Roz. I promised him I’d be there—all of his friends have been begging him to meet me.”

“Right, because you’re a big-time superhero.”

“Exactly,” Max replied, ignoring her sarcasm. “Won’t be the same if it’s just you there, but you can show off a bit. Use your telekinesis to levitate Josh or something like that. That’ll keep them happy. And promise them that we’ll arrange a party sometime over the next couple of weeks. They can meet me then.”

“OK. You could ask Quantum to show up too. The kids would love that.”

“Yeah, sure,” Max said, in that too-casual voice he used when he really meant “I don’t think so.” That didn’t surprise her: Max didn’t like to share the spotlight. He continued: “Listen, that’s not the only reason I called…. Do you remember Lance McKendrick?”


“What sort of question is that? Of course I remember him—he saved my life more than once!”

“Right. Well, if you hear from him, let me know. He’s disappeared.”

“From where? What happened to him after his family were killed?”

“We had him holed up in a former prison called Hawksley. It’s been decommissioned, currently undergoing major structural renovations. We had Lance secured in one of the cell blocks that’s not scheduled for work for another three months. None of the workers on the site had even the slightest clue that he was there.”

“You were keeping him in a prison?”

“We had to make sure he couldn’t be found. We’re setting him up with a new identity, a whole new past. But last night he went on the run. We still don’t know how he got out without anyone seeing him. It’s possible he’ll try to contact you or one of the others. If he does, you tell me immediately.”

“Of course. Let me know when you find him.” Roz said good-bye and disconnected the call. She put the phone on top of the wall beside her, then closed her eyes and basked for a moment in the warm sunlight. Poor Lance. He talks too much and he’s a bit of an idiot, but he’s not a bad guy. No one deserves to have their whole family taken away from them like that.

There was a light, warm breeze coming from the west, but aside from that it was an almost perfect summer day. The constant rumble of the Manhattan traffic swamped all other sounds, but Roz always liked to imagine that she could hear children playing in the park.


She loved the park, but hadn’t visited it in more than a year. Have to get out there soon, she thought. Just me and Josh. We’ll bring a Frisbee and a picnic basket and just spend the afternoon having fun.

But she knew that Max wouldn’t approve. The Daltons were too well known to go out in public without a team of bodyguards. Max had even installed some of his people in Josh’s school to make sure he was protected at all times.

As she looked east over the park, she saw that the sky was darkening—thick clouds were rolling in, fast and low and heavy. Rats. And it started out such a nice day. But something about the darkening sky felt wrong, out of place.

It took her a moment to realize what it was: The breeze was coming from the west, but the clouds were approaching from the east.

 

In the cluttered and dusty workshop tucked into the corner of the old barn beside his father’s farmhouse, James Klaus sat back and looked with some pride at his creation.

He’d risen just before dawn, when he heard his dad and Faith—his father’s second wife—getting up, but they’d told him there was no work for him today. “First day here,” his dad had said. “Take it easy. Do what you want. Explore or something.”

James had wavered between going back to bed and heading out to the workshop, but it was a short-lived battle. He’d spent the morning working with scraps of metal and discarded strips of leather and tough plastic, and now, on the bench before him, was a pair of heavily modified builder’s gloves.


He pulled them on and formed his hands into fists. The gloves were heavy and tight, but felt good. All right! I’ll have to show Dad later—tell him they’re for skateboarding or something.

James was sixteen years old, tall and thin, with deep brown skin and close-cropped hair, and he was happy because he wouldn’t have to go back home for another six weeks. Forty-two days without Rufus getting on my case about every little thing.

Over the past eight years, James had become an expert at avoiding his stepfather. He’d learned when it was safe to speak and what not to say, learned to never bring friends home or to touch any of Rufus’s things without permission.

After his parents divorced, James’s mother had received full custody. James still didn’t understand how that had happened. His father, Darrien, was a gentle, good-natured, hardworking man who never hurt anyone. Darrien Klaus had adored his wife, given her everything, but somehow that hadn’t been enough for her. After a string of affairs she left Darrien for Rufus, who couldn’t be more opposite.

As far as James was concerned, the only good thing to come out of their relationship was his half sister, Shiho. She was seven years old, small for her age, and as close to a tomboy as their mother and Rufus would allow.

For the past two weeks James had begged his mother to allow Shiho to come with him to the farm for summer break, but his mother had refused: “I spent far too many years in that cesspit! You go if you want, but I’m not letting my only daughter anywhere near the place.”

James tidied away his dad’s tools, left the barn, and made his way around to the front of the house.

A voice from inside called, “That you, James?”


“Yep. Getting dark again. Looks like there’s more rain on the way.” James pulled off his boots and left them on the porch, then stepped into the kitchen.

Faith was sitting at the desk in the corner, typing on the old Macintosh computer. She looked up as James filled a glass of water at the sink. “Hey. Your dad’s out in the north forty. Should be back soon—we can eat then.”

James drained the glass in one go and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Cool. What are we having?”

“What do you want?”

“Well, what have we got?”

Faith smiled. “Oh, if only the fridge had some sort of doorlike mechanism that allowed people to open it up and have a look. You could…James, what on earth are you wearing?”

He spread his hands to show her his gloves. “Made them myself. Y’know, for skateboarding. To protect my hands. What do you think?”

A frown line creased Faith’s forehead. “Hmm…You’d have more protection with a helmet and kneepads. And speaking of your board,” she added, pointing to where it rested inside the door, “put that thing away. I nearly tripped over it twice.”

James picked up the board and was about to reply when something caught his attention. He looked out the window at the darkening sky and concentrated, focused his hearing. Until a few moments ago he’d been able to hear his father humming to himself as he steered the rattling and rusty tractor across the fields toward the house. Now there was nothing. Not even his father’s heartbeat.


He darted out of the house and skidded to a stop. He could hear his dad’s life signs again, but now they were coming from half a mile south of where they had been, and he was on foot.

This is not possible, James thought. Then he glanced up. The sky was blue and cloudless. A perfect summer day.

 

In Midway, Abigail de Luyando looked on eagerly as Solomon Cord—Paragon—popped the trunk of his car. He’d parked in the alleyway behind Abby’s apartment block, and now that they were sure no one could see them, Cord said it was safe to show Abby what he’d brought for her.

He lifted the large, cloth-covered object out of the trunk and began to unwrap it.

“So this is my new armor?”

“Armor’s not ready yet, but this is way cooler!”

To Abby it looked like a jumble of odd-shaped chrome bars and steel cables. The main part was hinged in two places, each section almost two feet in length, folded back on itself like the stems on a giant pair of spectacles. A thick cable was loosely strung between the opposite ends. Cord passed the device to her. “Not too heavy?”

“No. But what is it?”

“You’ll see.” He pointed to the middle section. “Keep that part vertical, and hold the grip here, in your left hand. That’s it. Arm straight out by your side. OK…Now, see that switch next to your thumb? Well, hit that.”

Abby flipped the switch, and the whole device seemed to jump in her hand. It happened faster than she could see: The upper and lower sections had snapped into place, and the cable between the opposite ends was now taut.


“This is a custom-built recurve bow,” Cord said. “A compound bow would be smaller, but this is a simpler mechanism. Less to go wrong. It’s got a draw strength of about four hundred pounds, so it should be well within your range. Since your enhanced strength seems to be more effective with metals than anything else—I wish I knew why that was—that’s what the whole bow is made from. The limbs and the riser are Alloy 1090. That’s a really strong high-carbon steel, practically unbreakable—well, you could probably break it, but I don’t think many other people could—and the cable is woven strands of osmium, one of the toughest metals there is.”

Abby gave the cable an experimental tug. “Wow…And you’re just giving me this?”

“I figured you need a long-distance weapon. Your sword is fine, but you haven’t had enough practice with it yet. With the bow you’ll be able to stop an opponent long before he can reach you.” Cord reached into the car trunk and—with some effort—lifted out a large quiver packed with arrows. “The arrows are carbon steel shafts and fletching, fitted with osmium tips. All this osmium cost Dalton about thirty thousand dollars, so keep track of your arrows.”

“I’ve never shot a bow before. How do I…?”

Cord passed her an arrow. “This end is called the nock. It fits onto the cable just here, between the two markers. The pointy end of the arrow rests here, on the bit cleverly called the arrow rest. I’ve modified it so that once the arrow is in place, it’ll stay put—just in case you need to use the bow while running or jumping or whatever. So…you hold the cable with your index finger above the arrow, the middle and ring fingers below. Keep the pinkie out of the way. And you just pull back.” Cord quickly looked around. “OK, it’s safe. Give it a go.”

“What will I aim at?”

Cord pointed to the far end of the alley. “That crate is about a hundred yards away. See if you can hit it from here. Aim for the very center. If you don’t hit it the first time, we can adjust the sights.”

He instructed Abby on how to aim the bow, then stepped back. “Take your time…. Fix the sight where you want to hit the crate, draw back the string…Right back…Tuck your right hand under your chin. The string should be just touching the tip of your nose. OK. How’s that feel?”

Abby grunted. “It’s not easy, but I can do it.”

“That’s good. It means the draw is about right for you. Now, don’t just open your hand when you let go—pull back a little at the same time.”

There was a loud whip as Abby released the cable, followed immediately by an even louder thunk from the far end of the alley. The wooden crate didn’t even move. “I missed.”

“OK, let’s find the arrow and see how much you missed by.” He passed Abby the quiver and she hoisted it onto her shoulder. “You’ve got forty-three arrows there. You could maybe use ordinary arrows, but they mightn’t survive being launched from the bow.”

They walked side by side along the alleyway. “Thanks for this, Mr. Cord. I can’t believe that you spent all this money on me.”

“First, it’s not Mr. Cord. It’s Solomon, or Sol. But never call me that when I’m wearing the armor, OK? Second, it’s not my money, it’s Max’s. I just designed and built it. You’re going to have to practice, Abby. A lot. An arrow from an ordinary bow could easily kill someone. An arrow from this bow could kill an elephant.”

“How do I fold it back up again?”

“Give it here and I’ll show you,” Cord said. He took the bow from Abby’s hands and pointed out the levers set into the riser, one above the grip, one below. “You pull these out and the cable will go slack enough for the limbs to collapse. I had to build a machine to do it—I don’t have the strength to do it myself.”

They reached the end of the alley. “I can’t see the arrow,” Abby said. “It’s too dark.”

Cord looked up. “Could be a storm coming.”

“Hold on a second….” Abby crouched down in front of the crate. There was a nickel-sized hole in the front. “Hey, maybe I did hit it.” She moved around to the back of the crate. There was a matching hole—its edges splintered a little—on the other side. “Yeah, I think I did! That means the arrow went right through, so it should be…” She peered along the arrow’s path. “Wow!”

“Wow is right,” Cord said.

The arrow was embedded in the brick wall at the end of the alley—only the last eight inches of the shaft were protruding.

Cord took hold of the arrow’s shaft and pulled—it didn’t move. “I think you’d better do it.”

Abby slid the arrow out of the wall and examined the tip. “The pointy bit is still pointy.” She grinned. “I like my new toy!”

“Glad to hear it,” Cord said. They began to walk back toward his car. “Don’t shoot it at people unless you absolutely have no choice, because in your hands this is more dangerous than a gun.”

“Can you get more of this cable? Because I was thinking that I could use it like you use your grappling-hook gun. Like, I could be on the top of a building and shoot the cable across to the next building, and then climb across.”

“I’ll definitely look into that. But with your strength you could probably just jump from one building to another.”

“Or…,” Abby said, grinning, “you could build me a jetpack like yours.”

But Cord didn’t respond. He was staring along the alley. “Where’s my car?”

“You didn’t leave the keys in the ignition, did you? Around here we call that ‘public transport.’”

“No one can start my car but me. I built the transmission myself.”

Abby looked down at the alley floor…. “Wasn’t there a pile of garbage bags just here?” She turned around. “And the crate is gone. Something weird is going on….”

 

Lance McKendrick felt something cold and hard and metallic press against the back of his neck.

There was a sharp click—the sound of a gun being cocked—and a woman’s voice said, “You have three seconds to give me a reason not to shoot you, kid.”
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