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An Examination of Collegial Dynamics as Expressed Through Marksmanship

or:

Ladies’ Day Out



This short story takes place between book 2 (Half Life) and book 3 (Root of Unity), and is best read either before or after book 3. I’d like to dedicate this short to my long-suffering betas, who put up with a lot of whining from me on this one. A LOT.








“Hey, Cas? Can I ask a favor?”

I looked up from the file I was paging through. Pilar and I were alone in Arthur’s private investigations office—I was sprawled in a chair checking up on some of the fallout from the Arkacite case, and she, as Arthur and Checker’s newly-minted office manager, was working on some sort of
filing stuff.

Or whatever office managers did.

But now Pilar had a glint in her eye that made me feel very, very cautious. Not to mention that I wasn’t really the “favor” type.

“What is it?” I said.

She bounced in her desk chair and leaned forward on her elbows, her lips twitching upward. “Will you teach me to shoot?”

“Shoot a gun?”

She grinned. “I want to learn.”

I wasn’t sure why the request surprised me. After all, Pilar might look cute and normal, but we’d met her when she’d volunteered to commit corporate espionage and then go toe-to-toe with a Mob boss.

Still, it didn’t sound like my idea of fun. “You point it and you fire it,” I said.

“Sure, if you’re a super-powered mathy genius like someone out of the movies!” She leaned on the words meaningfully. “I’m pretty sure if I tried to take that sort of advice I’d end up, like, killing someone.”

“That’s generally the idea.”

“Cas!”

“I have no idea how to teach,” I said. “Why can’t you ask Arthur?”

“I did.” She dropped her eyes and played with the corners of some papers on her desk. “And he said he would, only he keeps putting it off, and I feel bad about bugging him, because, well, you know.”

“Know what?”

“Well, he’s not real fond of the idea of teaching people to use guns.”

“He isn’t? Why not?” Arthur carried, too. Legally, unlike me. And he liked being all helpful.

Pilar stared at me. “Because they’re violent. Arthur doesn’t really like guns, you know.”

“That’s stupid. They’re value-neutral.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

I sighed. “I don’t do that sort of thing. Have Checker teach you or something.”

She screwed up her face, recoiling. “Checker doesn’t know how to shoot. He hates guns.”

“What? He does?”

“How did you not know that?”

“I don’t—” I didn’t have an answer. How hadn’t I known that? “Well, he’d better learn. It’s not safe for him not to know.”

“Well, uh, talk to him about it, okay? But will you teach me? Please?” Her mouth twitched toward a smile again. “You’d be doing Arthur a favor.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“But you would be doing him a favor. And me!” She cradled her chin in her hands and widened her expression into what I strongly suspected were supposed to be puppy-dog eyes. “I really want to learn. Please? For Arthur?”

Dammit, I knew when someone was manipulating me successfully. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Her whole face lit up. “Right now?”

“Yes, right now.”

“Yay! Okay!” She hopped up, grabbing for her sweater. “Where’s the range at?”

I barked a laugh. “Range? Ha!”

***

I took Pilar out into some desert foothills, to the sort of place I used for meets that were too shady for dive bars and where no one would hear a gunshot. Or, if they heard it, they wouldn’t report it. It was the sort of place I would go to practice shooting, if I practiced.

We stopped by a storage unit on the way to pick up some more weapons and a trunk full of ammo. Pilar’s eyes popped when she saw what I was packing in, though I couldn’t tell if she was excited or nervous—or which should worry me more.

“Are you really going to start me off with that?” she asked breathlessly.

I thunked the Barrett in on top of the ammo. It was almost as long as I was. “Do you want to learn to shoot or not?”

She just grinned again and stopped asking questions.

When we arrived, I drew my Colt and pointed at the mountainside. “First lesson: point at what you want dead and pull the trigger. Aim at that bush.”

Pilar wiped her hands on her thighs and then reached out to take the gun. Her fingers curled around it firmly and instinctively—and with a bang and a gout of flame, it went off in her hands before she could raise it. She yelped and dropped it.

I swooped and caught it before one-half-g-t-squared equaled rocky ground and fucked up my weapon. “Watch it!”

“Sorry! Sorry!”

“This is a thousand-dollar gun,” I said. “You break it, you bought it.”

“I’m sorry!” she cried. “I didn’t expect it to be so—I mean, that was really, really, really loud!”

Oh, shit. Right. Normal people usually wore ear protection for this sort of thing. I went to the car and found a napkin in the front seat. After glancing critically at Pilar’s ears, I tore off two little pieces, spat on them, and wadded them in my fingers. “Here you go.”

She wrinkled her nose but took the improvised earplugs and stuffed them in.

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s lesson number two. Don’t pull the trigger before you’re pointing at the thing you want dead. Do it again.”

She took the weapon too gingerly this time, and I had to shove her fingers and hands around so she’d be pressing on the grip safety and giving the recoil enough brace. When she fired, the shot went haywire, the lines of her stance and grip and aim all at cockeyed angles like the mathematics was a stepped-on hedgehog.

Well. I say the shot went haywire. It really went exactly where her front and rear sight pointed.

“Did I get it?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “In fact, that was terrible.”

Her face fell. “Oh.”

“It’s not your fault. I’m a terrible teacher,” I said. “Okay, you see these things? These are your sights. You need to look at them. Two points define a line. Whatever line you draw through your front and rear sight, that vector is the trajectory of your bullet.”

“So I should line them up, is what you’re saying.”

“They’re always in a line. You need to line them up with what you want to hit.”

“You know, sometimes I can’t tell if you do that on purpose,” Pilar said, raising the Colt again.

“Do what?” I said.

***

I really was an awful teacher, but one thing that was blazingly clear to me with each shot was exactly what Pilar was doing wrong, which I supposed gave us an edge. We didn’t get to even the most basic rifles that day—or the Barrett—but by the time the sky started dimming into twilight Pilar was at least hitting within twenty centimeters of where she was trying to with the pistol.

She transferred my Colt to her left hand for a moment, shaking out her right. “It’s tiring, isn’t it?”

“Only when you’re weak,” I said. “Those muscles will build up.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Thanks.”

“You should have your own weapon,” I said, “and carry it. Some of the cases we’ve gotten involved with, it’s a good idea.” A gun wouldn’t help if Pithica came knocking again, but it was the only thing that would give Pilar a chance against armed robots or Mob hitmen.

“You mean some of your cases,” Pilar corrected. “Arthur’s cases are usually, um. Not that. But point taken,” she added hastily. “What are the laws and stuff about owning one? Do I have to, like, register or something?”

“Define ‘have to.’”

“Uh, on second thought, never mind. I’ll ask the Internet.”

I stepped back over to the car. “Here, try some of the other handguns before it gets dark. You need to know how to handle all of them. And then guess what?”

“What?” she asked raptly.

“You’re going to clean them for me.”

***

I didn’t know how it became a thing, but Pilar started bugging me to take her out shooting a few times a week. If I didn’t drop by Arthur’s office, she’d text me.

“I don’t usually work for free,” I groused the third time.

“Oh!” Her eyes flew wide. “Shoot. I’m sorry. Do you want me to pay you?”

“You couldn’t afford me,” I said. “Besides, I’ve got an ongoing gig right now. I’m just killing time during the day.” Come nights, I was at the docks watching for a certain very specific shipment. A lot of other people were watching for it, too, including the rightful owners and the U.S. Coast Guard, but I had no doubt I’d beat them all to it.

“Oh,” Pilar said. “Anything exciting?”

I frowned at her. “You really want to know the details?”

Her expression froze. “Um, probably not. I was just making small talk.”

“Well, stop it.”

***

Truth be told, I didn’t have many details to share. The client was one I’d never worked for before, and all he had was a description of the couriers he wanted me to play pirate with and approximately where in Mexico they’d be coming from.

After poring over a map of currents, I’d been able to calculate their approximate necessary timing to reach Los Angeles under cover of darkness, but one thing my dear new client didn’t have was the date. Only that they were definitely coming, and it would be at night, and it was sometime in the near future.

He’d given me a reasonably large retainer that made me overlook the lack of information—but only just.

On the plus side, this job was keeping me employed. My brain wasn’t good to me when I didn’t have work going on. And lately my brain had been worse and work more scarce.

I tried not to think about it.

Even work had been depressing me lately, though. I was on a fourteen-month streak of a ridiculous challenge Arthur had goaded me into, and the whole thing was starting to feel frustrating and pointless. As the time lengthened, I’d gone from being impressed with myself and entertained by the game to
well, tired.

I was tired of making things harder for myself. Sometimes I just wanted to do things the easy way.

Pilar, of course, started asking if something was bothering me. Stupid small talk. Stupid perspicacious people.

“I’ve just been trying to live a little more by the book lately,” I said, grumpily and non-specifically. “I’m sick of it. Sick of always having to think about it.”

She nodded sagely. “Like when you’re on a diet, and you just want one day where you stuff your face with pizza and don’t count a single calorie.”

I gawked at her.

“Okay,” she amended. “Maybe not like that. What is it you’re sick of thinking about all the time?”

“It’s nothing,” I said. “It’s this thing I’ve been doing for Arthur. I might stop.”

“Oh, the not-killing-people thing,” she said. “Yeah, I’ve heard you guys talking about that. You’re in murder rehab.” She giggled.

“What?”

“It’s from a TV show,” she explained. “I’m a sucker for British television, especially shows with very pretty boys in them.”

I grunted. I wasn’t in the mood for humor.

Pilar seemed to catch on, her expression straightening and sobering. “Yes. Not funny. Sorry. I think it’s great, Cas—really admirable. Good for you.”

Good for me.

I was waiting to fail. Waiting, and meanwhile wondering why I was still going through the motions.

***

Somehow, despite my lack of pedagogical skill, Pilar’s marksmanship improved. After some trial and error, we’d found which grips and stances worked best for her, and she was getting to the point where she could draw and fall into them immediately and easily. I set up obstacles and moving targets for her, forcing her to pull her sidearm, assess threats, and then fire and reload and keep firing. (She’d started bringing her own earplugs. Along with eye protection, which I’d utterly forgotten about.)

I knew Pilar well enough to have an idea how tenacious she was—heck, she was the person who’d mastered Arthur’s filing system so well he couldn’t tell the difference between his work and hers, and that was saying something—but she still managed to surprise me with the intensity of her dedication. It was slightly annoying, given that I was the one getting dragged along with it.

I wasn’t about to admit that her enthusiasm was kind of
well, likeable. Every time she nailed a new course of fire she would literally squeal. “Did you see that!”

I usually gave her a sarcastic response. She always just laughed.

Eventually I decided that instead of random pieces of cardboard and two-by-fours, I should give Pilar a human-shaped target. I stuck a six-foot piece of plywood leaning against a large rock and drew an outline on it in a fat black permanent marker.

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t usually go in for the center-of-mass nonsense, because a head shot is way more likely to be deadly. But you’re nowhere near accurate enough for the probabilities to work out in your favor with going for the head all the time.” Working with Pilar, I’d started reluctantly realizing why people used firearms the way they did. Conventional wisdom being wise, who’d have thought. “Point at the biggest, most central chunk of bad guy you can see. Usually that’s going to be the torso.”

For the first time since I’d begun teaching her, Pilar hesitated. “What if—I mean, I want to be able to defend myself. But if I have to, I only want to shoot to wound, you know?”

“What?” I said, spinning from the plywood to face her. “Are you high?”

Her expression went slack and shocked. “What—what do you mean? Isn’t that what you’re doing for Arthur right now?”

“Because I can hit what I aim at. Shooting to wound is not a thing. Unless you’re me. Otherwise, no.”

“But why not?”

“Your error margins are just—they’re just way too fucking big,” I said. “And I don’t mean because you’re still a bad shooter, but because everyone’s error margins are too big. If you try to do something as ridiculous as shooting to wound, there’s an excellent chance you’re either going to miss completely or kill the person anyway.” And here was another bit of conventional firearms wisdom I was suddenly and viscerally seeing the point in. “Once you decide to fire, you go for your very best chance at stopping your target, or else it defeats the whole fucking point. And if you don’t want someone dead, you don’t shoot.”

Pilar’s eyebrows had drawn together. “But I don’t want anybody dead.”

“Even someone who’s about to kill you?”

“I
” She looked down doubtfully at the Colt in her hands, her mouth pulling miserably. “I want to have the skill to protect myself, I do—it’s why I asked you to teach me, you know? And this has been, like, it’s been so much fun, and I guess I wasn’t really
”

“You’re not making any sense,” I said.

She handed the gun back to me. “I’m sorry. I should probably—I should think about this more.”

***

I didn’t particularly invest myself in whether Pilar wanted to continue our shooting lessons or not. If she did, fine, and it was probably a good idea for Arthur and Checker’s office manager to carry. If she didn’t—well, then I got out of a time-consuming obligation.

Win-win.

Some nights later, my mobile buzzed in my pocket while I was busy steering a speed boat through the pitch black, crossing the currents in a modified spiral that would take me in a pursuit curve, if there happened to be anything to intercept tonight. I pulled the phone out one-handed and wedged it in against my shoulder, impressed I had cell service this far out. “Hello?”

“Hi—Cas?” said Pilar’s voice, surprising me—she usually texted.

“What’s up?”

“I—uh,” she said.

“Form words, Pilar.”

“I totally understand if you say no, and I think it’s possible this might be a stupid idea, and I know I said I had to think about things and stuff, but, um, can I—can I borrow a gun? Just for a little while. There’s this situation with—”

“Sure,” I said.

“It’s my roommate. Her ex is stalking her and—”

“I said sure.”

“And she has a restraining order, but he keeps violating it and he’s been making threats for a while now and—”

“Okay.”

“—and we’ve already spent a lot of time couch-surfing with friends, both of us, but it’s been going on forever and the police say they don’t have enough evidence to do anything, but he posted these new messages to her wall online last night that make it seem like—”

“Do we have a bad connection? I said okay about a million years ago. I’ll bring one by tomorrow.”

Pilar didn’t seem to know what to say. “Really? You don’t mind? I mean, I promise I’ll use it only as a last resort, ’cause if anything happened the police would want to know where I got it and everything, and that seems, um, bad, but—”

“There are plenty of legal unregistered guns in California,” I said. Besides, Checker could always fake the paperwork if we needed him to. “I’m not going to give you one that’s been used in a crime. Just say it got passed down from your family if anyone’s nosy.”

“Oh. Uh. Okay. I mean, I don’t want to use it, but this guy, he had someone post this picture on her page that—”

“Pilar.”

“Yeah?”

“I really don’t care.”

***

Three days after dropping off an old but well-functioning revolver with Pilar, I climbed out of the water an hour on the wrong side of dawn with a tiny bag of very valuable cargo in my pocket. The Coast Guard was still chasing the wrong boat, and the erstwhile couriers of the tiny bag were clinging to some wreckage far out in the Pacific. I’d ridden the vectors of the ocean’s flow on a chunk of fiberglass hull, jumping from one current to the other like I was skipping between conveyor belts.

I was cold and drenched and my throat was sore from the lungfuls of seawater I’d gotten during the fight, but I was very, very satisfied.

My sopping clothes dragged at me as I hiked down the shore, the salt tightening my skin. Fortunately, I’d projected my travel into land almost perfectly during prep—the knapsack with my phone and a dry set of clothes was in a hollow only a few hundred meters down, and I had a car parked just up on top of the bluff.

I reached the knapsack and dug out my phone to call my client and report on a successful retrieval, only to find I had two missed calls from Pilar—one near midnight and another two hours later. I hit the button to dial her back immediately. “What’s going on?”

“Cas? Oh my God—Cas—he came, he came after us—”

“Your roommate’s ex?” The knapsack hit the rocks and I raced up the incline for the car, normal force and loss of friction flickering through my brain and guiding my wet boots, my waterlogged clothes slapping. “Are you okay?”

“Yes—yes, we’re both fine. I
he came and started pounding on the door, and he was shouting so loud, and such horrible—he was so obscene—and I kept yelling I had a gun, but I don’t think he heard me, and then he came around to our window and he smashed it in with a bat—I think he was drunk; it was terrifying—”

“What happened? Did he hurt you?”

“No, I—Ilsa ran into her room calling 911 and I came right into the living room across from the window and I pointed—I pointed the gun at him. I was shaking so hard I thought I would drop it, and I was screaming at him, and he was screaming at me. And he said something like, ‘are you really gonna shoot me,’ only with more cuss words, and I screamed yes at him, and I took a few steps forward and he ran away shouting. And I thought I was going to faint, or maybe accidentally shoot myself in the leg or something, but then the police came, and they took our report and then went and tracked him down. We just got word they arrested him.”

I’d slowed down as she reached the end of her tale and relief replaced my adrenaline; I loped the last few steps to my car and leaned against it. My clothes and hair were sticking to my skin, and a wind had picked up, cutting through the wet and freezing me to the core. “Good. That’s good,” I said to Pilar. “The cops give you any trouble?”

“No. I just told them what you said to say, that the gun was my grandfather’s from the war. They told me to stay where they could reach me but they didn’t even confiscate it or anything.”

“Because you didn’t do anything wrong. Any chance this guy will get out on bail?”

“I—I don’t think so? Apparently he went berserk on the arresting officers with the bat when they tried to take him in, and he’s not exactly an
employed sort of person. It doesn’t look like he’d be able to afford it, unless someone helps him out, and Ilsa says his parents are the sort of military tough love sort. She doesn’t think they’ll post his bond.”

“Good,” I said again.

Her voice went small. “Cas, I was so scared.”

“I’m told that’s normal when someone busts in your window with a baseball bat.”

“I always thought—I kept thinking if something happened it would be, like, because of one of Arthur’s cases, or maybe a random mugging. I never expected—Ilsa’s just, she’s normal. She just dated a really, really, really bad guy.”

“There are a lot of bad people in the world. At least you were able to defend yourself.”

“I—I don’t know,” she said miserably. “I didn’t—I didn’t like it.”

“You’re not supposed to like it,” I said. “You’re supposed to stay alive.”

She was silent.

“Hello?”

She cleared her throat. “When can I meet you to give the gun back?”

“I’ll swing by this evening. Around six or so. You should really get your own.”

She didn’t say anything.

***

When I arrived at Pilar’s apartment building, she was sitting on the steps outside. One of the first-floor windows behind her was boarded up above the hedge, crisscrossed with blue masking tape.

Pilar had her head down with her face somehow both long and scrunched, like she wanted to cry.

“Shit, did he get out?” I said. She hadn’t called me; I’d had my phone on me all day—a very frustrating day, going back and forth with a client I suspected was about to try to stiff me, but that was neither here nor there. Pilar appeared to be in one piece, no blood or bruises or bullet holes
“Did he come back? What happened?”

“Huh? No, no. He’s still very much in jail.” She reached behind her and handed me the case with the revolver. “I just, I’m still—Cas, I almost shot someone. I could have killed him.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Can I ask—” She rolled her lips together. “Do you ever
think about it?”

The glib answer was that of course I thought about it, because I hadn’t killed anyone in four hundred and fifty-one days. But the truth was


“No,” I said.

“Not ever?”

“Not usually.”

“How?” she pleaded. “There are times I don’t know if I’ve chosen the right pair of shoes in the morning. This is, it’s so much power—how can you always be sure you’ve decided the right way?”

“You can’t,” I said. “That’s why I don’t think about it.”

Pilar stared at me. “That is literally the worst thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

I shrugged.

She slumped and blew out a long breath. “I keep flashing back to that instant. I don’t know if I would’ve done it. I don’t know. And what about next time? What if he gets out, or what if
”

“I keep telling you, you should get your own sidearm,” I said.

“That isn’t—Cas, you know that isn’t what I’m talking about.”

I shifted my weight from foot to foot, wondering if I could go. People didn’t usually use me as a sounding board for personal problems—probably because I was crap at it. “Do you want me to shoot him for you?” I finally offered.

“What?” Pilar popped up straight. “No! No no no no, Cas, no. No, I do not want you to go shoot the guy the police already took to jail—oh my gosh, I can’t even tell if you were kidding. You were kidding, right? Wait, don’t tell me, I don’t want to know!” She threw her arms dramatically over her head, covering her ears.

My mouth quirked in something like a smile. “Well, if you change your mind, just text me.”

She dropped her arms and heaved a sigh. “You know what the craziest part of all this is? I’ve honestly been enjoying learning it all. The part that isn’t at people, I mean—all the lessons we’ve been doing and stuff. I’ve really liked it. But if I’m going to carry like you and Arthur, I have to think about all the rest of it, and
I just, I don’t know.”

“You realize I’m not the best person to ask about all this, right?” I said.

“Yeah, I do,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Hey, um. Will you take me out again tomorrow? Just to
I want to see how I feel.”

“Sure,” I said. “Are we done now? I have to go threaten someone.”

Pilar made a face and shooed me away.

***

My client didn’t allow anyone to go before him armed. I’d balked back when he’d first asked to meet, but he’d been offering a lot of money. A lot of money.

And now I needed to get in front of him again to make him pay it. This time, after I made a few creative threats regarding what I would do if they didn’t let me in to see him, his goons not only took my Colt but marched me in at gunpoint. That was not a good sign. They did miss the knife in my boot, though, so “unarmed” was a relative term.

I stood in the center of the room, surrounded by six goons and facing where my client was seated in an absurdly large chair. He was an extremely small man, so I wondered if he did that on purpose, to rub it in people’s faces that he didn’t care.

“I got you your gemstones,” I said, skipping the pleasantries. “And now you’re dodging me. We had an agreement.”

He twiddled his fingers.

“They’re nearby,” I said. “You show me the money and we can walk there.”

“Well, see,” he said. “You don’t have my gemstones, actually.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“I might have let your ego think you were the only one working for me, but you were not. I told you how savvy this family is. They used several couriers, by sea and land and air. Only one transferred the real stones, the rest traveling with fakes, so the ones you have are worth
perhaps fifty dollars.”

My skin began to tingle with anger. “You knew this.”

“I knew their setup, not who had the real stones. I doubt even the couriers knew. But one of the other talented and unscrupulous people I hired brought me the correct package earlier today. So you have nothing to offer me, and frankly, I am unwilling to pay for nothing.”

And nobody else would be, either. He was leaving me without even something I could fence. “We had an agreement,” I said again. “That agreement was for the retrieval of the jewels on that boat, and that’s exactly what I did. You wanted this to be contingent on what they were worth, you should have told me what the fuck I was looking for and given me all the information. I went and got what you commissioned me to get, and that means you’re still going to give me my fee.”

“Or what?” He smiled.

“Or I’ll make you,” I said evenly.

The goon with the gun to my head raised it slightly. Another few put their hands on the butts of their own weapons.

“Draw those and I’ll kill you,” I said.

“I’ve heard about you,” said my client. “I’ve heard you make life very difficult for people you don’t like.”

“That’s right.”

“And knowing that, what would you have me do?” He gave me an elaborate shrug, grinning. “It was stupid of you to come here. Good-bye, dear.”

Pilar had talked about guns giving people power. In this case, it’s what gave them a fighting chance.

The man with the pistol on me tightened his finger on the trigger, but the moment it tripped I wasn’t in line with the muzzle anymore. The slipstream of the bullet whizzed by, tickling my skin as I dove in close to the shooter. Fear engulfed his eyes. My foot came up to my hand as I pivoted, my fingers diving into my boot, and I hesitated for the barest instant—four hundred fifty-one days, four hundred fifty-one days—but fuck it, I was just so tired, and there were seven people here who wanted to kill me and leaving any one of them with enough life to pull a trigger while I took care of the rest
it wasn’t fun, wasn’t moral, wasn’t an interesting challenge; it was just fucking stupid.

I twisted my hand and buried my knife between my would-be killer’s ribs.

Behind me, everyone else went for their weapons.

Twelve seconds later, I stood in the midst of the blood and bodies, the floor a red slick around my feet, my face and hands smeared with it.

Four hundred fifty-one days since I had killed someone.

I’d been honest when talking to Pilar: I didn’t feel a thing.

***

My job at an abrupt and unexpected end, I made a beeline for the nearest bar and knocked back six tumblers of whiskey.

I’d retrieved my Colt before leaving the scene. Its weight at the small of my back braced me.

“Is that
blood?” the young bartender ventured as he served me the fifth drink. Brave of him. “You okay, man?”

“It’s not mine,” I said, before I realized that probably wasn’t reassuring. “I was in a car accident,” I added.

I winced after I said it, but he must have thought the fake over-loudness was because of the booze or shock or something. He gave me a sympathetic nod and a “that sucks, man” and poured me another whiskey. “On the house.”

I hated it when people tried to talk to me. I finished the alcohol and left without tipping the bartender.

***

I walked for a while, letting the buzz simmer in my veins. What did it mean, that I’d just ended the lives of seven people after over a year of avoiding it and I didn’t feel anything about it at all? Except, maybe, relief—relief that I didn’t have to try anymore, that it was over, that I’d inevitably fallen back down where I belonged and no longer had to wait apprehensively for when that day would happen.

I wrapped my jacket around myself tighter.

Arthur would be pissed.

He’d make me feel bad about the whole thing, wouldn’t he, in that indefinable way Arthur had that made me feel shitty about myself even when he hadn’t said anything.

It all sounded so tiring. I was so tired. So tired of living up to someone else’s standards.

My phone buzzed. It was a text message from Checker. UR JOB DONE? GAME NITE 2NITE U IN?

Where did they get off, expecting me to be a normal fucking person? I wasn’t normal. Time to stop fucking pretending.

I deleted the text message.

Then, ignoring a BAC that made it very illegal to get behind a wheel at this moment, I stole a car and went to buy a crate full of cheap vodka. I drove to the apartment I’d been living out of and, having freed myself of Arthur’s challenge, set myself a new one: finish the entire box of vodka that night.

***

I woke up to the smell of my own vomit and Pilar holding a glass of water to my lips.

“Here, drink,” her voice said.

“Go away,” I slurred.

Her hands moved, wiping my face with a wet towel. I meant to shove her away, but I didn’t.

“You’re not breathing too slow and your temperature’s normal,” she said matter-of-factly, “and now you’re responsive, so I don’t think you’re in any danger. Did you take anything other than alcohol?”

“What, are you a doctor now?” I asked snidely.

She hesitated for a beat. “No. My mom was an alcoholic. Is. Is an alcoholic. But she manages it now.”

“I’m not an alcoholic,” I said.

“Oh, trust me, I know,” she answered. “You’re just a mess.” She pressed the water on me again. I took it this time.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” I demanded, when I’d managed as many sips as my rioting stomach would allow. My head was starting to clang, a lot, and the light in the flat was way too bright, even though the blinds were shut.

“You’re welcome,” Pilar said, taking the water glass back from me. “We were supposed to go out shooting today, remember? It’s not like you to miss without letting me know, and nobody’d heard from you. I figured I should check.”

“So you broke into my apartment.”

“Well, you weren’t answering. And Tabitha’s been teaching me to pick locks.”

“Who’s Tabitha?”

“Oh! Um. Just a friend.”

I wasn’t interested anyway. “Don’t do that shit. If I’d been awake I would’ve shot you.”

“I knocked and called out first, obviously,” Pilar said. “Besides, come on. You wouldn’t risk breaking your streak.”

My streak.

I let my head fall back. I was on the floor. Next to my couch. I didn’t remember falling off the couch.

Whatever.

“Oh,” Pilar said, once again proving I had no poker face. “Oh, Cas. I’m sorry.”

“I’m not,” I said.

I was pretty sure the ensuing silence was awkward, but I wanted Pilar to go away too badly to notice it much. Instead I tried to focus on breathing through the clanging in my head without throwing up.

Fuck. The familiar weight at my belt was missing. I wondered how I hadn’t noticed right away. Something like that almost always would have woken me instantly and with great prejudice, but then, the same went for someone breaking into my apartment.

I’d knocked myself out pretty good this time.

“You took my gun,” I said. I meant it to be accusing, but I wasn’t sure I managed.

“Of course I did,” Pilar said. “I didn’t want you to wake up and shoot me accidentally. Or, like, fall on it and shoot yourself. You should really keep the safety on.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “I’m the one who taught you what a safety is. Where is it?”

“On the table. Unloaded.”

“Fuck you,” I said again.

“Have some more water,” she answered.

“No.” I said it just to be childish. I was definitely dehydrated.

“Can I help you back up on the couch?”

“Don’t need help.” And now I was just being petty.

“Please have some more water.” Pilar curled one of my hands around the glass.

I lay there limp. Pilar stayed kneeling beside me for another few minutes, then got up and started moving around my apartment. Cleaning, by the sound of it. Empty bottles clinked into piles, and the faucet ran intermittently between her footsteps.

The floor was, in fact, terribly uncomfortable, and I wanted my Colt back, but moving sounded like a ridiculous idea. I managed to sit up a little and drink a few more sips of water before my stomach revolted and bucked and I vomited into the glass. It didn’t make me feel better.

Pilar came and took the glass and then brought me a fresh cup of water, along with a damp towel. “Want me to hold your hair and rub your back?” she asked.

She wasn’t very good at mocking me; it was too obvious she was trying not to be amused. I shot her as poisonous a look as I could muster and winced when it hurt my head. “You haven’t known me long enough for that,” I said.

“Oh, I think cleaning up your puke skips me ahead.”

Goddammit.

Eventually I heaved myself up onto the couch with a Herculean effort and lay there watching the ceiling spin. I was both craptastically hungover and still slightly drunk. The latter was a good thing; it kept my senses dulled.

“Hey,” I said to Pilar, without opening my eyes, which now had the damp towel across them. “You better not be throwing out the rest of the vodka. I’m gonna need that. And give me back my gun.”

She stopped moving. Then her footsteps came closer and the couch dipped beneath me as she sat on the edge.

I cracked one eye open to peer at her. She was gazing at me seriously, not saying anything. Her hands were empty in her lap.

“What?” I snapped. If she was going to give me some bullshit line about drinking and carrying, I’d never do her another favor again.

“I just
” Pilar waved her hands vaguely. “It makes me unhappy, to see you this way.”

“You don’t have to care,” I said. “Leave if you want to.”

She didn’t go anywhere, only twined her fingers together and dropped her eyes to them. “Have you tried anything else?” she asked after a moment.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She didn’t react to the hostility in my tone. “I mean, um—I get that it’s some sort of—self-medicating thing, that you’re doing, and I just wondered if—I mean, it’s such a destructive solution. I just
I wondered if you’d tried anything else, is all,” she repeated.

“If you’re trying to rehabilitate me, you can get the fuck out,” I said.

“I don’t—um, that’s not what I meant.” She flapped her hands unhappily. “I just want to understand.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re friends, or at least, we’re the weird sort of friends where you volunteer to shoot someone for me and I break into your apartment to clean up your vomit, which, okay, possibly does not sound healthy when I put it like that. But I just
I’ve got a lot of people in my family struggling with a lot of different things, and I want to understand. And I’d say you don’t have to tell me, except then I know you won’t. And I know from what you’ve said that when you’re hired for something, or if, like, you’re about to be, then you don’t drink at all, and I just wondered if in between it’s that you get depressed, or it’s panic attacks or—”

“Velasquez.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s none of your business.”

Silence for a moment, then she said, “Okay.”

She got up and went back to straightening up, and I gave up on being conscious.

When my eyes fuzzed back open, Pilar was curled on one of the kitchen chairs reading a book, and the apartment smelled like soap and lemons.

My head still wanted to split open—now it felt like I had a rambunctious chimpanzee inside kicking the walls of my skull—but at least I was less nauseated. More importantly, I was almost sober. I rolled up to sitting, located the remainder of the alcohol where Pilar had lined it up neatly on the kitchen counter, and pushed myself to my feet to hobble over.

I stopped at the table to reload my Colt and stick it back in my belt. Pilar’s eyes followed me.

“I can’t help you with whatever moral crisis you’re having,” I said.

“Oh—yeah. I know.” She cleared her throat. “I’m, um. I decided. I want
I want to keep learning.”

“You do?”

“I still have to think about—everything. But when I
I mean, I knew how to take your gun and unload it without killing myself, and I was glad I knew how to do that. And I got to thinking. I should at least know how to use them, if I’m going to be around people who do, and as for the rest of it
I don’t know if I’ll ever know what’s right. But I’ll keep trying to figure it out. And meanwhile, I think it’s good for me to—you know. Know things. Just in case.”

I grunted.

The corner of her mouth twitched up. “And I like doing it with you, I really do. I’m not sure if I ever said, but thank you.”

I grunted again and lurched against the counter, where I picked up the half-full bottle to drink back a few gulps. My hangover was so against the idea of more alcohol that it turned the taste metallic and acrid. I swallowed anyway.

Jesus Christ. Fucking Pilar. Her and her questions, and her prying, and her thank-yous.

I thunked the bottle back down, hard, and said, “It’s not axiomatic.”

“Sorry?”

I studied the grain of the wood molding on the wall, the curves whorling lazily into polar equations. “What you asked before. My brain. It’s not axiomatic; I can’t always tell what it’s going to do.” The one constant, at least so far, was exactly what Pilar had already mentioned: work, or the promise of it, somehow always gave me enough focus to keep me sane. Outside of work, all bets were off. Sometimes I was fine. Sometimes I wasn’t.

Sometimes I was fine until I wasn’t.

I tried to stay inebriated enough between times that it wouldn’t matter. I leaned against the countertop, playing with the label on the vodka bottle. My fingers folded a random angle in the peeling corner of the label and then did a neusis construction to trisect it. I’d have some more alcohol in a minute.

“It’s been happening more lately, hasn’t it?” Pilar asked gently.

“What?” I jerked, almost knocking over the bottle.

How did she know? How did she know fear had started nibbling at me now as soon as a gig ended, that I didn’t know how far I was going to unravel this time? How did she know my brain had begun sliding around in its unconscious state even when I was under contract, the nightmares encroaching even when I had the focus of a job?

“I’ve had a bit less work this year. That’s all,” I insisted.

I knew for a fact Checker had told Pilar about Pithica, but either she didn’t make the connection to what Dawna had done to me or she just didn’t want to push it. “Maybe you should get a steady job,” she said instead.

“You mean, work for someone else? Yeah, that’d turn out real well.” I snorted a laugh. “Besides, what would I be remotely qualified to do?”

Her eyes bugged out. “Other than everything? I mean, you could make a fortune on Wall Street, for one, or you could go professional on literally any sport you wanted. Or heck, you could work as a freakin’ bouncer. There are thousands of careers you could effortlessly do! And most of them would probably pay better and be a lot safer than what you’re doing now.”

“And be more boring,” I shot back.

She frowned as if she were trying to puzzle me out. “Is that what you need from work, then? That it’s always something different to concentrate on?”

I balled up a bit of torn-off vodka label and threw it at her. “Hey. I’ve said all I’m going to say. Stop psychoanalyzing me or next time I won’t offer to come shoot people for you.”

Her mouth twitched up again at that. “Just let me know, yeah? If there’s anything I can do. To help.”

“I’ve been dealing with this a long time. I’ve got it figured out.” Mostly.

“Well, just because you don’t need help doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be, you know, helpful. Just, you know. Let me know.” She got up and tucked her book into a handbag. “And don’t shoot me if I break into your apartment to check on you.”

“You know, Checker and Arthur don’t pry like this,” I said.

She gave me one of her exaggerated shrugs. “Well, it’s one thing I’ve learned with my folks. Some people need a little prying sometimes.” Her full-watted smile lit her face. “I’ll text you tomorrow, okay?”

***

The next day I called a semi-legitimate gun dealer I happened to know. (The legit side was most of his business. He’d met me through the illegit side.)

“Tom. Still got that FFL?”

“Still got every license the government makes me have. What do you need?”

“I want to give someone a gun. Legal-style.”

“Legal-style? You?” He guffawed.

“Shut up.” I brought Pilar’s shooting stance up in my mind, extrapolating the error margins for the different handguns and optimizing with the muzzle drop as she tired. “I’m looking for something like a CZ-75 or an FNX-9. Can you make it happen?”

“I’ve got a CZ in the shop right now. Consignment, but the old owner did some nice customization and then hardly ever fired it. The compact version, though.”

“Even better,” I said.

“Five hundred including a couple spare mags for that one. Got some Glock nines in too if you want cheaper.”

“Buy a Glock? On purpose?” I said. “I’ll take the CZ.”

He laughed again. “You’re one of those, huh? All right, you got it. Send your person over for paperwork. Ten-day waiting period.”

“Done. I’ll stop by the shop in the next few days with cash.”

I hung up, grabbed the last bottle of vodka, and headed for Arthur’s office.

***

I sat in the car and waited for Arthur to leave. I wasn’t ready to see him or tell him
anything. In fact, I was fully intending on dodging his calls for—well, for as long as I felt like it.

Once I watched him head down to his car and drive off, I climbed the outside staircase, barged in, and dropped the address for Tom’s shop on Pilar’s desk in the middle of her paperwork. “Here.”

“Hi,” she said. “What’s this?”

“A present.” Didn’t normal people give presents? I must’ve given someone a present at some point, right?

“You got me something?” Pilar’s face broke into a wide grin. “I feel so special! You got me a present!”

“Shut up. Now you can practice on your own.”

Her teasing smile flickered. “Wait—you’re not—”

“I’m going to be scarce for a few weeks,” I continued. “I’m letting you know so you don’t come break into my apartment.”

“Are you working? Or just, um, avoiding us?” Concern had started tugging at her voice.

“Hopefully both,” I said. I turned to go.

“Cas! Wait!”

“What is it?”

Pilar was struggling with something behind her desk. “I, uh, I actually got you something, too. To say thank you. For the teaching, and, um, the other stuff, and if I’m not going to be seeing you I guess I’d better give it to you now—” She heaved a large basket onto her desk, its contents a riot of pastels. Her color heightened. “I know this probably isn’t your thing, but, I thought maybe you’d get a kick out of it, or enjoy it, ’specially if you don’t buy this kind of thing for yourself, and that’s what gifts are about, right?”

I approached the desk and poked at the basket. It appeared to be a large collection of scented soaps and shampoos and
other things. “What is this?”

“A loofah!” Pilar said. “Or, oh, you mean, the whole thing? Just, you know. A gift basket. Only use the bits you want. If you don’t like any of it that’s okay, too, but I know you can afford almost anything you’d look to buy for yourself, so I thought I’d try to get you something, um, different. If you want it.”

A bright yellow rubber duck grinned up cheerfully from among the collection of bath items. I pinched it. It squeaked.

“Thanks,” I said.

“You’re welcome!” She beamed at me.

I picked up the basket and balanced it against a hip. It was heavier than it looked.

“And, um. Thank you. For this,” Pilar added, picking up the slip of paper I had brought and waving it. “It’s really—thanks. I don’t know what to say.”

We stood awkwardly for a moment, across the desk from each other. Then I nodded to her and moved to leave.

I stopped when I reached the door. “Hey. Velasquez.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re a good person,” I said. “Don’t let it fuck you over, okay?”

She opened her mouth as if she was about to say something, but then she didn’t. When the door swung closed behind me, she was still standing behind her desk, the slip of paper in her hand.

The End
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