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"Wild Card" - by Leah Bobet
Act I
Chicago, IL, July 10, 2012
"And I need to pay this power bill too," the old man at Sondra's till said. "Miss, quickly. I've got somewhere else to be."
Have you ever, she thought acidly behind her bright professional smile, heard of Internet banking?
"All right, we can do that," she said through her teeth, and took the creased and overdue power bill from the laminated counter in front of her. The sound system was playing something overly perky and full of jazz clarinets. One hour into her shift, and her neck already hurt from holding the frustration in. Right—get into finance. It was better than working in diners, scraping cold french fries off plasticky plates and sucking up for tips. Her temp agency placement counselor had neglected to mention that working in a bank was still working retail, with all the disdain and stupidity and pointlessness of retail, just with less comfortable clothes.
She wrinkled her nose just as deep as the skin on her customer's hands. The paper was damp. He'd sweated all over it.
She was dusting her hand on her black dress-code-approved skirt when the entire east wall of windows teetered in their frames and fell out of the building.
It took a moment for her brain to catch up: there were the windows, the gorgeous view of the trees and sidewalk and coffee shop across the street, tilting down, creaking, and crashing to the sidewalk. There were the pedestrians, scattering into the street; the sound of shrieks and car horns and tires as a cab yanked itself out of the way.
There was the red Volkswagen driving right through the space where the windows used to be, spinning a circle on the marble floors, and screeching to a halt in the foyer.
What? she managed, damp sticky bill still in hand, before the doors opened and the masked men tumbled out.
"Oh, shit," Pierre at the next desk said, and dropped to the floor. She looked down and saw him fumble for a button under the desk. The silent alarm. He was hitting the silent alarm button.
This was a robbery.
Two men in black masks opened wide burlap sacks with big black dollar signs stenciled on them, thick with the scent of permanent marker, and two more fired three rounds into the air. Customers screamed. The old man in front of Sondra's till clutched his brown porkpie hat.
A pair of pinstripe-suited legs emerged from the passenger side of the Bug, capped in shiny black leather loafers. Their owner ducked out gun first and tailcoat last. His face was painted carnival white, with his lips outlined in a terrible red grin.
The clown-painted man in the three-piece suit drew a slow arc with his automatic across the teller counter and stopped in a direct line to Sondra's chest.
"Take me," he said, in an old Chicago mobster accent that had to be dead fake, "to the vault, doll, and nobody gets hurt."
"Me?" she said. It was hard to breathe. Her voice came out in a squeak.
The clown squinted, jerked his big chin past her. "No, her. You see any other dollfaces in here?"
Sondra turned to see Charlene, the tall, blond assistant manager, teeter toward him on her black four-inch heels, eyes huge and terrified. She dropped the phone bill and sat down behind the particle board counter, guaranteed to stop exactly no bullets from entering her delicate and precious flesh.
Damn, but she hated this job.
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC, July 19, 2012
"I'm about ready to present the case," Nikki Lau said, and SSA Esther Falkner—now Special Agent in Charge Esther Falkner—looked up from the bullet-point list on her computer monitor.
Lau was framed in her doorway, not a hair out of place, as usual. Falkner scrutinized her for signs of excessive politeness. The way the team looked at her was different now; had been different ever since she'd been formally invested as Special Agent in Charge and Reyes had cleared the last dusty rubber bands out of his desk.
His door sat locked now. Technically, Falkner had a right to move into the bigger office. But she hadn't yet, and was pretty sure she wouldn't, ever. She wasn't Reyes, this was her space, and moving just frankly sucked.
No, she decided; no excessive deference here. And so: "I'll be right there and get you properly sent off," she said, and locked her computer even though nobody was going to be in the unit, never mind her office.
"Not coming along?" Lau asked, lingering in the doorway.
"Paperwork," Falkner said, and for a moment, brutally regretted it. There were good reasons to be sidelined: she had a job posting to draft to fill the vacancies in the unit. Her back was having one of its bad weeks: a nagging, pulling pain that meant walking that much slower and taking that many more painkillers to settle down. Deborah had a softball game tonight at seven, and she'd promised she'd actually be there.
She had always been the backup team lead in Stephen Reyes's absence, and now that he was gone, it was her job to develop someone else's capacity to lead them. Which meant her team working without her, live without a net.
Desk job, she thought, and her soul sighed like a big exasperated dog. This was how it ended. Not with a bang, but a whimper.
"I'll see if I can get Celentano to lend us Tan or Pauley," she said. "The job posting goes up this week. It'll get better when we have another pair of hands."
There was no question that she'd get that temporary loaner; one or even both. Victor Celentano's quarrel had, for whatever reason, been with Stephen Reyes. Falkner had ended up on the ACTF in the first place because upper management saw her as diligent, someone who could keep the pressure from blowing; keep Reyes's less social tendencies in line. And even though she'd interpreted that expectation in her own ways for years, relations between Shadow Unit and Down the Hall had never been so cordial.
Lau nodded. "I'll get everyone together, then."
Falkner took a minute to drain her coffee and send her phone to voice mail before she trailed Lau to the briefing closet, where her team—four bodies large, which meant three too small—was already seated around the table. They didn't rib her at all for being last through the door. Definitely excessive politeness. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it. "Thanks for the forbearance, folks. Please go ahead."
Lau stood up and prodded her laptop to life. A grainy shot of security camera footage flicked onto the screen: two men in black balaclavas, holding weapons on a cowering crowd against a background of shattered glass and potted green plants. Two more masked men held something crumpled in their hands. There was a fifth, tall and narrow, standing with them in a pin-striped suit, his back to the camera.
"We're looking at a string of armed robberies in downtown Chicago, all by the same gang. They've pulled off four broad daylight bank robberies in as many weeks. They're smart enough to not fire a shot unless it's into the ceiling, and so nobody's been hurt except cuts and scrapes from broken glass, which kept it to a pair of major crimes detectives before, well, this."
Lau clicked the remote again, and the pin-striped man filled the screen. A close-up this time, including rumpled brown hair and his face: covered in white paint and a false clown grin, cheeks famine-victim hollow.
"Why so serious?" Chaz Villette said, and Hafidha rolled her eyes.
Brady leaned in, examining the pixelated screen capture. "So gamma bank robber drives through the glass, they take the cash, and...what?" Brady asked.
Lau's face was poker-star blank. Which meant this was going to be extra good. She only saved the Inscrutable Asian look for when she really wanted to make you drop out of your chair. "They didn't drive through the glass. The windows conveniently fell right out of the wall, and the UNSUB drove right through the hole. In a stolen VW Beetle."
Chaz Villette blinked. "Five guys in a VW Bug?"
Lau clicked to the next slide: a close-up shot of something metal that didn't yet make sense. "Unfortunately, that's not actually the manifestation. The windows came out because the adhesive holding them in suddenly failed to adhere. And then the local police and the insurance investigators realized the burgled vaults wouldn't lock again after the robberies. They didn't just open the vaults; they replaced the steel in the vault lock with calcium carbonate. The magnet keeping the vault locked had nothing to grab on to except Tums."
And yes, there it was: the picture was the side of a bank vault door. Lau traced the white blotch on the screen with a red laser pointer. The work was seamless. Falkner would have sworn it came that way factory-direct.
"How'd they do that?" Brady said, even though he surely knew the answer.
Lau wiggled her fingers. "Maaaagic."
"So that's the manifestation," Chaz said, forehead wrinkled. "Transmutation. Alchemy. That could go really bad if he escalates."
Falkner caught the look on his face and nodded. "There's iron in blood."
"Dental fillings," Brady added, suddenly somber.
"Why not just buy some lead and turn it into gold and skip the bank robbing part?" Hafidha asked dryly.
"That," Falkner said, "is a question you lucky folks will all get to answer in Chicago."
Reactions around the table; reactions for everyone. Brady's eyebrow went up, Hafidha leaned back, and Chaz pulled that still, blank face that surfaced when he didn't want to react. "I'll be available by phone from the office, and there will be one more agent. In the meantime, though, Agent Lau is in charge."
Lau blinked. Me?
Falkner leaned back in her chair, confident, leaderly: Yes, you.
To her credit, she adjusted quickly. "All right," Lau said. "The plane's almost ready to go, so we'll call it wheels up in an hour and map the robbery sites in transit. Let's get moving."
The look she cast Falkner on the way out the door was equal parts surprised and intimidated and determined and actually-I-don't-like-surprises. That's right, Falkner thought, walking back to her office. We call this maneuver the Mean Sergeant.
That look was perfect.
They were going to do just fine.
*
The file dropped on Arthur Tan's desk just in time to catch the last crumb from his sandwich.
He looked up, and the perpetrator was standing right above him: Victor Celentano. Make that Unit Chief Celentano.
"Sir," he said, and wiped the second-last crumbs from his mouth with as much dignity as was possible. "We have a case?"
Celentano shook his head. "Down the Hall does, and they're still a man short. The flight leaves for Chicago in forty minutes."
"Right," he said, and wiped his hand on his cafeteria napkin. "I'll liaise with them right away." Internally, he winced. Padma was going to hate this. He would have to send her sushi delivery for dinner tonight before he left. The good kind, with the hand rolls.
Tan picked up the phone and dialed Sushi Garden by memory. Flipped open the case file idly as he did, paging through the incident reports and eyewitness statements.
Stopped, and dropped the phone into its cradle.
"Hey, Pauley," Tan said.
Pete Pauley spun his desk chair around, pen behind his ear. "Mm?"
"Do we have," he asked, and held up the photo between thumb and finger, "any official Bureau procedures for supervillains?"
Act II
Chicago, IL
"It had to happen sometime," Lau said, go bag in hand, as they climbed the short steps of the Racine Avenue police station. It stood like a camel-colored cinderblock at the busy street corner. Long plastic blinds fluttered in the blocky windows. In L.A. the building would have been snapped up for a dance club. Or a boutique hotel. And in DC, it would be government property and surrounded by a barbed wire fence.
"What, Chicago?" Brady said. "Last I heard it's been happening since the 1830s."
She shot him a dirty look and almost missed the edge of the top step. "No," she said, like you did to a big brother or a small child. "Supervillains. Enough people read comic books that this was totally in the bag. Not everyone's worldview is straight out of American Gothic."
"Or the Texas Chainsaw Massacre," Hafidha added.
"Hey," Brady said. "Other states have also had chainsaw massacres."
"Name one," Hafidha replied, and then they opened the door and were inside.
Their liaison officer was already at the desk: a white, broad-stomached, thin-haired man with a meaty handshake. "Detective Pete O'Leary," he said, and thankfully stopped crushing Lau's free hand before she had to cry uncle. "Glad to have you on board."
"Agent Nicolette Lau," she said; the extra syllables in her first name gave her more leaderly gravitas. "These are Agents Brady, Villette, Tan, and Gates."
"A pleasure," O'Leary said to the lot of them, and waved them around the desk. "We have a spare office, but it'll be a tight fit. We're just a little neighborhood station here."
"Not to worry," Lau said, remembering the spaces they'd worked out of in Chillicothe, in Natchez, mobile in rural Texas. This would be what they called a policing first-world problem. "I'm sure we'll do just fine."
The office was perfectly fine: a vacant one the size of Reyes's office—his old office, Lau reminded herself—with two desks hastily shoved against opposite walls. Hafidha dropped the two suitcases that held her mobile office on the one farthest from the door and proclaimed "Shotgun," cheerfully.
"That's only for cars," Chaz mumbled, arms full of suitcase. He cast around for a place to drop it and settled on the floor in the corner.
"I can get you more chairs," O'Leary said apologetically.
Lau nodded. "Much appreciated," she said, crisp and professional. You're imitating Falkner, she realized abruptly. Cut it out. "We're going to be mostly in the field anyway today, I think."
"You want to see the last robbery site?" O'Leary said, a little too eager. A robbery detective who wants to be a murder detective; check. Sure, let him have it; she watched CSI too.
"Exactly," she said, and turned to the rest of the team. "Danny?" In charge or not, calling him SSA Brady was just plain weird.
"Sure thing," he said, and picked the regulation government car keys back up off of the regulation government desk.
Lau turned to Hafidha and found herself at a loss. She knew every agent on her team was a resource. She knew how they were best deployed. But not better than they did; not better than they could feel out their own strengths.
And knowing that is your strength, she told herself mildly, and squared her shoulders. "What's your first line of inquiry?" she asked.
"Let's see that security camera footage," Hafidha said, and snapped open the clasps on the first metal suitcase. "I bet we can get a good facial composite if I click real slow."
"Oh, we have a composite as well," O'Leary said, and fumbled through his folder. "We had our witnesses sit down with one of our sketch artists and work up a portrait. She got rid of the makeup to approximate the facial structure underneath, and here's what she turned out."
Huh, Lau thought. A robbery detective who might just make murder detective, if he stayed that proactive on all his cases.
Detective O'Leary held up the sketch. It was pencil shaded, bereft of clean lines. A long chin, narrow cheekbones, dark eyebrows. Two fuzzes of simulated shadow highlighted the gauntness of the cheeks.
"One of ours," Daniel Brady said.
"Or a Morlock," Hafidha replied, still connecting USB cables to hardware the same way some people cleaned and assembled a shotgun.
"Or a supervillain," Arthur Tan said, and Lau quirked an eyebrow. He quirked one right back.
"I do not want nerds with gamma powers," Hafidha muttered, and hit the power button on her rig pointedly with her finger. "I know nerds. I am nerds."
O'Leary glanced between them with a faintly puzzled expression on his broad face, but said nothing. They were federal agents. Clearly they were contractually obligated to crack wise.
"In that case, I'm gonna follow the money," she said, with a glint in her eye. "Detective, has the bank provided a list of serial numbers for the large bills?"
"I can get that for you," he said, and the confused lines smoothed out of his forehead into a more intent expression: complete mental note-taking. Follow the money; check.
Lau cleared her throat slightly; another Falknerian mannerism creeping right in. "Chaz?"
Chaz unfolded the map he'd been marking up on the plane. "Going to do the geographic profile. Here's the area he's sticking to: the Loop and the Near West Side."
"Armed robbers know better than to shit where they eat," Brady said. "That is, if they want to keep robbing banks today."
Chaz nodded. "He'll be close enough for those neighborhoods to stay accessible, but that's not where he lives."
"There's an easy way to find out where he lives," Lau put in, and turned around the map.
"Oh?" Brady asked.
She pulled a green marker from the side of Chaz's bag. "How do you and Agent Tan feel about finding some comic stores?"
*
Two steps into Punch in the Face Comics, and Arthur Tan was convinced the door was hooked up to his childhood. Specifically, 1989 in Columbus, Ohio, two minutes before Batman #428 made its way into his backpack. Same gray institutional carpeting; same walls upon walls of shelving, wrapped tight around a floor covered in chest-height longboxes crammed with single-issue runs.
Agent Brady's nose wrinkled. Tan grinned. "Ah, fanboy funk," he said, and sniffed appreciatively. "Some smells you never forget."
"I can see why," Brady said.
"Jock," Tan replied cheerfully, and picked his way around the longboxes to the front counter.
The man behind the counter was tall and spindly looking; the kind of guy you'd think you could take in either a fight or thumb war before you saw the lumpy muscle in his arms. He had a dark, prickly beard going on that mercifully stopped before the neck. Good on you for fighting the war against stereotypes, Tan thought, and waited to catch the guy's eye.
"Help ya?" he said, and as if they'd even thought about planning it, Brady and Tan pulled out their badges.
The guy behind the counter went white. Whiter. He was already plenty white. "Look, is this a bust?"
Brady stopped, looked down at him. "Is there something we ought to be busting you for?"
"The Comic Book Legal Defense Fund thinks not, G-man," he said hotly.
Brady stepped back, buffeted by the force of sheer nonplussedness. Tan felt the entirely inappropriate urge to giggle. Not at any point in all his years had he been called a G-man.
He kind of liked it.
The guy behind the counter was turning red under his beard. "I'm tweeting Neil Gaiman right now. I'll do it, buddy," he said.
Brady blinked. "Who?"
The guy looked quite literally down his nose at him. "God," he said, disgusted. "Really?"
"Really," Tan said. "Sorry."
"You should be," he said, and put his hands on the counter. "This isn't a bust, is it?"
"It's not," Tan said, and put away his badge. "We're canvassing the neighborhood to identify a suspect in a robbery."
The clerk's mouth pinched tight. Considering all the single issues in here, and the way the really articulated models and busts were tucked safely into locked glass cases, he probably had a serious opinion on the word robbery.
"We just want to know if you recognize this man," Brady said resignedly, and held up the sketch. It fluttered in the air-conditioning.
The guy peered at the sketch. "I don't think so. Maybe," he said, sounding doubtful for the first time, possibly, in his life. "Let me ask Kelly." He cupped hands around his mouth, called across the store: "Kel?"
A twentysomething girl with bottle-red hair swung out from the back room, a huge box of comics balanced on both arms. "Oh hey, original art? Is that David Mack?"
"Police sketch," Tan replied, beyond flappable now. "Does the person in it look familiar? Like a customer you might have seen? He's about yea high"—he mimed with his hand—"and really, really thin."
The redhead put down her box and squinted. "Oh. This one. I know this one," she said, and jumped to the computer on the desk. "He kept calling me 'my dear' like he was some cut-rate Doctor Doom, and he never picked up his pull list." The look on her face was as close as civilians could get to Agent Brady's fanboy-funk expression. Tan genuinely couldn't read which listed offense she considered the greater crime.
"Do you have a name or contact information for him?" Brady asked.
The redhead—Kelly—tapped a few more keys on the computer. "Right," she said. "Dan Morrison. Tried to tell me his name was Danny Dare, but lucky for you, we take ID for pull lists bigger than fifty bucks a week. What'd he do?"
"He's wanted for questioning in a string of robbery cases," Tan said.
"Oh," the redhead replied; intrigued. That car-crash kind of intrigued. "Wouldn't have thought ol' Danny had it in him."
"Well, they don't know he does, yet," the beardy clerk put in, looking a little bit put out.
"Here's his cell number," she said, and scribbled the digits on a piece of scrap paper. Pushed it across the counter toward Tan and Brady. "If he's not a master criminal, tell him to pick up his damn comics."
Tan and Brady pushed out the door into the sunlight, and Tan said, "Not bad."
"Not bad at all. To the Batmobile," Brady said, swinging into the driver's seat.
"No, no," Tan said, and then dropped his chin, and said in an entirely different voice: husky, hoarse, dark, and familiar. "To the Batmobile."
"Nerd," Brady replied, and shut the car door.
*
They had swept the broken glass off the tree-lined sidewalk, but Nikki Lau still heard little crunches beneath her toes as she walked up to the bank branch. She picked up one leg and examined the sole of her shoe; if there were still glass fragments there, they were too small to see.
Chaz Villette strode ahead of her, angling his head to inspect what were once the weatherproof joins on a wall of safety glass windows. They had covered the empty holes left with plastic sheeting. It billowed and crackled in the Windy City wind.
He held the sheeting aside and peered up into the bracket that had once held the windows. "The adhesive didn't fail. There's no adhesive left," he said.
"I wonder what industrial adhesive turns into when you add a basic chemical reaction," Lau replied.
Chaz dropped the sheet and made for the door. "A basic magic chemical reaction," he tossed over his shoulder. Lau wasn't sure whether to sigh or snicker. She followed.
The crime-scene techs were still working over the surface of the vault door with fingerprint brushes and tweezers, hunting for the slightest hair that might net them an evidence chain. One of them, brown hair twisted back under a ball cap, slight and short in her uniform, stood up and nodded at their badges. "Detective O'Leary told us you'd be by. Jane Townsend."
"Nikki Lau," she said, and stuck out a hand. This one didn't need syllables. "This is SA Charles Villette."
"Pleasure," she said, consummately professional. "So you want to see the mystery?"
She led them through a gauntlet of hunched, crouched, whispering techs inspecting every angle of the marble-floored bank like art restorers. Pens and documents lay scattered where they had fallen: a day's business flash-frozen and abandoned along the suddenly patio-style east wall into the street.
The vault was open and, Lau assumed, rumpled out of order; she hadn't seen the insides of enough bank vaults to say what they looked like when they were feeling good. A gray folding table had been set up in its centre: evidence-sorting station and command center, all in one. Townsend grabbed a small sample bag, one of dozens filled with specks of white powder, and handed it to Lau. "This is it."
She peered down. She had thought it would be bigger: a tiny puddle of calcium carbonate the techs had scraped out of the steel vault door. Chaz took another baggie, held it up to the light, and squinted. "Could I get a pair of gloves, please?"
There were gloves. Crime-scene techs were the portal through which all nitrile gloves flowed. Chaz snapped them on and dipped a finger into the powder. It shifted like a pile of fluffier sand. She looked up at the door: the hole in the vault from whence the powder had come was long, and spread out like tree roots, lined with white dust that faded grayer and grayer the farther back she looked.
Lau put down the bag and surveyed the rest of the evidence buffet: a few hairs, tweezed gently into sealed plastic; a pile of statements, hastily taken; a huge evidence bag folded up on itself, and inside it, undyed burlap. Lau picked it up and flattened it to its original size, and there it was: a giant dollar sign, markered onto the side of the rough-woven sack.
"Hey, Chaz," she said, and his eyebrow rose.
"We dusted it for prints, Agents," a tech said, brushing latex-gloved hands on his pants. "It came up negative. They wore gloves."
"That's not the point," Chaz said, excited, and took the fat plastic bag from Lau. "They made money sacks. For their heist. Even though waving this around means they're that much more likely to get caught by a roadblock, or on the street. It was more important than not getting caught."
Lau studied the smudgily markered lines. "He really does think he's a supervillain."
"You totally called it."
"I was joking," she said, although she'd only been halfway. Nothing was ever more than halfway funny when you worked for the ACTF.
"Joke about a decent taco joint for me next time, too?" he said, and Lau's jacket pocket lurched in a familiar way. Phone ringing.
She fished it out, hit the button with her thumb. "Lau."
"Hey, babycakes," Hafidha's voice came, blurred, through the line. "You on your way back soon?"
Lau rearranged the phone against her ear. "We're nearly done here."
"Might want to make that double-time," Hafidha said. "We've got mail."
Nikki Lau's phone beeped, loud. She pulled it away and thumbed open the picture Hafidha had just flicked onto her screen.
The front steps of the police station, covered in playing cards, every single one of them jokers wild.
Act III
Chicago PD hadn't been able to hold back the press. Lau and Chaz edged their way into the station past a murder of sharp-eyed reporters, their cameras at the ready, prepping on-air live segments for the six o'clock news. The steps were littered with playing cards, the doors locked, the whole front of the station surrounded by a ring of yellow police tape and grim-faced officers.
Lau held up her badge discreetly at one of them; his eyes widened, and he motioned them around the side.
"That's one thing for not wearing a uniform," Chaz muttered as the doors closed behind them. "Reporters somehow forget to put you in a choke hold for the details of today's special."
"Says you," Lau said. Their footsteps echoed up the metallic gray steps of what looked to be an old service stairwell. "Once they find out we're here, you'll never see me again."
A small handful of playing cards were scattered on Hafidha's claimed gray desk, the evidence bags that encased them reflecting the boiled light above. Detective O'Leary leaned over them, in a posture a sculptor might describe as determined puzzlement. He greeted them with a little wave from his big, long-fingered hand. "The plot thickens."
"Apparently," Lau said. She picked up a baggie, examined the card inside: pristine, corners unbent; a little man in a tasseled cap riding a red-and-yellow bee. "This fits with what we saw at the latest crime scene; it looks like our UNSUB really is playing supervillain."
Easiest to call it playing. Some local liaisons saw enough, knew enough already to take the truth and not have it throw them off stride. Lau couldn't tell yet if O'Leary's eagerness went that far. Sometimes ambitious cops wanted off the farm, but only so far as the suburbs.
"Oh, and we looked into the stolen bills," Hafidha added. "I'm about halfway through the list, but so far, interesting thing: Mr. Riddler McPenguin here hasn't spent a dime of his loot."
"Guy's a pro," O'Leary said from his corner: a whole complicated smoothie of professional respect and personal disappointment. "He knows we can trace the serial numbers."
"Guy's not that much of a pro," Danny Brady said, pushing through the door just ahead of Arthur Tan, and both of them with a little bit of a strut on. "He still leaves his name and number at the neighborhood comic shop." He dropped a piece of paper on the desk as if it were a royal flush. Scrawled on it in red pen: Dan Morrison, and ten precious digits.
O'Leary's head came up, eager and sharp once again, all the fatigue draining away. "I'm going to run this," he said, and swept the scrap of paper off the desk on his way out the door.
Lau nodded at them. "So you found something."
"We found something," Brady said, and sat in the spare chair. "One of the clerks at the third place we tried recognized him. Apparently he doesn't do much to avoid sticking out. If the guy had a moustache, he would twirl it."
"Thing is, the more I think about this the less it fits," Tan said, thoughtfully. "He's careful with the rest of the operation: stolen cars, masks, not firing a shot in the direction of a human body. Why be that sloppy on the back end?"
"He's not being sloppy," Hafidha said, a little light kindling in her eyes: Eureka. "It's his mythology. If the boy thinks he's a supervillain, in the world in his little head, slapping on some clown face and a snappy hat is enough of a disguise to fool anyone. He probably looks in the mirror when he's got that makeup on and sees a whole different face."
Tan's own face changed a little. "Superman and Clark Kent," he added.
"Exactly," Hafidha added, and then grinned. "He probably thinks his identity's a big old secret."
You didn't need a magnifying glass to read the subtext. And that means he won't be expecting us.
"I was thinking this was suspiciously easy," Tan said. He almost sounded disappointed. Arthur Tan, Lau decided, would not stop at the suburbs if he ever decided his career wanted to be on Broadway.
Hafidha shook her head. "Honey, it's easy for us. We're thinking like a hungry gamma supervillain who cares less about the money than about playing sock puppets and making small children cry. It's a lot harder to crack when you think like a bank robber who's trying to get rich."
She saw the thing in Tan's head click. "They called us because they had the wrong profile," he said.
"Right," Lau added. "And had no way of getting the right one."
"Says something for Dad's approach, doesn't it?" Chaz said, and Lau glanced over sharply. He shrugged, a whole inch of movement. Yes: they'd just keep getting the wrong profiles, as long as most of the world didn't know what to look for, or where.
Nobody'd ever said the ACTF didn't come with killer job security.
O'Leary opened the door again, all that investigative spark sucked right out of him. "The phone number goes to a burner," he said, and five people collectively let out their breath. So much for home by suppertime. "Back to the traffic cameras, I suppose."
"Cameras?" Chaz asked.
"There's one at the corner out front. We're reviewing the footage for a license plate or face on the card dump," O'Leary said. That tightness was back in his forehead again. It made him look about fifteen years older. "It happened in broad daylight. There wasn't any further communication; no note, nothing. Media relations isn't too happy with us right now."
Lau could imagine.
"Taunting the cops. It's pretty classic," Chaz mused. "And not just for supervillains."
"So is tracing where your playing cards were bought using Internet technology," Hafidha replied, her fingers flying over her keyboard fast enough that the click of her typing sounded steady as a hum.
Chaz turned one of the baggies over. "They're Bee cards, if that helps."
Hafidha looked up. "Hm?"
"Bee playing cards. The brand."
"How'd you know that?" O'Leary asked; Lau couldn't tell if the note in his voice was awe or faint intimidation.
"I grew up in Las Vegas," Chaz said, without a shred of visible discomfort unless you'd seen him in a hospital bed and learned the frequencies his discomfort could take. "It's like knowing the difference between Chicago deep-dish and New York-style pizza."
O'Leary's impressedness deflated like a sad balloon. Any superpower, sufficiently explained, kind of lost its magic. "I'll let you know if the cameras turn anything up," he said, and excused himself into the hall.
"I think," Tan said, "that we're disappointing him."
"We will have to be better G-men in future," Brady said in stentorian tones, and Lau could have sworn the two of them were about to giggle.
"Right, bros," she said, and waited until they settled down. "How are we fighting crime today?"
Chaz took his map out and spread it across the second desk. "I'm going to recenter our crime scenes on the comic store. And the places the cars were stolen, and dumped. If it's his local, that'll give us a good radius for a door-to-door canvass."
"Right. Tan?" she asked, and if he had a thrilling answer, she didn't get to hear it: Detective O'Leary opened the door and strode through heavily, the lines on his face going downright sardonic.
"You know," O'Leary declaimed, "I thought this case was good before."
"It's not?" Lau asked, warily. Not sure yet whether this was the good good, or the downright terrible kind.
"Oh, it gets better," O'Leary said.
"We're looking," Lau said, "for an evil clown. How much better can it get?"
O'Leary dropped a stiff piece of paper, swathed in evidence-bag plastic, on the table. Lau flattened it with one hand. Magazine-cutout letters pasted stiffly onto print-shop paper. Greetings, fellow protectors of the peace, it said.
"We've been contacted by a gentleman calling himself the Slamphibian," O'Leary said. "Offering his services to locate our perpetrator."
"The what now?" Hafidha said.
"He is, and I quote, 'a dark guardian of our fair city, fighting for justice against the night.'" O'Leary's lip curled. "And he also listed his Facebook and Twitter for us, just in case."
Hafidha took the evidence bag and ran her finger over a few keys. A Wordpress website came up, black background, glaring green type. "He has a website," she said, mouth open with sheer bewildered awe. "And a scuba suit."
"And twenty extra pounds around the middle," Chaz said, with a slight air of relief.
"And friends," Lau added, pointing to a link at the bottom of the page.
Hafidha blinked, and every link on the page opened like a shower of fireworks. "InvisiGirl," she read off, in that same slightly concussed tone. "Fireman—not actually a fireman. Tragic Lad. Captain Snazzypants?"
"Apparently it is now a superpower to have good pants," Chaz said over her shoulder.
"I'd believe it," Brady muttered.
"What is this?" Hafidha said.
"There's a whole subculture of real-life superheroes out there. They have websites and everything. There's a whole crowd of them out in Seattle," Lau replied, tapping her chin with one finger.
"How do you know these things?" Brady said, bewildered, and O'Leary cast him a grateful look.
"Seminar," she said, and shrugged.
Tan leaned back in his chair; the chair he'd rather sneakily co-opted while everyone else was looking at Captain Snazzypants. "If that's your hobby, a real-life supervillain is probably like Christmas and your birthday and an all-inclusive resort vacation, all at once."
It didn't take much for everyone to catch the drift. "They're going to flip," Chaz said.
"And make this investigation harder than it has to be," Lau added with a frown. "If the amateur Avengers start reacting, it'll just cause our UNSUB to escalate."
"And then someone's gonna get hurt," Brady said.
The hum of typing from Hafidha's desk slowed, stuttered, ceased. She looked up, rubbed her hand across the back of her skull. "Well, maybe not today," she said.
"Oh?" Lau asked.
Hafidha leaned back until her upside-down eyes caught Lau's, and grinned. "I wrote a subroutine to check the money trail for us. And Doctor Volkswagen might be professional, but lucky for us," she said, and tapped a few keys, "his henchmen aren't at all."
*
The light in Interview Three wasn't working quite right. It was too bright, and it flickered. O'Leary flicked the switch off, and then on again. "It's the damn ecofriendly light bulbs," he said to Danny Brady, with a sigh. "The old fixtures don't take them as well as the regular ones."
"It'll have to do," he said, and ducked back behind the mirrored glass pane. "We might as well bring him inside."
The man O'Leary's officers brought into the spare, badly lit room was medium height and burly, and had a face that said "resisting arrest" all over it: short, bristly whiskers, bags under his eyes, and the kind of sneer your mother told you to wipe off your face lest it become permanent. The black muscle shirt and uniform pants just screamed "jailbird." Or "henchman." Or "extra on a 1960s film set."
Nothing that said he'd been dragged out of a 7-Eleven by two uniformed officers at six in the evening for paying for his Big Gulp with a marked bill.
Interviews were all about dramatic timing: the right entrance, the right costume. Playing the part. Brady let him sweat for exactly eleven minutes before striding in, dress shirtsleeves rolled up casually to the elbow, every inch of him radiating authority so complete it didn't even need a suit jacket. The mook—no, Mr. Rahim Kadry of Albany Park—looked up with narrowed eyes.
"Mr. Kadry," Brady said, careful to make it sound distant and dismissive. He slapped down a file folder full of Kadry's vitals on the table between them and opened it. On top of the thin pile of paper sat that marked five-dollar bill.
Kadry saw it, and his face just hardened.
"So," Brady said, and lifted it up by one end, as if it were a dead fish, or a Barbie doll in a grown man's bedroom. "Your explanation for this."
"It's five dollars, U.S. currency," Kadry said, with an edged, nervous sneer. "Got seeing problems?"
Brady knew his line here like it was on a teleprompter: Don't get wise, wise guy, or something in that neighborhood, and then he could stand up and slam both hands down on the table like he was three days to retirement and his partner's name was John McClane.
"No, I see just fine," he said urbanely, and dealt security camera screen caps out from his folder like five-card stud. "See, because that looks like your nose there. And over there, behind that mask? That's definitely the scar on your right ear."
Kadry twisted around just slightly. Enough to hide his right ear.
"I bet," Brady continued, letting it drawl out, "we could go ask the tellers and customers in that bank, and they'd recognize that voice of yours too."
"Dammit," Kadry said weakly, and then half realizing, shut his mouth tight.
"Dammit," Brady agreed, and snapped his folder crisply shut. "It's not you we're after, Rahim," he said, and laid it on right thick; the full Men in Black treatment. "We're looking for the clown."
Kadry froze mid-twist. "Oh, no way," he said, suddenly absent the whole tough-guy act. "No way are you getting me to roll. I ain't no stoolie."
"Stoolie?" came through the earpiece nestled in Brady's right ear: Hafidha Gates, incredulous. He couldn't argue: This guy hadn't even been born the day the last stool pigeon stooled.
"I'd read you out the charges, and how long that means you could be sitting in a federal prison, but we're all too old for that," Brady said. "You know you're looking at hard time. So do I. Is the clown worth it?"
Kadry was starting to look uncomfortable. "Da boss," he said, pulling the sleeves of his black shirt down around his chunky wrists, "knows better than to tell me just where the hideout is."
"Hideout," Hafidha said wonderingly.
"He has," and Tan stopped, to let this sink in, "a secret hideout."
"Dammit. Real estate," Hafidha said, and the earpiece crackled slightly as she took it straight off her face.
"The boss," Brady said smoothly; he was too old a hand at this to miss a cue that big. "That'd be Dan Morrison, aka Danny Dare?"
Kadry's pugnacious face wavered into just a regular pug. "You know his secret identity."
"Secret identity," Chaz said over the earpiece. "You think he can project his own mythology?"
"No need to. Comics fandom is a shared mythology," Tan pointed out.
"Shh," Lau added, and the peanut gallery fell silent.
Brady said nothing. If he let the silence stretch out enough, it would convert, as if by magic, into We know a lot of things.
Kadry wilted a little under that bluff-laced stare. His right foot started a twitching little fidget routine across the gray-painted floor.
"Where's Dan?" Brady asked softly.
Kadry's shoulders sagged. "He's got a storage unit about three miles from his place. That's where we keep all the stuff."
"Stuff?"
"The guns, the bags, the masks. All the stuff you keep in a hideout."
He looked, Brady reflected, truly and completely miserable. "How'd you even get into this?" he asked, and Kadry's head came up.
"There aren't a lot of spots for brown guys in comics," he said, and the resentment in his eyes was in a whole different key from the kind he'd been putting on for Brady's benefit before. "Danny said I do a few jobs, I could probably move up. Get my own handle. We'd team up."
"Team up," Brady echoed. He could feel his eyebrow aching to head upward.
"I was thinking the Elephant. Because, y'know, I don't forget shit." His grin was sudden, and way too young.
The eyebrow rose free.
"Yeah," Kadry said, and the grin faded, "I know it's not that good."
Brady was going off-script, but screw it, he wanted to know: "Why not fight crime instead of doing it?"
Kadry snorted, quietly. "Obviously," he said, in the tones of an argument that had been rehearsed over and over for years, "it's the villains that are the real defined characters in any good comic. Nobody would even care about the heroes if there wasn't a villain there first. Take away the super-crime and they're just poor ordinary bastards with better uniforms than the rest of us."
Brady sat back. The earpiece he was wearing crackled. "Bet you a shiny penny we can go back to that comic store and find every single guy in that car," Arthur Tan said.
"I won't take that bet," Lau mumbled. Brady pictured the phalanx of detectives that would likely descend on Punch in the Face Comics in about twenty minutes flat. He'd never seized the records of a comic store before. Story to tell the grandkids, he thought, meditative.
"I can't keep you out of prison," Brady said. "You robbed four banks, and spent a marked bill. They've got you red-handed."
"Should've just made sure I had change for the Slurpee," Kadry mumbled. From the slight reddish stain in his cheeks, Kadry would never need to be told about professional practices in post-heist management again.
"You should have. But you can make this easier on yourself." And here it came, the pitch: "Walk me through. Tell me everything about how this was planned and carried out."
Kadry's eyes widened. "Everything? Like what?"
"Like, say, how you got into the vault." Brady suggested, as if it was just another question, and not the most important question.
His suspect seemed to regain a little poise. "Oh, that," he said, and flickered a smile. "See, that's Dan's superpower. He touches the doors and they unlock. Touched the windows on that bank for us the last time, and down they came. It's pretty cool." He screwed up his face. "Except for the time the bank guard got fresh and Dan grabbed the guy's face, zapped his fillings. That was kind of a dick move."
Brady let out a breath. Practically felt the Significant Glance being exchanged on the other side of the mirror.
Devolving. And fast.
"Kind of," Brady agreed. The sounds in his ear were a quiet pandemonium. "Rahim, the detectives here are going to get a pen and paper so we can go over this bit by bit. Would you like a coffee or something when they come in?"
"Yeah," he said, faintly. "That'd be good."
Danny Brady inclined his head, and slipped out of Interview Three. He moved around the corner to where his team watched Rahim Kadry slump onto his folded arms on the flicker-lit table scattered with photographs.
"You got this?" he said to O'Leary, who was watching Kadry with a speculative eye.
"Oh, do I ever," he said, without turning his gaze even a hair's width.
"I've got it." Hafidha's voice came down the hall, five seconds ahead of the printouts in her hand, her bright, set eyes. "Storage facility, one medium locker, rented to a Daniel Morrison. That's his little villain pad."
Lau looked at the printout, at Danny Brady waiting beside her, at the team gathered about the window of Interview Three.
"All right," she said, and patted her gun. "Let's suit up and move out."
Act IV
The superheroes were gathering outside the station.
They were pretty polite for a mob of vigilantes, Chaz reflected. Polite in that wary way that dancers in a goth club were: with the sheer conviction that if they merely loftily ignored the existence of all other comers, everyone would clue in and pay attention to them. They staked out their corners of the intersection and parking lot, and the media stared at them from across the street as if it was no-man's-land.
All except one, who was happily in the right turn lane, chatting through his scuba helmet to a nest of cameras.
"Oh look," Chaz Villette said, under his breath. "It's the Slamphibian."
Daniel Brady stifled a very unlovely giggle.
"In fact," he was saying, "I take my duties to the fair city of Chicago extremely seriously." The reporter angled the microphone closer. The scuba suit made him hard to hear. "My hunt for the fiend known as the Alchemist will know no boundaries. Night and day, I will walk the city streets relentlessly, seeking to bring him to justice."
"The Alchemist," Chaz said. "They've given him a name."
"They have given him a name," Lau said.
"These guys thrive on attention. This needs to not be happening."
"Cat's out of the bag," Lau murmured back. "Too late now. And there's a certain elegance to letting the reporters and the superheroes just solve each other. Note how we are walking right past them to the car."
They were, in fact, walking right past the clump of humanity camped out on the station steps. Nobody even turned to look at them. Must be, Chaz thought, the total lack of spandex.
No one noticed when they got into the two black SUVs, pulled out of the parking area, and drove up the street into the tangle of Chicago.
Chaz rested the map on his skinny thighs—Dinner, after this, he reminded himself absently—and called out directions in a monotone voice. North through an old mixed-use neighborhood, into slightly more industrial space; the kind that would be torn down or renovated into Exciting Loft Living! the second the economy sputtered back to life.
The streets were deserted. The perfect place for a storage complex. Or for a secret hideout.
Lau pulled into the run-down lot of a low-roofed batch of buildings, the neon sign half burnt out: SP EDY STOR G . Looked at him. "This is it."
Chaz folded up his map and checked his gun. Still there. He climbed out of the passenger seat, shut the door with a soft thump, and formed up ahead of the vest-and-visor-covered SWAT team.
O'Leary met them at the front, and silently proffered the key to unit thirteen. "Thanks," Lau said, and bounced it in her hand. "We all ready?"
It echoed in Chaz's earpiece. Nods around the group: the SWAT officers, Brady, Tan double-checking his vest straps beside him.
"Right then," Lau said, and dropped her voice to a murmur. "Brady, Chaz, out in front please. I'll get the door."
The key to unit thirteen slid into the lock noiselessly; the owner of Speedy Storage, need to buy a vowel or not, kept a tidy ship. Chaz positioned himself on the far side of the door, firearm at the ready, knees bent, legs ready like a sprinter's.
Lau turned it quickly, yanked her hand back.
Brady planted his foot in the center of the door and kicked it wide open.
Chaz wheeled and surged in behind him, eyes going back and forth, back and forth, looking for anything Brady needed to be covered against. The storage unit was dark, shadows shifting, eleven feet by thirteen. The walls were covered—coated—with glossy cartoon posters. They crinkled in the wind of Brady's passage.
Desk; heavy gray safe; a single lamp balanced, burning, atop it. And in the light of that lamp, a cadaverous man crouched over a mess of blueprints, his face a halfway mess of makeup smeared and crackling, dripping down his chin.
"You're not him—" he said, and snarled, and launched himself at Brady's face.
Brady ducked aside, spun around faster than you'd think a man that big could move. Morrison sprawled on the ground, leaving a smear of white face paint across the concrete. Pushed up to a crouch, his eyes bright and mean.
A flicker in Chaz's blind spot: Arthur Tan, his gun at the ready. "Down! Federal agents!" he said, and Morrison's knees wavered.
"Get down on the ground," Chaz said, sharp and biting, and something in Morrison's head recognized its counterpart and gave: Morrison went to his knees with his hands high in the air, poised and waiting. For something.
Tan blew out his breath.
"We have the suspect, and we are clear," Chaz said into his collar, and stayed in his shooting stance.
"Daniel Morrison," Brady said, still staccato with adrenaline, and the clown's head whipped up, sharp, surprised. "You have the right to remain silent." He holstered his weapon and approached slow and deliberate. Reached out for the cuffs looped at the belt below his vest.
Morrison lunged.
Brady caught the one hand mid-flight, slapped a cuff around it. The other deked, dodged, pushed past him. Clamped on to his jaw.
Somewhere, behind them, someone let out a startled shout.
Morrison's eyes narrowed—everyone looked different while jamming—and his grin stretched wide and grotesque. Those gloved fingers tightened on Brady's cheeks, his chin.
Chaz Villette's stomach turned over. His fingers went automatically to the trigger; he lined up the shot.
"Morrison, stand down!" he said, squeezing the trigger soft enough for a breath to tip the whole thing over. He could get the head shot from here. It was so close he didn't even need to try. "Put your hands up in the air!"
And then Brady reared up, shook off the hand, and bent it behind Morrison's back. Click went the cuffs. "Ma Brady didn't raise a son who got cavities," he said sternly, and hauled Morrison up to his feet. "Nice try."
"Shit," Dan Morrison said, suddenly confused, and sagged as the SWAT team swarmed.
*
Dan Morrison filled out Interview Three much better than his sidekick, Chaz decided. He sat straight and tall and flicked his eyes around the room quickly, with a manic, bitten grin on his white-caked face.
The double-wide cuffs and leg manacles weren't hurting his image either.
He needs to touch you, Chaz reminded himself as Danny Brady and Nikki Lau sat down in the opposite chairs. Kids who drove getaway cars were one thing, but for a gamma, one who'd already gone after the arresting agent? You wanted at least two people in the room, and you wanted them armed.
For the first time on the case, Chaz felt how paper-thin the numbers guarding his back had become. Found himself wishing terribly that Falkner or Reyes were there.
"Mr. Morrison," Brady started, rumbling and deep and with a decided twang. So he had decided to be Bad Cop today. It made sense. There was a light bruise running along his jawline, turning slowly purple. "You're in a lot of trouble. Bank robbery runs up long prison terms. And no parole."
Morrison's face, under the ruined paint, did not even flicker.
"It'll get a lot easier for you if you cooperate," Lau added.
Nope, Chaz thought. Nothing.
"We know you got fired from the scrapyard," Lau said. "After the accident. And we know it wasn't your fault."
For the first time, Morrison's face spasmed. Twin muscles in his neck twitched with the effort of holding still. And even so, his hands closed into fists inside the manacles; closed tight.
"I'm not," he said, in a voice devoid of humor, "going to talk to you about that."
"The coroner's report said the bottom car was badly rusted," Lau said soothingly. "There was no way you could have known it was unsafe."
"You want me to talk?" Morrison said, and bared dirty teeth. "Well. Bring him around, and we'll talk."
The staring contest across the table lasted ten more minutes before Chaz let the mirror, tinily, inchingly up.
He wasn't just indifferent. He was waiting.
And utterly, completely resolute.
Chaz tapped gently on the glass, and Brady and Lau heard it. Closed their files, and came outside.
"It's not going to work," he said, and wrung his hands. "He's waiting for someone, or something, and until it shows up he's not saying a word."
Brady glanced back over his shoulder, through the two-way mirror. Chaz could practically feel Morrison glaring at them right through it. "I'm just going to make you do this every time I do an interview. It'll save me valuable coffee time."
Hafidha snorted from her perch in the corner, next to Tan. "And cost you a fortune in Slim Jims."
Lau waved them both off distractedly. "We need an in here. We have maybe three hours before Chicago field office comes by and informs us that he's their baby."
"But it's our case," Hafidha scowled.
Lau shrugged, infinitesimal. "Four robberies, that high profile, and with an all-new, all-different way of waltzing right past high-tech vault doors? The FDIC is probably having kittens right now. We have to prove that what Morrison does isn't replicable if we want to ever get him through the doors of Idlewood."
"Even if it's going to be suppressed." Hafidha's voice was flat. Chaz snuck a glance over. So was her face.
"Especially if it's going to be suppressed," Lau said, and started toward their borrowed, drab gray office. Chaz trailed behind her, and wasn't halfway to the door before he caught a smell better than sex, a full night's sleep, and sex again in the morning.
"Oh hey there," Hafidha said, and opened the door, and there was O'Leary, arranging a stack of pizza boxes with the most incredible heat coming off them.
"I thought it'd been a long time since you'd eaten," O'Leary said. "And you mentioned, well."
"Detective?" Chaz said. "Bless you," and reached into the top box for about five slices.
*
"Here's what I don't get," Tan said, around a bite of deep-dish pizza. "He turned steel into peanut brittle. Those cuffs aren't stopping him, and neither is the door. Why isn't he trying to break himself out?"
Chaz turned his head slowly; regarded Arthur Tan. "Now," he said, "that is a good question."
Tan took the praise well. A twitch of the lips, at the corners. Not even a trace of an attempt to duck it, or take over the conversation by force.
"What's he waiting for?" Brady mused aloud. "He doesn't want to get caught, or he'd have been sloppier with his countermeasures. No hideout, no stolen getaway cars, no problem spending the money."
"'We're not him,'" Lau said, quoting softly. "More like who's he waiting for?"
Chaz sat bolt upright on the desk. The metal shrieked underneath him, and he leaped off the furniture.
It did nothing. He sat down again, cautiously. Cleared his throat.
"We don't fit," he said. "Supervillains getting apprehended by diligent police work, read their Miranda rights, and tried in a court of law isn't part of his mythology."
"Origin story," Brady corrected.
"Shut up," Chaz replied. "He's not interested in us. He's waiting for a superhero."
"Aren't we all, baby?" Hafidha said, and Chaz diligently wadded up the wrapper from his straw and threw it at her head. She fended it off with her palm; oil from the pizza glistened down her fingers. "Damn, I need a napkin."
"Hold on," Tan said, "I'll get some," and ducked out the door.
Hafidha watched him go. "Down the Hall's trained that guy a little too well."
"He's just trying to be nice," Lau said, and held her own greasy hands over the paper plate. "It's not his fault Blaze tries to make every new agent the BAU gets his personal assistant."
"Sidekick," Brady put in.
"I swear," Chaz said, and opened two boxes looking for a spare scrap of mozzarella.
Hafidha watched his fingers thoughtfully. "So you're saying what he'll respond to is some manly chinface in a cape, not us. And until we get him one, he's not going to talk."
"Yeah," Chaz said, closing on a dribble of cheese. "And we have an answer to this." He gestured with his chin to Hafidha's rig. "The Slamphibian. Get him in, coach him up, and get this done."
Lau pulled a wearied face, shook her head. "We can't legitimize that. As much as it's probably just dress-up, they're still extralegal vigilantes, and if we endorse one Mom will have our heads even before Celentano sharpens his guillotine."
"Celentano's guillotine is always sharp," Hafidha said dryly. Chaz took a moment to be briefly very thankful that Arthur Tan was in the precinct kitchen for the insubordination segment of the day.
"Not to mention," Brady said, "they're nothing but regular guys in funny mascot suits. Morrison, for all that he's still working his way up to gamma first base, is still a gamma."
"A gamma in the middle of the story he wants most to be in," Lau said slowly. "So he's happy. His back is nowhere near the wall."
"What're you thinking?" Brady said, because they had been working together long enough that he could of course tell when she was thinking something.
"I'm thinking Chaz is right: what we have to do is keep him in the story he wants to be in. And he'll cooperate, and we don't have to fire any bullets into anybody today, and end this thing tidily."
"The question is, how?" Chaz said.
There was a nagging detail. Chaz was missing something important, something crucial, and—
"Tan does voices," Brady said suddenly, and Chaz sat up straight. Realizing slowly, madly, what might just make this work. "He did Christian Bale in the car."
"He did what?" Hafidha said, bemused.
"It was really good, too. Spot-on," Brady added.
"Interviews," Chaz pointed out, "are all about playing the part anyway."
He saw the second when Lau caught on; her eyes warmed, slowly, speculatively. "We don't need a fake superhero if we have a fake fake superhero," Lau said, wonderingly. "Tan could do it."
"Tan," Arthur Tan said, coming back into the office with a whole sheaf of dining hygiene products, "could do what?"
"You do voices?" Lau said, and Tan cracked a faintly embarrassed smile.
"Ain't I a stinker," he said, and waggled his eyebrows, Bugs Bunny-style.
Lau grinned, bright and brief. "Do you think," she said, "you could pull off a good superhero?"
The eyebrows flattened out fast. "Not to be insubordinate, but what are you all plotting at?"
"We're not plotting," Chaz said.
"I can see it on your nasty little profiler faces," he replied, cheery. Wary. Smart guy.
"Morrison's not going to respond to us. He's waiting for some superhero to come in and declare victory over his vanquished criminal enterprise. How would you feel," Lau said carefully, "about a solo interview? And a little playacting?"
"Oh, no way," Tan said, immediate. The napkins hung in his hand, forgotten.
"You did that impression in the car," Brady said. "It was good. It might get Morrison where he belongs."
Tan looked at them all, one by one, eyebrows up. Wavering.
Lau picked up the extension phone and punched three numbers. "Detective O'Leary?" she said into the receiver. "Are there any costume shops close by?"
*
The cowl smelled like stale beer and sweat. And neither had belonged to Arthur Tan.
This was, he decided, unfair.
"You'd think someone would have cleaned this thing between Halloween and now," he said. His voice was only faintly muffled by the way the mask pressed on his cheekbones.
"It's off-season. There's no point," Villette said, and pawed, for some reason, at Tan's left shoulder. "Hold still; I have to get the cape hooked on."
"Cape," Tan said, and held still. The weight settled more symmetrically about his shoulders. "I don't know how anyone expects to pass a field fitness test in one of these things."
"Lucky for you, you don't have to," Villette said, and gave the cape one last tug. "How's your earpiece?"
"Fine," Tan said, and shoved it into place through the stiff fabric of the cowl.
"Great," Lau added, from the corner. "Now, let's just hope he's not one of those nerd-racists who said Heimdall couldn't be black."
"You're deshpicable," Tan muttered, and took an experimental step. The costume clung to his legs in odd, uncomfortable ways. It's only for a few minutes, Tan old boy, he told himself, sighing. And it is for great justice.
He waddled out of the conference room, down the hall to Interview Three, and opened the door.
*
The cape swished. It swirled and puddled about Tan's legs as he walked into Interview Three, clear on the other side of the glass, and stopped in a foot-planted pose that out-alphaed any alpha males inside a ten-mile radius of the greater Chicago area.
Morrison's eyes lit up. He would have pushed to his feet if his hands hadn't been cuffed tidily to the table. "You," he said, and spat on the floor.
"Oh, great," O'Leary said. Lau could see him dreaming of mops.
"Alchemist," Tan said, with a depth of grim and gravel that made Lau's stomach shudder. That voice couldn't come out of that man. It was uncanny.
"I knew you'd have to respond eventually," Morrison said, and let out a high-pitched giggle that unnerved for all the wrong reasons. "None of them could stop me. They don't have what it takes; they won't go far enough."
Lau shifted her weight on the other side of the glass. She didn't want to know how far was far enough. Or how this might have escalated. "Ask him," she murmured, "how he did it."
Tan got the message. He crossed gloved arms over his chest and stared down at Morrison's seated, crunched-up form. "There's one thing that racks my brain," Tan said, cold and raspy and even. "How you did it."
"Oh, ho," Morrison said, and grinned as wide as he could; it looked like a recipe for face sprain. "You couldn't figure out my master plan. How many nights I've slaved, refining my dark powers; how much steel I've reduced to dust with nothing but the touch of a finger."
Tan snorted. "I don't believe you. You used chemicals. We'll find them soon enough."
Morrison's nostrils flared wide. "Stupid vigilante. You think I need chemicals?" He reached down, grabbed the chain that linked his cuffs and anklets. A sharp hissing sound carried through the interview room, over the speaker.
The steel reduced to powder, to nothing. Clanked to the floor.
"Looks like you're still cuffed to the table," Tan observed, and Morrison snarled.
"Well, this is a whole different side of the gentleman," O'Leary said from the corner.
"You see what I can do? Your bars can't hold me! Your boxes won't keep me in!" Morrison's grin was more like a rictus now, taut and vicious. "I did it myself, and I spent a whole month in that scrapyard practicing it myself, and once I'm done, none of you are ever going to tell me what I can or can't do again."
"Villain monologue," Hafidha mumbled. "Oh, no kidding."
"Like telling you you can't work at the yard anymore," Tan said evenly, "because those cars rusted out and fell, and that kid died?"
"It wasn't my fault," he shouted, and slammed his cuffed feet on the floor.
"It's just your fault that you robbed three banks," Tan said.
"Four," Morrison spat, "and I'll do it again."
"And that's a videotaped confession," Brady said, and smacked his fist into his palm like a personal high five.
Tan slouched, almost detectably. Relief. "We're done here, Alchemist."
Morrison stuck up his white-gloved hands. "You've foiled me this time," he said, and grinned extra wide. "But you'll never find the loot."
Chaz Villette's face went blank, briefly. "It's in his comics collection," he said. "One bill per page. He spent the whole night sliding them in and putting them back in their little plastic bags."
Brady's heavy blond eyebrow rose.
"Carefully," Chaz added. "So the corners didn't crease."
"I'll get that search warrant drawn up, then," O'Leary said, and made a note on his battered pad.
"It's not about the loot. We're putting you away, Alchemist," Tan said from behind the mask, softly, almost meditative. "For a long, long time."
Morrison cackled, once, sharp. "Oh, I'll be back," he said, with an undercurrent of sheer, childish, wide-eyed glee. "Just like a bad smell, I'll always be back."
Tan himself might have waved a hand to brush it off, or cracked wise. Tan's costumed secret identity just looked down his molded vinyl nose at Morrison for a long, long moment, and stalked crisply out the door.
"Good?" he said when he came around the corner. His voice sounded hoarse and a bit weary.
"Double-plus good," Lau said, and gave him a small, sharp nod. "Extra good."
"Right," he said. "Someone get this sweatshop off of me?" and Chaz Villette nodded, and led him back into the men's room to change.
O'Leary watched Morrison fidget at the table through the glass. "This your usual day?" he asked, only a little strained.
Lau grinned. "Not even close," she said. They hadn't had to shoot anyone all week now. "Our central office will fax the transfer papers to our secure facility over, and get custody assigned formally."
O'Leary nodded, and reached out to shake her hand. She took it, and it wasn't so eager this time: solid, professional. "Thanks for the work. I"—he paused—"don't think we would have pulled it off ourselves."
Wrong profile, he was trying to say. And didn't quite have the everyday jargon for it. "Not to worry," Lau said, and returned the smile. "That's what we're here for."
It didn't take long to pack up: files, computers, the video from that interview room, all safely tucked away in suitcases. And of course, Dan Morrison, handed over to the field office for formal transport to Ashton, Virginia. They'd barely been in town a day, Lau realized. She hadn't even checked in to the hotel.
"Best. Case. Ever," Hafidha said as they trudged down the stairwell to the parking lot, where their two black SUVs sat waiting to take them to O'Hare.
"Best?" Chaz replied, bumping his wheeled suitcase behind him. "You never know what could happen. We could be called in to inspect three-eyed fish. Or suspicious dirigible deaths."
"Best," she said, and hopped down to the ground floor door.
There was a uniformed officer guarding it from the outside; he turned as Lau pushed the door open, and waved them back. "We'll have to ask you to wait a moment, please. I'm sorry, agents. It won't be long."
"What," Brady said, "is the holdup?"
It took a moment before the officer cracked the door wider, and Lau saw what the holdup was.
Rumpled, chained, Dan Morrison was being escorted out of the Racine Avenue police station under heavy armed guard: one officer to each limb, approximately, and all of them holding on tight. Lau watched them go. He didn't even turn his head to look at them. They weren't him, and he didn't care.
Morrison bounced in the officers' grip. He wasn't resisting. He was skipping.
"I feel," Chaz said conversationally, "like we have just done a kind of terrible thing."
"He did steal a few million dollars," Brady said.
"Akin to kicking a puppy," Chaz said. "Or taking ice cream away from a very small child."
"We've safely quarantined a gamma," Lau said, voice low. "And now we get to go home."
Act V
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC, July 25, 2012
Daniel Brady stopped by Arthur Tan's desk twenty minutes after official FBI closing time, when nobody in the FBI had actually gone home yet but it wasn't treason to start thinking about it. He was even less obtrusive out of the field: hovered genially out of the way until Tan finished his sentence on the report he was writing and turned to acknowledge his presence.
"Jock," Tan said, pleasantly.
"Nerd," Brady replied, and pulled up Pauley's desk chair. "How's life back in the Muggle world?"
"Grim," Tan said, and waved his new case file. "Human trafficking sucks. It sucks the worst of all things."
Brady did not argue. Tan had learned since joining the BAU that there were more worst things in the world than fetishes on the Internet, and they were all still the worst.
"How's life at Hogwarts?" he asked instead.
"Good," Brady replied, shockingly enough. "Dan Morrison's settled into Idlewood, and it looks like the lawyer the court appointed for him is going to take a mental health plea and let him stay. Dr. Ramachandran says Morrison's actually quite well-behaved and cooperative."
"Biding his time for the inevitable Arkham jailbreak," Tan said in an ominous voice.
Brady nodded. "Unfortunately for Morrison, nobody busts villains out of Idlewood to keep the story going for another hundred issues."
He cut off the last syllable too fast. Tan restrained himself from cocking an eyebrow: That we know of, floated into the subtext. He looked disturbed.
Briefly, Arthur Tan wondered what Agent Brady was hiding.
"Anyways. I just wanted to thank you. I know you're still finding your feet with the kind of cases we do, and you really brought that one in."
Tan's eyebrow rose. There was clearly more coming. He knew the difference between an intermission and the end of the show.
"I'm telling you this," Brady said, "because we have an empty ACTF position posting tonight. And I think you might want to look at it."
Everything in Tan's head stopped. Even the part about what he wanted for dinner.
"Hold on," he said. "You guys want me to—"
"My personal opinion only," Brady said quickly, and held up both hands. "And you probably know that there are...limitations to a career move Down the Hall."
That had been obvious, Tan reflected, from the very first day. It was always him or Pauley who talked to the ACTF, never Blaze or Lisa. He was the new kid; he got the scut work, no matter how tight a unit the BAU was.
And Pauley, well. Pauley wasn't ambitious. Not that way. Not the way people marked ambition normally at the Bureau.
"But," Brady added, "you'd be good at it. You think your way around problems. And you weren't too hung up on certain things to get the job done right."
"Like my dignity?" he said, and waggled his eyebrows. "Aw, shucks, stranger."
His heart wasn't in it. Like his dignity; like procedure; like the technical rules of extradition to a private facility, where he didn't quite know what would happen to someone who had, yes, committed a crime.
Suddenly, Tan wasn't sure this all was a compliment.
"I," he said, cautious and polite, "would really need to think about that."
Brady didn't get offended. He seemed to catch all the laugh tracks going through Tan's face, and nodded. "You should, yes." He stood, pushed Pauley's chair back where it belonged. "Goodnight, Nerd."
"Jock," Tan said formally.
The link was where Brady had said it was: a fresh posting to the Bureau internal jobs site. Tan hovered his cursor over the link. The job description inside would undoubtedly be written in the vaguest terms possible: not a word about superpowers or fighting evil, or the things he'd seen in that bunker—the cages, the fear—or the way the agents from Down the Hall had barely seemed to feel it. How they'd looked at those things as if they weren't the worst thing they'd ever seen before.
As if there were worse things.
Tan was reasonably ambitious. He'd hustled hard to move up from bomb squad, and, well, he had a family to help support. But he was also—grimly, terribly, morbidly—curious.
He closed the intranet browser. Padma. He had to check with her first.
He had to talk to his wife.
*
The office had emptied out by the time Lau tapped on Esther Falkner's office door, the one kept propped perpetually open in case of emergency or need for a spare breeze. Falkner looked up and saw Lau hovering in that neutral space on the wooden threshold, and waved her inside. "Come on in."
"You wanted to see me?" Lau said. Her face was neutral: not holding back a real whopper, this time, but just unsure what to say.
"I looked at everyone's reports," Falkner said, and motioned for Lau to sit. She hesitated, and then sprawled gratefully in one of Falkner's plush guest chairs. "You did a good job: kept everyone on point and moving, and brought in our gamma alive and cooperative, without any collateral damage."
"It was an easy case," she said.
"It was a case with a lot of potential to go volatile and a lot of unpredictable moving parts," Falkner corrected, "and the fact that they neatly canceled each other out means good situation management, not that the job was somehow easier. Don't minimize that," she added mildly.
Lau had the good grace to flush.
"I just don't know that I can take credit, here. I wasn't really all that in charge," Lau said. "Everyone knows what they're supposed to do. We just did it."
Falkner sat and watched her until her face changed slowly. It took about thirty seconds.
Lau chuckled, quietly, like someone who just found their glasses sitting on their head where they'd lost them. "Now I am a Jedi, hm?"
"Wax on, wax off," Falkner replied dryly. "I'm putting in a recommendation. It has to go through Celentano, of course, but I'm going to push for a promotion to SSA on your next review."
That did the trick; the brightness came back into her eyes. "Agent Falkner—" she started, and then stopped. "Esther. Thank you."
Falkner smiled, halfway. "You're due," she said.
It was true. Nicolette Lau had come into the ACTF too early to understand that the time away from home, the trauma, the suspect kill rates were astronomical compared to most every other branch of the Bureau. That this wasn't normal. That they didn't live real life.
"You won't regret it," Lau said, and rose; and from the hint of steel in her voice, Falkner was entirely sure she wouldn't.
"Never thought it for a second," she said, and shifted in her seat. "Go on home. I've got to beat it anyways. Ben's making pad thai for dinner."
Lau saluted—half ironic, maybe—-and took herself out the door.
Falkner leaned back in her chair. Easy case? Maybe. But there was no more inappropriate deference in Nikki Lau's step, and no more worry in her shadow.
It was good for kids, growing up. To let them do a thing for themselves, and realize that they could.
Yeah, Falkner thought, as she shut down her computer and locked her desk drawer. They were going to be fine.
 

Decision
July 25, 2012
Arthur Tan walked through the front door of his condo with his messenger bag and two big paper sacks, calling in his best Ricky Ricardo, "Lucy! I'm home!"
Naima was the first into the hall, helpfully clarifying, "Amma! Baba's home!" as she hurtled toward him with their Beagle at her heels. He managed to set his bags on the side table just before thirty-two pounds of everything nice knocked the breath out of him.
Catching her in his arms, he said, "Hey, Pirate. Did you and Bartleby have a great day?" Then, still holding her, he stooped to scratch Bartleby behind the ears.
As Naima nodded solemnly, Padma came from their bedroom, already changed from her work clothes into turquoise capris and a white T-shirt. She looked at the bags and said, "I see the hunting was good, mighty provider."
He grinned and stood with Naima still in his arms. "Tonight's a taste-off for the adults. For the warm-up act, spring rolls versus satay. For the main event, potatoes and mock duck versus massaman curry versus spicy chicken with basil versus calamari pad Thai. And for an encore bout, sticky rice with mangoes versus green tea ice cream. To drink, your choice of ginger apple cider or Singha."
Padma said, "There'll be enough leftovers for two meals, at least. Which is not a complaint."
Arthur rubbed his nose against his daughter's and added, "And for somebody extra-special, there's the traditional Thai pirate dish." He reached into one bag and pulled out a Happy Meal box.
Naima clapped. "Yay!"
Padma glanced at him and said, a little too politely, "Naima, would you like to watch Spongebob while we get dinner ready?"
Arthur thought, Busted. Padma was speaking the secret adult language in which the tone, not the words, mattered. Her message could not be clearer: She knew he had something to say. He had hoped it could wait until after Naima's bedtime. Which, he realized now, had been wishful thinking at its most naive.
He carried the food into the kitchen and began setting the table for three. The Spongebob theme song began in Naima's room, and then Padma walked into the dining nook, saying, "You never told me you were Greek."
"That's racist." He smiled.
She didn't. "Tell it to the Trojans. What are you trying to buy?"
"You know I love you."
"Yes, and you know I love you, and while Spongebob can keep Naima entertained for hours, I'd really like to eat soon."
"I've been offered a job."
"Back in the bomb squad?"
"Worse."
Padma was so still that he was afraid to say more, but after a moment, he added, "And more important."
"You said 'offered'."
He nodded.
"Which means you don't have to take it."
He nodded again.
"Will it help your career if you take it?"
"Maybe. Maybe not. No one says taking it is a fast track to Hawaii."
"But you really want to take it."
He nodded because that seemed to work better than words could.
"What is it?"
"I'm not supposed to tell you."
She laughed, a snort that would have seemed disdainful to a stranger. "Somebody doesn't know you."
"Maybe. SSA Falkner said I wasn't supposed to tell you. She didn't say I couldn't tell you."
"And?"
"You know how Nick Fury recruited superheroes to fight unimaginable threats?"
This time her laugh was pure delight. "Captain America, you're never going to convince me you've been asked to join the Avengers."
He felt himself blush. "Uh, it's more like S.H.I.E.L.D."
"And Falkner is Nick Fury?"
"Maybe the analogy isn't very good."
With no smile at all, Padma said, "Was Daphne Worth Agent Coulson?"
"I don't know if the ACTF is the FBI's most dangerous unit, but there's field work, weird hours, and risk."
"Can someone else do it?"
"They didn't offer it to anyone else."
"Oh, Wart."
He would never understand how she could go so quickly from being mad to pressing her lips against his in a firm, tongueless kiss that was more intimate than any sexual kiss could be.
She pushed him back. "Threats like terrorists?"
"Threats like something I really shouldn't tell a journalist."
"Off the record stays off the record."
"Okay." So he told her all he had seen and heard, and he watched her expressions change from "You're joking" to "You're crazy or I am" to "This is real and fucked up and terrifying."
She said, "You can't do this."
He nodded. "I know."
"They can get someone else."
"Sure," he agreed, and kept looking into her eyes.
She glanced down, twisted a long lock of hair by her right ear, then looked toward Naima's room. He thought, I am going to have a solid, conventional fibbie career. There's a lot to be said for that.
She met his gaze and said softly, "Okay."
He started to nod, then realized he had failed to hear what was meant in the language of tone. "Okay, I'm not taking the job, or okay, I am?"
"Promise you won't be a hero. Wait. Promise you won't be a stupid hero. Naima needs her father."
He smiled. "I'm planning to be around to see the Pirate graduate from a great university and start her life with someone I will never completely believe deserves her."
"Wart?"
"Yes, Peanut?"
"If Falkner had said you couldn't tell me, would you've told me anyway?"
"No." As her frown reappeared, he realized that this time, the failure in the language of tone had been his. He added, "I wouldn't have told you. And I wouldn't have taken the job."
"You think she knew that?"
He stared at Padma, then said, "Huh. Maybe Falkner is Nick Fury."
Padma smiled slightly. "I'll get the Pirate. Finish setting the table, Agent Hill."
 

"Underworld" - by Elizabeth Bear
 
Chapter 17: UNDERWORLD
(rough only)
In the summer of 1972, I was nineteen years old. The same age, it turns out, as Michael Dominic Bellamo. But while I was between semesters at Penn State—and soon to leave it for a career change I'm still legally bound not to discuss—Michael Bellamo was embarking on his own education as a serial killer.
He hadn't yet graduated: his first known stranger murder would not be committed until January 15th, 1975. But on June 1st, 1972, he matriculated.
The FBI became involved in the case in 2012, a year and a half after his death.
#
The governor of the state of Connecticut in June of 1972 was Republican Thomas Meskill. The president of the United States of America was Richard Nixon.
Michael Bellamo's home, at that time, was the family's white frame residence on Wethersfield Avenue in Hartford's South End. The house's flat, treeless yard was surrounded by a three-foot chain link fence so threaded with roses that in summer the heavy, drowsy scent floated halfway down the block. Serafina Bellamo had planted those roses as a young bride. They had been slender, spindling things then. By 1972, they had to be knocked back twice a year with hedge trimmers, and on this particular June day they were in heavy bloom.
When Serafina Bellamo came down the basement steps to find her grandson Michael, a recent graduate of Bulkeley High, doing the laundry, there were three Hartford PD black-and-whites lined up along the curb beside those roses, the strobes on the rear one cycling lazily.
"Michael," she said. "What are you doing?"
(We know what she said, or at least what he said she said, because Michael Bellamo kept extensive—one might even say narcissistic—journals. He transcribed the conversation more or less verbatim, inasmuch as you can trust anything a serial killer writes. Every journalist has an agenda. Bellamo's was to glorify himself.)
"Laundry," Bellamo records that he replied.
Mrs. Bellamo, it must be reported, was no dummy. Family accounts, even adjusted for the rosiness imparted by forty years of hindsight, all agree that the old lady was sharp as a tack until her dying day. They also agree that Michael never lifted a finger around the house.
So why did she merely give Michael—as he records—a gimlet eye, and sniff from her perch on the penultimate step before declaring, "You would pick the day our Celia doesn't come home to do one nice thing for your mother."
As if that were a bad thing, Michael Bellamo wrote in his journal, dated 6/1/72. For a guy to help out his mom. 1
#
Despite her grandmother's careful euphemism, the problem wasn't merely that Celia Falcone hadn't come home.
It was that the police had just taken her mother and father—Michael's mother's sister and her husband—to identify the body.
#
Michael Bellamo was tall, handsome, and dark-haired. He was a B student during his high school career. Teachers said he was bright, but didn't apply himself. He told his widowed mother that he was debating college or trade school and wanted to take a year off, which was why he was working part-time as a bagger at a neighborhood grocery and living with his mother and grandmother.
And he had been sexually abusing his female cousins—there were about a dozen in the sprawling Bellamo/Falcone/Tagliabue clan—since he was approximately thirteen years old.
These crimes were never reported and never prosecuted because he kept it in the family. We may wonder, charitably, if the blind eye so turned was a case of unconscious denial. What we cannot wonder about is what his grandmother, the widowed matriarch of the clan, did next.
On the day her granddaughter was murdered and found dumped in Colt Park, on the banks of the Connecticut River, Mrs. Bellamo discovered her grandson performing household cleaning that he otherwise would have disdained. As near as my team were able to determine, she never reported this incident, and went to her grave (in 1991) without ever discussing it.
Michael recorded that when she asked what he was washing and he told her "sheets," she explained to him the proper way in which to add the bleach.
It's not conclusive, of course, but it's suggestive. If she had reported it, it might have been enough to link Michael to what we now believe to have been his first murder, thus saving the lives of at least twenty-seven other young women—not to mention preventing the continuation of his abuse and the extension of its legacy to his cousins, his wife, and eventually his daughters.
#
Does Serafina Bellamo bear some of the culpability for her grandson's crimes? Maybe not. My years in the FBI have made me loath to assign blame or even particularly complex motives to people I do not know well and have not interviewed. So no, she is not culpable.
But if you asked me if she bore some of the guilt... that's a question I could answer in the simple affirmative. Or at least with a hell of a lot less temporizing.
Whatever the reason for Mrs. Bellamo's choice, it ensured that Celia Falcone was merely the first to die. And Celia Falcone's death—or more precisely the investigation into her death—scared Bellamo into better covering his tracks.
It's a truism of investigations of serial murder that most of the usual tricks don't work. Most murders are solved—if they will be solved—in the first forty-eight hours after they are committed. But serial murders are often cold, cold, cold by the time the authorities become involved. Most murders are crimes of passion; somebody who loves or hates or fears or desires or wishes to be free of somebody else, or who owes them money, or who is owed money by them, realizes that if they just bump the bastard off, they'll never have to try to explain their decisions to him or her again. Serial murders are crimes of opportunity: the right victim in the right place at the right time, with the right level of vulnerability.
Bellamo learned from his near miss. He'd learned that it was safe to rape family members, because they could be effectively silenced—by shame, by social pressure, by his mother's and grandmother's unwillingness to hear the truth. But it was not safe to kill someone and leave the body where it could be discovered. Especially someone who could be linked to him by blood or passion.
He'd learned that he needed to get smart.
#
When the Anomalous Crimes Task Force "away team" arrived in Hartford in August of 2012, we did not know the case we were about to become involved in would lead us to a forty-year-old series of serial killings. We were riding high off a recent success with the Morrison case in Chicago, and feeling something closer to full strength with the return of Hafidha Gates to field work and the full-time addition of Arthur Tan to the team.
The Hartford PD request that had brought us in was actually in regards to a disappearance that they suspected might be linked to a pair of cold cases—one murder, one missing person—connected because they involved members of the same household. Acting on the advice of SSA Lau, the BAU had recently expanded the remit of cases we were encouraged to investigate to include those that showed a pattern of crimes involving family members or members of a social group.
The recent disappearance was that of Serafina Bellamo. The cold crimes were the murder of Celia Falcone in 1972 and the disappearance of Michael Bellamo in 2010, shortly following his divorce.
#
Hartford, the capital of the state of Connecticut, is a fairly typical mid-sized Eastern city in post-millennial transition. Situated roughly a third of the way from Boston to New York City, its population is a little over a hundred thousand souls as of this writing—but the population of the metro area is over 1.2 million. As one might surmise from these statistics, its small geographic area and decades of white flight have left it largely a commuter city, with the remaining residents struggling with poverty and lack of services. Hartford has struggled to define itself in the modern era.
Our team arrived at Brainard Airport at 1:15 am on a Friday in August. As we disembarked into the darkest hour of night, more than one of us remarked upon an oppressive stickiness that hung over the tarmac, holding the reek of petrochemicals close to the earth.
We were seven: SSA Brady, SSA Falkner, SA Villette, SSA Gates, SSA Lau, SA Tan, and myself. There had been some discussion of leaving SA Tan behind at the Hoover building to learn the anchor position. He'd served in that capacity for the regular BAU, but the W.T.F.'s needs were—as you might expect—somewhat different. However, in the end he accompanied us into the field.
As desperately as we all missed Daphne Worth—her absence was still the kind of hole where we'd catch ourselves creating the silence in the conversation that her remark should have filled—it was inexpressibly good to have Gates back on the job. We were starting to wear back in around her, to lose our wariness—even Brady. There was every evidence that the treatments had successfully reversed the progress of her disease, at least partially, and every test, every scan, showed positive results. She would always have to be careful—we would always have to be careful—but the evidence was seeming to offer a better and better chance that Gates could live a full and functional life.
We were met at the bottom of the steps from the aircraft by Marina Ruiz, the Hartford P.D. detective who had been in contact with Lau and Falkner. A slight woman with a creamy complexion and impressive forearms, she offered firm handshakes all around. I happen to recall that Gates and Villette were engaged in their usual debate about where to go to get edible takeout at two in the morning.
Ruiz winced, obviously having overheard. "I'm afraid Hartford's options are limited. But... Pietro's delivers pizza until 3 am on Thursdays. If we call ahead—"
"Spoken like a true police officer," Villette replied. "Lead us to the pizza."
"And the car," said Lau. "We're eager to hit the ground running."2
#
The Hartford Police Headquarters is a squat, sprawling red brick building that resembles a public high school built in the 1970s. It inhabits the bitter end of Jennings Road, in the industrial North Meadows neighborhood where its neighbors include Interstate 91, the city landfill, a strip club, several car dealerships, a school bus parking lot, and the sort of "boutique" where patrons may enjoy some alone time in private booths provided at the back. In the middle of the night, it's an eerie place, especially limned in a police van's headlights.
Detective Ruiz parked our incomparably elegant conveyance behind the cop shop and led us inside. As has become customary, our home away from home was a repurposed conference room—but it had plenty of table space, a plug for Gates' laptop, and its own coffee maker—and, by the time we'd settled in, a pile of pizza boxes that left Ruiz tilting her head like a quizzical doe.
"There's plenty for you," Gates said, as she pulled the box of a large pepperoni with extra cheese and fresh garlic in front of her chair.
"I'll bring friends," Ruiz said, but she did take a slice on a paper plate. 3
As the team ate, we reviewed what we knew against what Ruiz could tell us, as is our standard procedure. While we review case files thoroughly in transit, there are often details that emerge during personal conversation that investigating officers deemed too fiddly, too unsubstantiated, too insignificant, or too weird to be entered into the formal case notes.
In this case, Ruiz confirmed what we had already known. But she did have some further information. She was able to inform us that while Michael Bellamo, the missing person of two years ago, had never been charged, he'd been a person of interest in several investigations over the years—beginning with the murder of his cousin Celia, the older of the two cold cases linked to the current disappearance.
"We all know the son of a bitch was raping underage girls," she said. "I checked with cops that retired as far back as 1982. The investigating officer on Falcone's murder—Bobby Raimen, rest his soul—interviewed Bellamo twice. But he never had enough to hold him, never mind charging him. And nobody else has even gotten that close. He seemed to have a knack for picking girls who'll clam up about it."
"Successful predators often do," Lau said between fork-and-knife mouthfuls of veggie pizza.
Ruiz grimaced at her uneaten pizza. "His wife left him back in 2009, taking a son and a daughter with her. We never could get the ex-wife to help us out, and she's moved to... Brazil, some place. She got uncontested full custody in exchange for an NDA, we're guessing, and a pile of money."
Lau put her fork down, eyes narrowing. I could see her working for compassion.
"God only knows why Grandma Serafina let him move back in. She already had a couple of great-grandkids in residence, and Michael had a pretty good career as a carpenter going." Ruiz pushed the paper plate away with the back of her fingertips, a slow headshake revealing her opinion of Grandma Serafina's custodianship.
I know I wasn't the only one that caught the significant lift of Falkner's chin.
As with Wisconsin's Ed Gein and Georgia's John Wayne Boyer, it's not uncommon for serial offenders—killers, rapists—who can't manage a romantic relationship with a woman to live with a female relative. It provides security, a pose of normalcy, and a sort of smoke screen. And for those who, due to their mental and emotional disturbances, are incapable of earning a livelihood, duping a nurturing woman into caring for them is the best available path to financial security.
We ascertained that Grandma Serafina was the same Serafina Bellamo whose disappearance we were investigating—and that body or no body, Ruiz was pretty certain we were looking at a murder. Bellamo, she said, was the sort of elderly widow who sank deep roots and held her family close around her. She was in her nineties now—if she was still alive—and lived in the same house her husband had bought for her as a blushing bride of nineteen. She'd outlived two of her five children, and several of her grandchildren.
"Not the sort of old lady who just wanders off," Ruiz said, with the assurance of someone who has one or two like that in her own family.
"We'll want to go to the house," Falkner said. "What's its status?"
Ruiz informed us that it was being held as a potential crime scene. Two of Serafina Bellamo's great-granddaughters had still been in residence, one a divorcee with two kids of her own, but the Red Cross had arranged to put them up in a local Red Roof Inn for a couple of days. The great-granddaughters were Aimee Shays and Antonia Fisher4, cousins rather than sisters. The great-great-grandkids were Shays' children David and Cindy Mehta, both under age five.
"The toddler did it," Agent Gates said, starting on her second pizza while Brady reached across her to liberate several slices. "I'll offer even odds."
"My money's on Michael Bellamo," Brady answered.
"He's dead," said Lau.
Villette answered, "Like that stopped anybody."
Ruiz laughed, and I think she began to relax. It must have seemed that the team were clowning for her. I knew they were carrying on an earnest conversation under her nose. "Do you want to go out to the house in the morning?"
I remember Falkner glancing at the last bite of crust in her hand and dropping it on a grease-stained paper plate. "Agent Lau, Agent Brady and I will go now. The rest of you finish and get set up here."
#
There's no mystery remaining regarding what they found, and it would be precious to pretend otherwise. Certain passages of Bellamo's journals were leaked, and quoted in the press—and other aspects were quoted and paraphrased at the trial. But how they found them is a story that deserves telling.
Agent Brady's knack for reading a scene is no more mysterious, really, than an experienced cook's ability to taste a sauce and understand what ingredients will supply the flavor notes it's missing. He's interviewed hundreds of serial killers and gammas; he has visited thousands of crime scenes. Long-term familiarity, in other words, translates to understanding. He may not be able to put in words exactly how he knows what he knows, but that's because it develops from uncounted associations carried out in his subconscious.
Agent Lau told me later that he walked through the house once, flipping light switches with a plastic glove, and slowly made his way to the bedrooms that had been inhabited by the Bellamos, Shays, Fisher, and the Mehta children. Serafina Bellamo had surrendered the master bedroom to Michael some years before, and taken up residence on the ground floor in deference to her advancing age. Shays and her children had the two larger of the remaining bedrooms and their connecting bath; Fisher, who was fourteen, had a smaller room in the finished attic—little more than a closet with a single window, wide enough for a student bed, a desk, and a chair. Storage was a trunk at the foot of the bed and two tiers of built-in drawers under it.
Michael Bellamo's bedroom had been searched by the police after his disappearance. They had found nothing suspicious then, although Ruiz mentioned that the investigating officers thought it extremely clean—"You could smell the Pine-Sol."
The downstairs bathroom—the one that would have been Serafina's—boasted a large, pink bathtub bristling with grab bars for the safety of infirm persons climbing in and out. Brady found the concealed hatch that allowed access to the pipes serving it—and there, between the bottom of the tub and the basement's drop ceiling, was a large, square bundle wrapped in heavy duty lawn-and-leaf bags and black electrical tape.
Later fingerprint analysis confirmed it likely that it was Serafina who had hidden her grandson's murder journals there.
#
With some assistance from the rest of us, Agent Villette—the team graphologist—processed the journals while Falkner, Lau, and Tan began interviewing family members. Agent Gates was running down the personal details and identities of Michael Bellamo's victims as Villette found references to each one. Agent Brady and I sat across the table from Gates and Villette, compiling additional interview lists—at least until Villette stumbled across the passage that revealed what Michael Bellamo had done with the bodies of his later victims.
His jaw worked as he glanced up and found Ruiz, bent over a map while Brady explained to her the rudiments of how to run a geographical analysis. When she met his gaze, he asked, "Marina... does Hartford have some kind of an underground river?"
"Crap," Brady said. "You know there was a canoe in the Bellamo's back yard?"
#
A park and series of walkways run through meadows hugging the western bank of the Connecticut River. In the south part of the city, not far from Serafina Bellamo's home, those trails lie on reclaimed land nearly in the shadow of the Colt Armory, a historic firearms factory, which is a local landmark for its incongruous blue-and-gold onion dome.
Dawn found Marina Ruiz, myself, and the rest of the ACTF's away team wearing helmets and headlamps, dragging rented kayaks to the boat launch at the water's edge. We paddled against the current under shading trees, a scatter of brilliant orange and red and blue crawling along the river bank until we reached the edge of an enormous pair of arched, hollow concrete rectangles—the outflow culvert of the buried Park River. Reflected light dappled the ceiling more than ten feet above, moving with the water, until the depths of the culvert vanished into darkness.
"River's low," Ruiz commented. "If you happen to notice the ceiling getting close... turn around and get out fast." She flipped her headlamp on with a touch, tugged her life vest down, and with a flourish of her paddle arrowed her kayak into the dank-smelling blackness. Agent Villette was right behind her, with Lau and Gates riding his wake. I was not surprised to learn that any of those three knew their way around a paddle: Gates grew up in Hawaii and Lau in California, and if there's an outdoor sport that Villette does not excel at, it's because he has not heard of it yet. Brady, Falkner, Tan, and I brought up the rear, paddling furiously and trying not to blind one another with our lamps.
What I hadn't been prepared for was the noise. The sound of the water, of our voices, of our paddles dipping and rising was caught, and amplified, and echoed. Reflection off the rippled, moving water gave sounds a shimmery quality, like the daylight we rapidly passed away from. I thought about how much it would hurt to fire a gun in here, and hoped everything we were about to discover was as cold and dead and piteous as Michael Bellamo's journals suggested.
Ahead, Gates hesitated. Villette tapped her kayak with his paddle. "Problem?"
"No internet down here," Gates replied. "Reminds me of the burrow."
I wondered what Ruiz made of that, but I could barely make out the words over the echoes. Maybe she hadn't heard them. Either way, she just kept paddling.
Good advice for life.
The current wasn't bad; as long as we paddled steadily we made headway. Our lamps illuminated stained concrete walls and oily water. The Park River was a typical urban waterway, filthy and neglected. It had been buried in 1940 by the Army Corps, and from the smell of it I believed the Wikipedia article that said it sometimes carried sewage overflows.
We passed a bullfrog as big as my hand, swimming steadily downstream, and I resisted the urge to scoop it up into my kayak for a rescue. At least it was headed in the right direction.
Occasionally, we passed a gap in one of the side walls, and one of us would paddle over to examine it. They all proved empty except for trash and slime and black water.
We paddled for what seemed like a long time, through curving concrete vaults that amplified every sound. The walls fell away, replaced by a series of concrete pillars in a vast, vaulted chamber. I knew from my research that this was the confluence chamber, where the North and South branches of the Park River met.
Here there was a slope up to a deep pit—an overflow channel—and several barred gates. And a gravel bar with grooves in it: signs that other people had beached canoes and kayaks there.
It was obvious that the water was not deep enough past this point for the kayaks, and so we followed suit. Graffiti brightened the gray walls wherever our headlamps fell. This was obviously not such a remote destination.
Agent Brady kept his lip from curling, but only just. "You want me to walk into that water?"
Agent Gates made a gesture that would have tossed her braids back, once. "I'm the princess on this team. You get in your hip waders."
Princess or not, she was the first one into the water. It didn't reach over the tops of our hiking boots, a luxury for which we were all grateful as we slogged upstream, keeping to the left. The North channel was dangerous—a plant discharged boiling water into it at unpredictable intervals—and we were hoping to find Michael Bellamo's tragic cache on this side. If not, we'd backtrack and take our chances.
A sinuous gray shape writhed away us, slithering between stones. I thought it was a snake at first, but caught the outline of fins just as Gates murmured, "Mmm. Unagi. Who wants to fire up the hibachi?"
"Damn," Villette said. "I knew we forgot something."
Brady's ostentatious gagging noises echoed just as well as the splashing did.
#
We walked on gravel, or along the slanted concrete margins of the river, for only a few more hundred yards. It seemed like more in the pitch dark, with the uneven footing.
Agent Tan was the first to find the break in the wall. He called out, and we gathered around. A rusted steel door closed the gap, which was partially concealed behind falling water from an overhead inflow—storm drain or buried tributary.
We had pry bars, but as it turned out, they weren't necessary. Somebody else had broken the rusted hasp—long enough ago that all the bright surfaces had rusted again. Tan glanced over at Falkner—his light flashed across my eyes—but Brady was already moving forward.
When he bent his back and hauled the door and then the grate behind it open with a series of screeching noises not unlike what you might expect from a harpy in a leg-hold trap, we knew we'd found the right place before any of us shone our lamps inside.
The smell of decay is unmistakable.
#
The badly decomposed body of Michael Bellamo lay beside the fresher corpse of his grandmother, but they were not the most interesting things in the tomb. Once the crime scene techs had come down to process the (wet, miserable, horribly contaminated) scene, we realized that the Bellamos were not alone.
Under them were the bodies of twenty-seven girls between the ages of thirteen and seventeen, more or less lazily entombed in crumbling, hastily mixed concrete that had never cured particularly well in the dense humidity of the underworld.
#
"Great," Tan said. "So Michael Bellamo killed all the girls. I don't think Serafina killed Michael, and I am positive that a ninety-year-old woman didn't haul a two hundred pound corpse down the riverbank into a boat and paddle him out here, then wrestle him into that hole. And even if she did by some miracle accomplish that... who killed Serafina?"
"That's what we're here to find out," said Falkner, beginning to flip through the first of what would eventually be twenty-nine autopsy reports.
Thirty, once I ventured into the morgues—paper, not people—and recovered Celia Falcone's.
#
While I was up to my generative organs in file boxes, Falkner rejoined Lau, Brady, and Tan in continuing interviews with various members and collaterals of the Bellamo dynasty. Gates and Villette, the information specialists, had begun the enormous task of digesting the paperwork and computer documentation associated with the case, seeking out patterns and inconsistencies—and patterns in the inconsistencies. It was terrible scutwork, but they were more capable than the rest of the team put together.
When I dragged up the stairs, smeared in gray dust and clutching a battered manila folder triumphantly to my chest, my burst of optimism quailed before the expressions of Gates and Villette. I placed the folder on the table before them and dropped into a chair.
The silence dragged for several moments. "Spill it," I said.
They shared a look. Then Villette pushed himself back from the table on derrick arms, the wheels of his chair skipping on the carpet protector.
"Drew Pennicuik5," he said.
I know I swore. Because I was pretty sure what the rest of that sentence was going to contain.
"Let me guess," I said. "Garrotted?"
"In his bed," Gates confirmed.
"The thing that eats T. rexes strikes again," said Villette. "I hate splitting the team."
I tried to find it in myself to feel grief, and couldn't. Pity was easier. I asked if they had informed Falkner yet and was informed that Lau and Brady were already enroute to Boston—a mere two hours or so by car from Hartford. I think I arose and busied myself with the coffee pot while saying something to the effect that it wasn't the first time we'd had to work two cases at once.
Villette's frown carved lines across his face that looked like the evidence of long-term pain. "Reyes thinks that might have been his doing, too."
"His?"
"The Thing."
"What, Vermont and Minnesota?6"
Villette shrugged. Villette's shrugs could be a stone-wall brushoff, or more eloquent than most people's soliloquys. This one was particularly ornate, using his attenuated frame to best advantage. It sparked a response drawn from all my years of journalistic experience, though.
"The problem with conspiracy theories and Mission: Impossible plots is they assume the greatest truism of military history is incorrect."
"A plan never survives contact with the enemy?" Gates asked. "Or an army travels on its stomach?'"
I recollect that this pleased me enormously.
"So we're postulating a gamma that can—what, control other people's reactions?" I said. "He makes a move and he can make his target make the predetermined counter-move?"
Villette gave Gates a guilty glance, which I could read but did not understand. She did not seem to notice.
He said, "That's a possibility, but there are others."
I opened the Falcone file. "Your apex predator gives me the wiggins."
He snorted and said, "You and me both."
#
As soon as Martina Ruiz walked Antonia Fisher through the squad room and into Interview 2, my gut filled up with a horrible, sinking prescience I knew entirely too well. I happened to be standing next to Arthur Tan, watching him stir powdered creamer into a cup of oily coffee. We exchanged a glance, and he followed me into the observation room.
Fisher was a slender, forthright girl who wore body-concealing clothing and allowed her dark hair to fall long before her eyes. It's often easier for gammas to hide among the adolescent population—they tend toward skinny and ravenous under any circumstance. But when Marina left her in the interview room with a bag of Cheez-Its and a bottle of pop, the subject was remotely observed licking the inside of the foil snack package. Not indicative, certainly—but suggestive.
"Shit," Tan said, glancing at the file in his hand. "She's just turned seventeen."
Under Connecticut law, while Fisher was still a minor child, that meant that she was no longer considered a juvenile offender. And she was probably going to wind up a ward of the state, as her mother was nowhere to be found, her father unnamed on the birth certificate, and the great-grandmother who had been her legal guardian had been recovered from the sewers under Hartford.
"She's a minor," he said. "Is Shays still here? She needs an adult."
I thought the odds of Shays intervening on Fisher's behalf were slim, but people can surprise you. "I'll check. And if not... I'll get a social worker in."
As I was turning to leave the observation room, Tan cleared his throat. I looked back to find him staring fixedly at a point over my left shoulder. "Would you let Faulkner know I'd like the interview?"
"Sure," I said. "Any reason in particular?"
Tan turned back to the window. "She reminds me of my kid sister."
The door behind us cracked open, admitting a blade of light and Esther Falkner.
"Speak of the devil," I said.
She gave me one of her Mom Looks, subcategory explain yourself. I brought her up on the situation, and she replied that she'd see to it Shays was located, or brought back in if she'd gone home, as Falkner would prefer not to explain Fisher's potential gamma status to a social worker. "If the whole damned family has been keeping Michael's secrets all these years, I'd say she owes it to the kid."
#
While we were waiting for Faulkner to produce Shays, Villette let himself into the room, holding one of Michael Bellamo's journals. He glanced through the window at Fisher and frowned. "Where's Mom?"
"Bending Shays to her will."
Villette said, "Good." He didn't look away from the subject in custody as he did.
On the other side of the one-way mirror, Fisher was demolishing the large pizza, extra cheese, that Tan had brought in to her as an initial rapport-building offering, and also out of compassion. We were all too intimately familiar with jammer metabolisms to take Fisher's likely caloric requirements lightly.
"She looks good for a gamma," Villette said.
Fisher was scraping the cheese off the cardboard disk with her fingernails.
It seemed like a good time to distract him, so I asked about the journal. Wordlessly, he held it open to a page he seemed to find by feel. Anybody else would have been holding it marked with a thumb; I suspected Villette had just remembered how far into the journal it lay, and opened it to exactly that page by observation.
In a mechanical voice, Villette read.
I won't reproduce Michael Bellamo's words here, but they were obviously about Fisher... and Bellamo was obviously the sort of offender who journaled his crimes for the pleasure of reliving them.
When Villette finished, he looked at me, and I looked at him.
"Good catch," I said eventually, because there was nothing else I could say. "Show that to Artful7."
#
When Falkner returned, she had a cowed Shays in tow, and news from Boston. Lau and Brady were in agreement that our mysterious vigilante shadow had struck again—and they were left with as few leads as ever. As we had a suspect in custody, Agent Gates switched her efforts to helping the Boston team remotely, while Falkner and Villette rented a car and headed northeast.
Although Agent Gates joined me in the observation room with her laptop so Tan would have immediate access to both of us if he needed backup, Tan and I were left to handle the interview.
#
Special Agent Arthur Tan is a tall man, fit and broad-shouldered, with astonishing cheekbones. He can seem imposing, especially when he's wearing his Bureau-mandated armor of crisp seriousness. As a coworker, however, he demonstrates an easygoing playfulness that makes it simple to forget what an effective law enforcement officer he is. This time, in interviewing Fisher, he took that playfulness into the room with him.
The Reid Technique would have had two interviewers in the room with her, sitting in such a way that she could not face both of them at once. In dealing with a presumed juvenile gamma of unknown capabilities and a known traumatic past, Tan and I decided that it would be best to offer her a supportive environment.
This was an unusual case for us. Often, the manifestation leads us to the existence of the gamma in the first place. But this time we'd followed a pattern of mysteries to a locus, and as a result we did not know exactly what we were dealing with. We guessed her power did not involve doing injury to others, because by then we knew that both Michael and Serafina Bellamo had died from a series of blows to the head, the first of each delivered from the rear and most likely by surprise.
"She's probably one of the sneaky ones," had been Villette's opinion, before he left. I considered him uniquely qualified to speculate, and I judged it was probably the best for his own emotional well-being that Faulkner needed him in Boston.
When you deal with the sort of crimes that we do, the Bureau has learned that there needs to be no shame in seeking support. While the sort of self-sufficient personalities that wind up in federal law enforcement can be difficult to convince, we are expected to need help, and we are expected to get it. There have been enough emotional and physical breakdowns as a result of exposure to the horrors the BAU and the ACTF deal with that very few people who work there retain the opinion that it's humanly possible just to tough it out—although, of course, we all tend to make exceptions for ourselves, and hold ourselves to unreasonable standards. That's human nature, and it's why we look out for each other.
We'd discussed the possibility that Michael Bellamo had been a gamma as well, that he'd seeded the victims of his abuse with the potential to convert. But there was no indication of the dietary or physiological markers of long-term gammahood, and while we were open to being proven wrong, we were operating under the assumption that Fisher had picked up her inoculation somewhere else, and that Bellamo had merely provided the break that led to full-blown flowering. It wasn't as if a child abandoned by both parents had a lack of opportunity for trauma.
People raised to abuse respond along a spectrum. Some lose the ability to form emotional bonds, or do so only with enormous difficulty. And for others, the boundaries so often trespassed do not reinforce: they collapse.
From the moment Tan walked into the interview room, re-introduced himself, and sat down, I suspected that Fisher was one of the latter. We had moved the table out to prevent Fisher from using it as a weapon if she became stressed during the interview. She had a plastic chair, and Tan had another. He sat down across from her and offered her a paper box of fried chicken—I remember that the smell was driving me crazy, and I could imagine how a jammer would feel—and I noticed that she made a clumsy, adolescent point of brushing his hand and arm with her fingers as she took it.
Although I observed his face closely for any sign that her special abilities might be carried by touch, he registered only mild surprise. Then he leaned back in his chair, making his body language as open and non-threatening as possible, and waited until she was done eating to begin asking questions. What she did not know, of course, was that the interview had commenced when he began building rapport—the instant he walked into the room.
8If Fisher were a little older, she might have invoked her Fifth Amendment rights immediately. But she was too inexperienced to have learned that the only decent strategy for dealing with the police is to invoke immediately, invoke often, and break that silence exactly long enough to lawyer up. So when Tan briefly folded his hands in front of his mouth before lowering them to say, "So we know your cousin Michael was a pretty bad man, Antonia," she responded.
"I guess."
"We found his diary. There's no guessing about it. He was horrible, and what he did to you and to your cousins was horrible."
"Well, he's gone now," Fisher said. "Whatever he did, it doesn't matter anymore, right? He took off."
We had not yet informed the family that we'd recovered his body, and I saw Fisher's eyes flicker to Tan's face as she judged his response to the narrative she was floating. Interviewing is a process of finding the narrative that the subject can accept. By this, we mean not the narrative of what happened, because (ideally, though the system is most definitely subject to abuses) the physical facts are no longer in dispute by the time the subject leaves the interview room, but the narrative of why it happened.
To obtain a confession, in other words, the interviewing officer must figure out what story the subject is telling him or herself about what happened, and use that to elicit a confession.
Tan said, "You know he wasn't just bad to his family, Antonia."
She shrugged and lowered her head. She'd set the empty box full of gnawed chicken bones beside her chair, and now she leaned over to pick it up again. Hiding her face with her hair, she ran her finger around the inside of the box repeatedly, and repeatedly licked it, harvesting any smear of grease or crumb of breading.
"I guess," she said.
"You do know he was worse to some other people. Your cousin Michael killed a lot of women, Antonia."
She shrugged. She dropped the box. A crumpled napkin fell out and she kicked it away with the side of her sneaker.
"I don't care about Michael. He's gone."
"And your great-grandmother? She's gone too?"
"Michael probably got rid of her." She pushed her hair behind her shoulder and smiled up at Tan through her lashes. I guessed she didn't know another way of interacting with a man, and I felt a wave of fury at Michael Bellamo mingled with despair that Fisher might never get a chance to learn other ways of relating. The staff at Idlewood are generally dedicated and conscientious, but Idlewood is not much future for a seventeen-year-old girl.
Tan said, "Antonia, we know that's not so."
He produced a file folder from inside his coat and opened it across his knees. There were autopsy photos inside—not the worst of them, but bad enough. I'd printed them, and they were enough to make you think you could smell something: Michael and Serafina Bellamo laid out on steel tables, awaiting the ministrations of one of our forensic colleagues.
Her attempt at flirtation dissolved as she turned her face away from the photos, lifting her chin in distaste, closing her eyes.
"We know when Michael died," Tan said. "We know when Serafina died. We know you killed them, and that you transported the bodies to Michael's dump site in the canoe. We've got a team doing forensics on the canoe right now, Antonia. Blood doesn't wash out. You can scrub it, you can pour bleach on it. We can still find traces, and tell who they came from9.
"We know what he did to you, Antonia. We know what he did to your mother, and to all the other women. And we know Serafina covered up for him. It was self-defense. What you did was self-defense. We know that. We know how hard it was for you to control these desires you have to hurt people who deserve it. We know how hard you fought. We have ways to help you, if you let us. We know almost everything. We know."
Tan looked at Fisher with total conviction, total commiseration. I couldn't tell if he was saying what he thought or offering a narrative. Come to think of it, I supposed it didn't have to be one or the other.
He held out a hand. She stared at it for seconds, and I thought at first he had pushed her too far, too fast. But she reached out and—wincing—took his hand.
This time, the expression of concerned surprise on his face was evident enough to be comical.
She said, "They needed to die."
"I believe you."
She sighed—relief—and sat back, releasing him. He rubbed his wrist absently. He said, "There's one thing I don't know."
She cocked her head, curious. They were on the same side now. She could do him a favor, reveal a secret.
"How did you know where he hid the bodies?"
Her smile turned to a thing of frost and barbed wire. "He showed me," she said. "So I'd know what would happen to me if I ever told anyone."
#
When Tan came out of the interview room, he shut the door behind him and leaned against it, as if to use his own weight as a barricade to keep Fisher—or more precisely, the awfulness that Fisher had endured—within. He closed his eyes. I saw his hands curl into fists, though he kept them down at his sides.
Then he opened his eyes again and straightened up with a sigh. "Got her," he said, without satisfaction.
Then, in a conversational tone—either shock, I guessed, or iron self-control—he asked, "You ever run up against one that couldn't touch you before?"
"Luke Eriksen," I answered. "Chicago. I'll pull you the paperwork."
He nodded, barely, his eyes focused past me. I felt like I had to explain. As if that would help. "Some manifestations show up a lot. Invisibility. Transmutation. Mind control. The details vary with mythology."
"It feels like there's a layer of oil all over her. Like you can't quite touch her, and if you closed your hand she'd squirt away like a watermelon seed."
"Damn," Gates said. She'd been so quiet behind her laptop that I'd almost forgotten she was there. Now she was looking up at both Tan and I with bright eyes. "She's a tough little girl."
I pointed to the notebooks. "She only killed the people who deserved it. She held out."
Gates nodded. I noticed the pinch of her cheeks and went to mix her a triple hot cocoa at the coffee station. I added a shot of cream before I handed it to her, but she just warmed her hands against the cup.
"Strength of character," I said. "Maybe she'll be a candidate for rehab, like Susannah." Like you and Eddie Cieslewicz, I thought but did not add.
I wondered how long it would be before other Idlewood inmates would join Cieslewicz and Gates in the pilot program.
Gates stared down at her keyboard. She held her hands in the air to either side of it like a freeze-framed orchestra conductor. She'd always had strategies for holding the rest of us at arm's length; the new one was a doozy.
She said, "Don't kid yourself, sweetie. It's not a cure. Every morning I wake up with Cruella DeVil in my head asking why it's wrong to want a puppyskin coat."
I should have shut up, like Tan did—but Tan's probably smarter than me. Instead I said, "But you tell her something."
Only then did she meet my eyes. "I tell her Chaz wouldn't like it. That's all. I have no idea what he tells his."
#
The Boston team did not uncover any significant leads in the hunt for our serial vigilante.
 
1 Significant portions of Bellamo's diaries have been excerpted and may be read in Sex-Related Homicide and Death Investigation: Practical and Clinical Perspectives by Vernon Geberth, 3rd edition, CRC Press, forthcoming 2015 (in press as of this writing)
2 Per recollections of S.A. Charles Villette, as discussed in Ch. 1.
3 From my own notes. Unattributed conversations in this chapter are reconstructed from a combination of sources, and are subject to the usual errors and infelicities of eyewitness testimony.
4 The name of this underage person has been changed to protect her privacy
5 naming the UNSUB from Boston discussed in Chapter 14
6 The alias-Henry-Clark and Guy Nadon cases, respectively in Paine Lake MN and Danville VT, January 2008. Discussed in Chapter 10
7 Arthur Tan's Bureau nickname
8 Eyewitness accounts are what they are, and that means unreliable. While I have reviewed the tapes and transcripts of Tan's interview of Fisher, I can say with certainty that everybody who was present that day—me, Agent Tan, Agent Gates, Detective Ruiz, and Ms. Fisher herself—would give a different version of events. What follows is my own subjective interpretation of events. As, I suppose, is everything within these pages—but somehow in the case of a minor child who had already suffered so much, I find I need to make an even finer distinction than usual.
9 The FBI owes a great burden of gratitude to crime scene forensics television. As with profiling, the science is presented as so infallible in the public media that the mythology itself serves us as a lever in interrogations.
 

Stone Soup
Arlington, VA, Summer 2008
The landlord of the building didn't look typical—he was as skinny as Dyson, though older by twenty years, but his clothes were splattered with paint and plaster, and he didn't look askance at Dice's piercings. He'd introduced himself as Sam and led him up three flights of stairs to an open door.
"It was a weird bit left over. The other apartments are one or two bedrooms. Made it a studio. Don't mind the walls, I haven't painted in here yet."
"No, leave it, please," Dyson responded. "I like it. The last tenant did that?"
"Yeah. I get a lot of arty sorts in here, you know, and they change stuff."
"The walls're fine. It's good," Dyson said again.
The apartment was tiny. Smaller than even he expected, a tallish space smaller than a suburban garage. The mousy gray office carpet on the floor probably covered good hardwood—that he wasn't going to labor to expose, thanks—and the wall Sam had gestured at was a floating slab, installed to turn a tiny kitchenette into a galley kitchen. It ate a lot of the space for the sake of some cupboard and counter space, without a pass-through to make a breakfast bar.
But it was covered with the near-black of chalkboard paint from floor to ceiling, smooth, clean, and waiting to be expressed upon.
"I like it," Dyson said. "The deposit is same as a month's rent?"
The landlord laughed. "It's two hundred bucks. If you have it in cash—"
"I do," Dyson said.
"Well, I'll just write you a receipt. You wanna have a look in the junk room? Tenants, when they move out sometimes they have stuff they don't wanna take, and I lock it up in the junk room. Anything you can use in there, take it. Free."
"That would be good, thank you," Dyson said, and counted his money.
*
Ink & Steel had a nice sign, and when Dice walked in the first thing he smelled was cleaning products. That was promising. Another sign said, "Welcome to Ink & Steel, please use this gel," and a hand pump for sanitizer was right beneath it. Dyson rubbed it into his hands, getting between the fingers as he stepped to the right and into the reception area. An LCD screen ran a slideshow of freshly finished tattoos, each one dated and captioned with the name of the artist, and everything about the reception area was tidy and easy to clean.
Except there was no one there.
"Hello?" he called out.
"Hi one sec I'll be right there."
It was hollered through at least one wall, and presently a tiny blonde walked in from the back, stripping off disposable gloves. "Hi! I was just doing some sterilizing. I'm Mary Lynn. Have you been here before?"
She was really cute.
"No, it's my first time—here. I just moved here, I'm from Chicago, sorry. My name's Dice."
"Hi, Dice. I see you've got some work already. Were you looking for a current idea?"
"Thought I'd look for a shop." She was...really cute. And she had dimples when she smiled. And she had a labret.
"Oh! Well I can show you around. I'm the shop's lead piercer but I do tattoos, and I can tell you about all our practices. I don't have an appointment for a half hour and I can't show you my piercing room because it's already clean and I don't want to open the door until I'm letting my client in. But I can show you everything else, if that's okay?"
"Uh, yeah. That'd be good, I'd like that."
"Great! Now do you have an allergy or a sensitivity to latex? I'd like to give you some gloves to wear so you don't have to worry too much about touching things..."
"Latex...is fine. Thanks." He sounded like an idiot. A total idiot. But Mary Lynn didn't seem to mind and she showed him around with a lot of pride, and was much less embarrassed than he was when she described how genital piercings would go (not that he'd asked, but) and she was really happy to book him an appointment for a tragus two hours later.
It was a good piercing—everything clean and safe, and Mary Lynn explaining the whole process as if he didn't have coming up on twenty pieces just in his face, and when the hollow needle pushed through he pressed his feet flat on the floor against the hot rush that bloomed across his head.
She asked him if he wanted to come with her to get coffee and cookies, because they'd gotten into one of those conversations that joyfully wandered all over the place, and by the time she had to go back they still weren't done so they arranged to meet the next day after Dice walked a few streets with resumes in his hand.
Washington, DC
The Crank was a nice place; Dice could tell from the moment he stepped inside. Just a little bit seedy, enough to feel comfortable, and there were easily three dozen beers on tap at the long bar, finished not in the dark mahogany/walnut/rosewood so common to bars but a light, golden hardwood. There was a pennyfarthing in the rafters, and there was a billiard table, one of those tiny coin-operated models, but the felt was clean and unworn. It smelled like fresh wood, and the long, narrow space in front of the bar held a table that could seat twenty—more, if they cuddled up on the benches.
"I'm looking for Stewart," Dyson said to a man in the double-breasted coat and long white apron of kitchen staff.
"Sorry, he's not here. You're here for the bartender job?"
"Yeah," Dyson agreed, gesturing with his resume. The guy had an accent—as opposed to Chicago, of course, everyone did, but it was different from the different he'd been growing used to hearing here: the man's words followed a different rhythm, spoken further back in the mouth and allowed to resonate in the soft parts.
"Can you handle kegs?"
Dice grimaced. "Yeah, if I'm careful."
"Did you do ordering?" the man said, and Dice got it.
"Your accent. French?"
"Oui, Je suis Quebecois."
"Whoa, I didn't take French in school," Dice said, and the man smiled back. "Ordering was...I didn't do the order, I just wrote what we needed."
"So you might as well have. I'm Dennis."
"Dice—Dyson."
"Dice. What do you want to order?"
"Just looking at the wall. That's a lot of gin up there for not-a-martini-bar. Somebody on the staff likes it?"
"Yeah, the boss."
"G & T?"
"That's the one."
"So obviously the boss's expertise on gin should be a thing, since he likes it."
"Yeah. That's a really good idea. How are you with beer?"
"Beer's the lifeblood of a bar. I don't know the local stuff yet but that won't take long."
"You good with the late nights?"
"Been doing six to two for years."
"You ride a bicycle?"
"What?"
"Oh, well, it'll give people something to talk to you about. Can you come in on Monday? It'll be slow but Debbie doesn't have classes so she can show you everything."
*
Dice had thought it a weird question but he soon found out that the Crank was popular with bicycle couriers, messengers, and line-standers. The boss originally worked as a messenger while attending night school, and the unspoken preferred customers were bicyclists—the few messengers left, mechanics, and those who made cycling an expression of style. Their presence added atmosphere for the suits who liked to think their jobs hadn't stolen the person they were at twenty-one, who gathered to eat the Crank's simple, inventive pub fare at lunch and swirl the gin happy hour specials.
But by the time Dice came in most of them were on their way out, leaving the long common table as the domain of the regulars who pooled their money to buy pitchers of beer and rehash stories of bike polo or group rides.
He got to talk to them on slow nights. They noticed things, like a new piercing (there was a week-long discussion after his first snakebite, over the virtues of pairing it up or going for symmetry) the touch-up he'd gotten on his dragon, or progress with physio on his left hand. He knew who was into Zen Buddhism (Lesley and Richard), who was vegetarian (same, plus Andy and Simon), which degrees were on hold for a while (Psychology, Engineering, English Lit., Microbiology, another Psychology, Linguistics, and Political Science), and where the elaborately knitted beanies they wore in winter came from (Tyler, avid knitter and one of the Psychology-on-hold students, a line-stander who was rarely in late because of the insanely early hours).
It didn't take long for the regulars to start asking him what he was up to, to expect that he'd take a minute to sit down with them before he went on shift, or, after he switched to opening so Debbie could take a semester of courses and still keep her job, to sit down after work so they could get on him about when he was going to start biking to work.
*
It was about a year later, on a spring day of the blustery sort when Andy said, "You know, I have a Surly Cross-Check frame, never felt like I could get the geometry right. It's just a bit too small. But I bet it'd fit you."
Dice stopped for a moment, then realized...Andy was talking to him. "Oh, yeah? I'd worry about it getting stolen though, locked up to a sign or whatever."
"I have a wall rack," Tyler said. "I got a bunch of them put together. You can hang it up in your apartment."
"Wait, are we building Dice a bike?" Simon asked. "I've got those drop handlebars, he can use 'em, Lesley was going to rebuild some wheels—"
"Hang on," Tyler said, and fished a pen out of his bag. "Frame, check, you got a fork too?"
"Yeah."
"Frame, fork, handlebars, wheels, I can get a bottom bracket pretty cheap, new chain, I've still got like, ten boxes of tubes from that vulture sale—"
"Find out if Richard still has those bits he said he was going to get rid of," Andy said, but he already had his phone out. Dice stared at them all.
"What are you doing?"
"Getting you a bike," Tyler said. "You need to buy a lock. And lights. Call it two hundred bucks for a really good lock and really good lights, and a decent saddle."
"I've got a saddle," Simon said, "but it's probably not something I'd give to a friend without warning that the fucking thing is hell in a bucket."
Dice just...he should say something. "This is crazy."
"It's extra parts we have sitting around," Tyler said. "You're on the hook for the lock and the lights."
Then Lesley walked in and asked, "What's this about wheels?" and slid onto the bench, pouring beer for herself out of the pitcher while they went down a list of parts and Dice got Dennis to come out and watch the bar while he pretended to have a second look at keg lines but really just needed to get a grip on himself.
They had it made in three days. It was a shade of brown that Andy had said was called Beef Gravy. It had pull brakes and only one gear and they'd set it so you could coast, but started extolling the benefits of going to fixed as soon as he'd gotten used to it. Dice took it for a wobbly circle to their cheers and applause and privately vowed to get a different saddle immediately.
When he hopped off, supremely conscious of the nose of the bike's saddle, he named it Stone Soup.
 

"Single Bullet Theory" - by Chelsea Polk
Act I
Washington, D.C., October 2012
That bit about bartenders being confessors is true, so Dice usually kept an eye on that one stool when a new person came in. But he didn't expect Tyler to ignore his favorite seat by the window to sit up at the bar.
"Gin fizz, short."
"Straight up or twist of the week?"
Tyler stabbed a Guinness coaster with one finger and made it spin. "What's the twist of the week?"
"Blackberry sage simple syrup and the usual lime."
"Oh hell, I'll try it."
Tyler should have laughed, or smiled. Instead he took out knitting needles and a solid-looking mass of a sweater, bumpy and winding with crossed cables. He nodded once without looking up at the soft tock! of the glass landing on the wood bar and left the drink untouched to examine his knitting against a paper chart folded and covered in neon highlighter pen lines, apparently absorbed in finding his place.
But he had taken The Chair. "That's the same sweater you were working on last week, yeah?"
"Yeah. Pretty much have the pattern down."
There were dishes to move out of the washer from the lunch hour and plenty of slicing to do...conveniently near The Chair. So Dice brought a tray of stemmed glasses over, and a fresh basket of lemons and limes to slice for Happy Hour, when the first of the after work crowd would be coming in. "Complicated stuff like that. I couldn't do it."
Tyler kept his eyes on his work. "Day shift still killing you?"
"Nah," Dice said. "Taking that melatonin stuff, it works decent. Still don't want your day job, though."
That was it. Tyler was here too late. He ought to have been in at lunch hour, ready to go home after a shift of waiting in line for a lobbyist. And he still hadn't touched his drink.
He could be focused on the complex pattern of knitting, but— Oh, what the hell. "Okay, Tyler. Something shitty happened."
Tyler finally looked at Dice, full-faced, but not surprised. "How'd you know."
Dice shifted backwards to give Tyler a little space, turned to break eye contact. It's never a confrontation. "Bar's dead, your favorite seat is empty, sky's got good light. But you're sitting in the Problem Chair."
"It's got a name."
"And a function," Dice confirmed. "You sit there, you're in the one place where no one is nearby except the bartender. So it's the right place to sit if you want—"
"Confession," Tyler finished, and that got a laugh from him. "All right, how do I start? Not "Bless me, Father," I imagine."
"If this place was like a book I read once, you'd huck the glass into the fireplace after, but you can start by making a toast." It's just a deft movement to turn over a short glass for himself, to press the soda button on the hose, the light bubbles sliding over a slice of lime. A few seconds, to let him think about it.
"A toast," Tyler muttered, and he raised the short glass, offered Dice a smile full of nails. "Here's to double jeopardy, then."
"Double jeopardy," Dice echoed, and he gulped down a swallow of club soda and lime. "Tyler, I hope you don't mind me saying this, but that's a fuck of a toast. Care to talk about it?"
It took an extra moment for Tyler to swallow, and nod. "Yeah. I do. You need to polish glasses or something?"
"Tradition demands it," Dice said. "Soon as I'm done with this." "This" was the limes and lemons, half-done with slicing and freshening. Something to watch, besides Tyler's face or the perfectly imperfect haircut.
"It's okay? I don't want to dump all my problems on you. Besides, it's weird."
"Weird and double jeopardy? Give it."
But Tyler changed the subject. "I saw Stone Soup out there. You got him fixed?"
"Stone Soup is great, the new crank is ping and click free, the ratio's easier on my knees, too."
"How's your track stand?"
"My sides are sore."
"Fuck you, get harder," Tyler said, and they shared a laugh in the moment before he untangled his fingers from the yarn and picked up the gin fizz. "This is good, you know."
"Thanks. We'll probably sell out of it tonight. Dennis hopes so, anyway."
Tyler nodded, and gazed at the purpling red drink. "It's really weird. Crazy, even."
"Try me." Dice went back to slicing citrus. No eye contact. It's not a confrontation.
"Okay. I watched a girl I used to know get away with murder. I know she did. I just don't know how. It's crazy."
"Reasonable doubt?"
"Yes. But I know her. She did it."
Dice swiped his knife with a clean wet rag, and busied himself with drying it. "So you know that she's capable of murder. That's a bit spooky, you know. One sec. I'm going to make sure we've got some time."
"Okay."
Dyson went down the long bar, upending short glasses with sliced and quartered lemons and limes into a tub, stacking the dirty glasses, replacing them with fresh, and left the tub of discards next to the manual juicer in the obsessively white and steel kitchen. "Dennis."
Dennis looked up from the stock pot and turned down the music—a wall of guitar worthy of My Bloody Valentine, and a man singing about continuous thunder. "Sup."
"Got a customer in the chair. Is it all right if I stick to him a bit?"
"Sure. I can juice those for you, I'm doing fuck all."
"Thanks."
"You check the taps?"
"Yeah. Debbie gonna be late?"
"Yeah. Problem?"
"Never. I'll log her in on time."
Dennis nodded at Dice, and his grateful smile wrote his relief. "Thanks."
Dice took his bus tub off the counter, ran the old cups down the conveyor washer and headed back. "Sorry. But I've got a little time now. I still say that knowing someone you believe capable of murder is spooky."
"It is. It's fucked. I had to go see it. Even though I—just had this feeling that it wasn't going to go right. But I have to go way back to explain."
Dice raised a fresh polishing cloth. "Go for it."
"Okay," Tyler said, and wound the yarn around his fingers again, needles moving with soft clicks. "Met her in school. My psych degree, undergrad. And I was a nerd, right."
"You?"
"Me," Tyler said with a little grin. "Gingers have no soul, all that. Too smart, bike riding wasn't really athletic, it was how losers with no cars got around."
"You're still a loser with no car," Dice said.
"You don't get to talk until you can track for a full light and not bitch about it."
"Okay, okay, you were a nerd. Magic the Gathering or D&D?"
"Magic. Shit, I still have my cards, don't tell anyone. I joined the gaming club. And she was that girl. The pretty one who loved to play Magic the Gathering and was in a LARP troupe. That girl. Big groups tend to have one, you know, and they get a lot of shit."
"Pretty fish in a nerdy pond."
"Yeah. Except she needed to be the pretty one. The attention, that fairest of them all crap, and it didn't help that she really was beautiful. But she wasn't one to cross. At all. And those who crossed her...had bad fates. That were never her fault."
"Anybody die?"
Dice waited while Tyler did something to twist a bunch of stitches around each other, then stuck the short, grooved needle behind his ear. "No. But people got sick. Or overdosed, there was that one girl... That was awful. She left school after."
"Christ, do you mean what I think you mean?"
Tyler nodded and then raised his knitting to pull out a few stitches. Busy. Can't look up. "She was at a party. Somebody found her in one of the back bedrooms, and she was damn near dead from booze, blouse torn. It was all over school. Not a single guy got a moment's discipline, she dropped out. I have no idea what happened to her."
"And you are saying that Beautiful Gamer Girl was responsible, but you don't know how she did it."
"She was at that party too, I heard that. But nobody died. No wait, that's not true."
"Somebody died?"
"Her father," Tyler said, and set his knitting down to drain the glass. "Another?"
"Sure," Dice said, and stepped a little ways off to mix it. "What happened there?"
"Diet pills."
"He was concerned with his weight?"
Tyler cocked his head and said, "Isn't everyone? Probably he got hooked. They're stimulants. If they were magic weight-loss pills I'd guess that's how she'd do it. Never met a woman who was that uncaring about carbs, fat, anything."
"So none of that dressingless salad and half an apple thing."
"No way. She could demolish an entire pizza on her own and go looking for ice cream, never gain a pound. BMI of 18, but lanky is in."
"How old was she?"
"Just before college. And she became a trustifarian who played Munchkin."
"No mother?"
Tyler shook his head. "No. Lung cancer. Apparently when they found out she was way too gone, less than six months to live, all that. I think the girl I'm talking about was... fifteen? I think."
"So she was in pretty tight with your group."
"You could say that," Tyler said wryly. "She was my girlfriend."
"Oh. Damn."
Tyler gave Dice a half-mouthed smile and raised his glass. "Haven't had another girlfriend since, actually."
"That bad, huh?"
"Aw, it was fucked up. I mean that I liked her a lot and she liked me, too, but we never called it that and it was deeply complicated and then it was over. Which is glossing a lot of shit over, because of brevity and all that."
"Okay."
"It's pathetic anyway."
"Probably not, actually. You said it yourself—she was really beautiful. And she liked things that you liked, too, and you were, what, eighteen? Freshman year?"
"That's right."
"We're all kinda dumb at eighteen, Tyler. Especially about sex. Especially about love. I could tell you stories, too, only they wouldn't include winning the—"
Dice fumbled a glass, caught it, and made a small noise of irritation. Careful. "Winning the lady's favor. So you loved and lost. It's on the list of Everybody Goes Through It at least once, you know?"
"You're right."
"Damn right. This stuff happen after you split?"
"Actually, it was before. I kick myself. I knew she was trouble, but she was overwhelming. In a way. Something about her. And if you were alone with her, she had a way of making it like you were the only people in the world. It's like she—"
Tyler faltered, biting back what Dice heard in the silence. "Cast a spell?"
"That was exactly what I was going to say. It was like she cast a spell. And the next thing I know, I'm doing shit to impress her, and I couldn't wait to see her again."
"So you had it bad."
"So bad. I even convinced myself that my initial distrust was just misplaced, intimidated attraction to the prettiest girl I ever saw with a holy forest deck."
"But the spell broke. What happened?"
Tyler shook his head. "Nothing. I mean, it isn't like I caught her doing something that made the scales fall from my eyes."
"But gradually..."
Another pause, as Tyler used his short grooved needle to move loops around and knit them crossed over each other. Dice put polished glasses up on the hanging brass racks, coming back when Tyler was through the tricky part.
"I was doing some work with a group of psychology majors who wanted to make a group specifically for high knowledge of the man behind the curtain—how psychologists interview and direct conversations, the therapeutic attitude, and the like—but who were depressed or anxious or just, whatever." Another smile. "You don't do too badly at it yourself. Ever thought of doing psychology?"
"No way could I afford it. But it sounds like your group helped."
"Yeah. It helped. But I think it only happened because she was gone. And pretty soon people started pointing out that the way I talked about her was fucked up, and I spent a lot of time marvelling over how stupid—no. How out of character that year was."
"More than just being eighteen?"
"Yeah, a lot more. I thought I put it behind me, and then I saw her in the paper, and it all came back. After all those years."
Dice used rolling his neck to hide forcing his shoulders down, and waved at the trio of suits who walked in. "Can't feel good."
Tyler caught the wave, and gave Dice another of those half smiles. "I guess I dumped it all on you anyway."
"Don't worry about it. Sometimes you gotta tell someone. But Tyler—"
"Yeah?"
"You want to talk about it again, feel free."
"Thanks, Dice. I appreciate it."
Dyson nodded and turned back to the first three customers of the happy hour rush. By the time he was done, Tyler was already headed out the door, a nice tip tucked under the coaster.
Act II
Happy Hour was that slice of time where the suits came in and commingled with the people who delivered their briefs and court orders and motions, but only just. When Dice first started at The Crank he'd never see the long table flanked by benches that dominated the front of the bar as anything but the territory of the couriers who chipped in for shared pitchers and rehashing last night's polo match. But the switch to day shift meant he saw the odd moments where lawyers and aides sat with couriers, messengers, and line-standers, affably talking and even occasionally chipping in for a pitcher. He'd made the switch to help Debbie go back to college and finish her degree. He worked late on Tuesday so she could attend an important class.
"I logged you in and I did a bunch of your counting and orders already," Dice said to Debbie, and got his feet under him in time for her hug.
"Yooooou are awesome, is what you are, and I'll do it for you on Thursday. Eighty eight minutes more beauty sleep."
"I'll need years," Dice said, and pretended to wince when she punched his shoulder. "Ow! Hey!"
"That didn't hurt, you big faker. Are you hanging around?"
"No, I gotta clean my apartment," Dice said, and that was all the excuse he needed, at least until he tried to walk past the big table, now filled. He got away with only a little ribbing about not coming to play polo (again) and a few invitations to sit down and have a beer before he was rolling Stone Soup onto the street, and he was at speed in time to catch the light, ducking down less busy streets, standing up for the one climb he had before he was poised at the last intersection before his building, wobbling back and forth on fixed pedals while the light took its sweet time changing.
Isabella's boyfriend was coming out as he was coming in, and he held the door so Dice could just put the bike on his shoulder and hit the stairs, up three flights to his apartment. Somebody was cooking spaghetti, by the smell, and somebody else was listening to the television on top volume, and the hallway light was replaced, but Dice didn't waste any time getting in and closing the door behind him, or of putting his bike on the wall and out of the way. His laptop was still on the counter where he'd left it that morning, and he swiped his fingers over the trackpad to wake it up.
It was a moment to check "Acquitted murder D.C." and find the day's news reporting the complete collapse of the prosecution's charges against Kylie Tennant and Natalie Summers-Barrington for murder and conspiracy to commit murder. A photograph showed Kylie and Natalie leaving the courtroom, and Dice studied it.
Natalie had to be the one, judging from the photographs. She looked bird-boned even dressed for the cool weather, startlingly vivid red hair spread over the shoulders of a soft gray coat, the collar cosied up around a scarf in that blue-green color that seemed made for fair-skinned redheads. She had one glove on, and the hand that reached out to Kylie was slender and long. Kylie had been captured in a moment where she looked at the crowd of reporters with fear, groping blindly for Natalie's hand.
Dice had a dozen different tabs up in a few moments, ritually saving each one to his bookmarks and to Evernote. Websites disappeared all the time, after all. He stopped to read about the trial, and had the creepy feeling that it was straight out of a Law and Order episode: The prosecution argued that Natalie had paid Kylie to poison Sheldon Barrington with martinis that were actually mixed with 95% grain alcohol instead of the usual 40% vodka, which caused the alcohol poisoning which led to his death while he attended a "Spring Break" party promoting Kylie's new nightclub. Natalie hadn't attended, but she had called 911 the next morning. An ambulance had come but Sheldon had been dead for at least an hour.
The defense had neatly overturned every assertion the prosecution had by countering that they had no actual physical evidence, that the sizeable sum Kylie had supposedly been paid to deliver the drinks doctored with 191 proof grain alcohol was actually a selfless gift to a friend, and how the prosecution couldn't find any evidence that 191 proof grain alcohol was even present at the party where Sheldon Barrington had consumed three vodka martinis. And the real bombshell came when news media were sent a video of Kylie dressed in a neon orange string bikini dancing while mixing shaken martinis for three partygoers—Sheldon and two of his friends—from the same bottle of vodka, and secured their declarations that they had drunk the same martinis as their friend, and didn't suffer the same alcohol poisoning.
But it was weird, just as Tyler had said. And impossible.
Dice got up and erased the Wall. Maybe it was just the fury of a man scorned, but if it wasn't, it was a hell of a puzzle, and it wouldn't fit anywhere else. He wrote the map of what he knew, the map of the unanswered questions, switching colors depending on fact or speculation. Maybe it was nothing.
Maybe.
*
Dice got through Wednesday, and that was the important part. He'd talked to Eddie about the things that Eddie liked, did his duty as his brother, and got out of Idlewood and drove. Back into the city and into his parking space and back onto Stone Soup and rode the long way around to home, pedaling like he had something to run from. Well, he did. He danced Infernal closed and slept like a stone, but woke up too early and used his extra eighty eight minutes Thursday morning to run a load of laundry while he stood in front of the Wall with his laptop crooked into his right elbow, going between writing more on the Wall and dragging up more searches on Natalie Summers, and the wealth of information gave him a sinking feeling. She was a celebutante, curse that ugly word, and that meant lawyers ready to chase down so much as a syllable of libel.
Money, money, money. It was all over the place. And power, most probably. He'd had ten notes and questions down on the board before he had to jump into BDU's still warm from the dryer, bending over to roll up the right leg and shove his feet into socks. He tucked his laptop along while he poured out some cereal and milk, paging through results in images and reminding himself to not to get ahead of himself for the sake of a good story. Then it was time to go, so all he wrote on the Wall was "Crawl around looking for Weird Shit stories involving an N" before he careened out the door with Stone Soup on his shoulder, the u-lock tucked through his belt.
He was getting pretty good at the impatient shuffling dance that was standing still on a fixed gear with both feet on the pedals, ready to push back up to speed and make the light timing. He wasn't as daring as a messenger would be in taking the intersection as his own, but he could make the six mile ride to the Crank in good time. The rack was mostly empty, but Tyler's bike was there, and Dice locked up next to it and went in.
He was sitting in The Chair again, and back to his usual ginger ale—that was good, right? And he nodded at Dice, knitting still in hand—it was still kind of a lumpy mass but it was bigger than it had been. He had a menu and a roll-up, so he was parked for lunch.
Interesting.
Dice stowed his bag, washed his hands, and started getting glasses and mugs put away for the lunch rush. Debbie had already done a lot of the work, and for that he gave her a hug that lifted her off the ground and yelled ow! when she punched his shoulder, stumbling around like she'd decked him. She had brothers, growing up. She treated him like one. He liked how Debbie treated brothers.
The coffee was fresh and he made himself a cup to sip while the first of the lunch crowd came in. He could set his clock on his regular lunch-at-the-bar patron, who always ordered a glass of Guinness to go with whatever Dennis had put in the slow cooker that day, so he was setting it down at her favored seat just as she took off her gloves and coat. He kept an eye on Tyler's glass, but he didn't have time for much beyond a hello as he dove straight into pouring beers, dashing out the occasional tray of orders, and keeping the bar tidy.
Tyler stayed right where he was through it all, knitting with headphones in, lifting it to show a curious woman who'd been in for lunch, patiently waiting out the midday crowd. He'd ordered a Port City IPA and made it last through Dice's grinding through the backed up glassware and changing tills with short reports, waiting tables while Rachel reckoned up balances for the deposit and the running tip count.
So when Dice finally set down a huge bunch of thyme stalks to prep for drink garnishes, he'd literally been waiting hours.
"You basically go non-stop for lunch, don't you?"
"Yeah, it's fast-paced. Sorry about making you wait." It was simple work—strip off the smaller leaves, leave the tips as is, and the smell was nice.
"Oh, no, I got a lot of this sweater done, no worries. I just wanted to, you know, sorry for telling you the crazy story yesterday."
"Don't worry about it. Think if I possibly knew a...serious criminal, I'd have a hard time keeping it in." Some things you just had to tell someone, if only to know that you weren't alone.
Tyler nodded, but he didn't look convinced. "It's kind of far-fetched, though."
Maybe to somebody else, but Dice wasn't sure Tyler was ready to hear his theories. Hell, he didn't even know if they were true or not. "Look, you're not far off from being an actual psychologist, right? Who'd know better than you?"
Tyler smiled and looked down at his beer before looking back at Dice. "That's nice to say. Truth is, looking back I really feel like an idiot. I was taking a degree in examining people and personality, and look what happened to me."
"First year, though."
"Yeah, you're right, freshman year."
"What did Beautiful Gamer Girl take?"
"She was in science."
"So were you."
"Egghead science. Chemistry courses mostly, some Biology, not really committed to a program but she was a geek."
"Okay, so. Here?"
"Here. Georgetown."
"A fine Jesuit school," Dice said soberly, and that made Tyler laugh.
"And me a good Catholic. Well, not actually, but grew up in the culture."
"Yeah, me, too."
Tyler gave him a smile that said I know. "And I didn't want to be a priest, but I did want to help people, so psychology."
"Think about going back?"
Tyler nodded, slowly. "Could do graduate work at American. I have thought about it. I am paying the shit out of my student loans and I have my degree...and I'm standing in line for a living, but it gives me time. I read, I stay on top of things. Honestly, I'm hoping to start next year."
"I think you can do it," Dice said.
"Thanks," Tyler said, and then grinned at him. "You know, you've still got a bit of eyeliner on from clubbing last night."
Dice went for a bar cloth and had his glasses off in a swipe. "Oh tell me now, after I've been wandering around like that for hours!"
"It doesn't look bad," Tyler says. "It goes, actually. With all the piercings and the VNV Nation t-shirt."
That made him stop and check if Tyler was joking. "Yeah? Okay," Dice said, and got his glasses back on. "So was Beautiful Gamer Girl good at school?"
"What?" Tyler blinked, and then his brow smoothed out as he nodded. "Oh yeah, sure. She did good work, and she knew a lot. She could write down molecular structures from memory, explain what the parts were. She did it with drugs. Caffeine, THC, alcohol, stuff like that."
"You mean those diagram things with Os and Ns and stuff."
"Yeah. She even wrote down some neurotransmitters once, helping me with some material specifically about the chemical brain, and those are some monsters."
"Heard a bit about that. If you're stressed your brain makes cortisol, serotonin does something with mood, you know, stuff here and there."
"Oh yeah," Tyler agreed. "It's hard to talk about because it gets a bit scary for people to think that everything they feel, think, and believe is just the product of chemicals."
Dice stopped stripping leaves for a moment. "Wait, is that true?"
"Strictly speaking or my opinion?"
"Whichever."
"My opinion is that nihilists are boring," Tyler said, and finished his beer in three swallows. "There's enough evidence to put me on the side that the concept of free will doesn't exist the way people understand it, but that it's way more complicated than that."
Dice held the last thyme sprig in his hand and scraped a little round leaf off his thumb and into the bowl. "So...don't give up hope?"
"And that choices do matter. And self-awareness gives you power— Aw, I'm going on, you should stop me when I do that."
"No," Dice said, and lifted one finger to signal for him to wait while he dashed the thyme up to the kitchen, returning with lemons and limes. "It's interesting. A lot of people don't think about stuff like this, so I don't know if I could really, you know, give much of my own opinion."
"Everybody's got one, though," Tyler said. "Where do you stand on free will?"
"You want another one of those beers, or are you on your way out?"
"I ought to get going," Tyler said. "But you didn't answer my question."
He offered Dice the empty beer glass, and Dice set the paring knife down to take it. "I think—"
How did he explain this? He thought of Eddie, of himself. How It had skipped the first born and took hold in the younger son. Could he tell Tyler about that?
He wanted to.
But not today.
"People do what they do because that's what they know how to do, and it's hard to choose a different way. But you can still choose. Even if it's not easy." He realized he'd been running one finger around the lip of the glass, stopped, and shrugged. "Even if you fuck it up most of the time. Even if you keep sliding back into what you know, you can still get wise to it and head back towards what you choose."
Tyler eyed him for a moment. "So you also think nihilists are boring."
"The angry bits set to 120 BPM aren't so bad."
Act III
Arlington, Virginia
Dice had to take the long way home because of Secret Service in the way, but made it there as fast as he could pedal, running his hard cranking playlist with the volume blasting off his handlebar speaker, turning heads with the heartbeat rhythms and industrial machine sounds that built into a glitchy, scratchy...Charleston, just to make things really weird.
Dice had seen cyclists taking a lane in the traffic around the Lincoln Memorial, but he was fine with not being quite that cool, and opted to jump off the bike and make like a pedestrian to get across the parkway. He touched the base of Aspiration and Literature as he waited on evening traffic to let him cross over to Music and Harvest, and he crossed the Arlington Memorial Bridge, pedalling hard to put Sacrifice and Valor behind him. He took the pathway along the Virginia side of the Potomac murmuring follow the evidence, don't invent connections like a mantra.
But he fucking had to get home and check out the science angle. He'd steered the conversation away from that neatly enough, but it had sunk tiny hooks in his thoughts, never that far from his mind for the rest of the shift, but he had to get to his laptop so he could check it out on his anonymized system. He could feel sweat starting up on his back under his messenger bag, and muttered a fuck you, get harder for that discomfort. He waited for a light next to a Camry with a nursery-school aged girl in the passenger seat watching him inch the bike back and forth on the pedals to keep his balance. When she stared up at him he smiled, and she waved at him, patting the window glass.
Then it was time to sprint and catch the next light before it changed and then crank back, skidding the Cross-Check to stop in front of the market. He grabbed a pack of 5 A.M. Saint, a frozen pizza, and two golden-red apples, paying in cash, and then he was lugging the weight of the glass the last two blocks to his apartment, vowing to get a front wheel rack even if it made locking his bike a sovereign pain in the ass.
"I've got beer, wide load," he called, hearing someone on the landing as he wrestled his way into the vestibule.
"These are toll stairs, you need to pay me beer tax," Bella answered.
"A likely tale." But he set his bike down and got one to give to her anyway.
When Isabella emerged on the first landing, she had a laundry basket on her hip, barefooted, in a pair of skintight pvc pants and an ancient Washington Capitals t-shirt big enough for four of her.
"Let me guess. Laundry day."
She accepted the beer and swaddled the cap in her t-shirt hem to open it. "You gonna need the laundry tonight?"
"Did it this morning."
"You got up in the morning?"
"I know, Ragnarok's coming."
"I'm gonna be doing laundry all night," Bella groused. "Mister no job couldn't figure out the washing machine and take care of things while he's sitting around playing Guild Wars two or whatever the hell it is, so this is my night off."
"I feel like I should give you two beers," Dice said.
"Nothing fucking doing, he'd take it for himself. Thanks, by the way." and she was headed down the stairs to the laundry room.
He said, "Good-night, Bella," and went up, listening to the creaking of the wood beneath the ancient, threadbare carpet on the landings, and that one spot that squeaked just by his door. Once inside, he opened one bottle, put the other four in the fridge, and had the pizza stuffed in the pre-heating oven. "Set the timer this time," he muttered to himself, and wound around to the Wall, and oh boy, his fingers itched to get the words "Chemistry Biology knowledge of chemical structures," listing the ones Tyler had mentioned. Caffeine. Alcohol. THC. And then Neurotransmitters?
Another chalk, orange, and Dice wrote, "needs attention," and then "who's giving it now?" and connected it to Sheldon Barrington's name. If she had killed her husband, what reason would she have? Gossip news, maybe, but Dice settled in front of the counter he used as a standing/barstool-height desk and opened up TOR-protected browsers, searching her name in Google, opening new tabs for images and news, and started scrolling down the page full of pictures. The first ones were mostly of her at the trial, elegant, reserved, especially next to the glass face of her friend and co-defendant, who often looked like she was trying to figure out who to pray to so she could end this when she wasn't staring at Natalie.
He scrolled until the images started to turn up results that weren't mostly of her, and switched tabs to read news articles, most of it around the trial, hoping that in the midst of the sensation somebody might have spent some time telling a story of her life—it wasn't far-fetched. People enshrined murderers all the time. A beautiful wealthy woman accused of murdering her young, handsome, wealthy husband? Somebody would have wanted to examine her life beyond shocking photos and secret hotel romp tabloid stories.
It didn't take long to find a story focused on the relationship between Natalie and Kylie, but the tone was ambivalent. Sometimes the implication was that Natalie was the dominant partner and Kylie was a grateful follower. But the writer balanced that scurrility by wondering how they managed to plan the murder of Natalie's husband without leaving any evidence of their communication. Nothing, in an era long past shock over taped telephone calls or the terrifying wealth of personal data held in an individual's Gmail account. The story talked a bit about Natalie growing up as the only child of a wealthy captain of the melding between marketing, food, and science that produced nutraceuticals—Dice let out a Huh! as he recognized the brand that manufactured his melatonin capsules.
"Worlds colliding!" Dice cried aloud, and jumped up at the insistent buzz of the kitchen timer. He would have burned dinner for sure. He shut the laptop and set it on the wall rack where it lived, out of the way. No greasy pizza fingers on his keyboard.
And no greasy pizza fingers on his Wall, either, but paper would do fine. He doodled and scribbled with his left hand—he'd never get praise for penmanship, but he did it left-handed just because he could.
"Science in school to take over the family business?" he scribbled, and bit into the pie. The rising crust stuff wasn't too bad, but it wasn't Chicago style. And the following drink of the 5 a.m. Saint could make make Dice forget if he was eating cardboard, frankly.
He kept the pad and paper nearby and pulled his magazine-in-progress off the windowsill, running down the reviews, and made a note to bring in some Blithering Idiot to run as a limited offer with the autumnal switch to Dennis' Quebecois onion soup and the tourtieres that Dice worried some diners might get into a fork fight over last year. They were good. They cost an arm and a leg because of all the handwork, but when Dennis made pastry the smart money ordered it.
The rest of the pizza disappeared with haste, and Dice washed the grease off his fingers before pouring a second glass of ale and getting back to work on searching the Internet—going back to the image search and looking over the pictures now that they'd become less pure. He took care to hover over each one to read the captions and make sure that they weren't his subject.
It was that care that meant he found the picture of a pre-teen girl, lifted off her feet into the embrace of a man in a navy ballistic vest stencilled with FBI. She had specks of blood on her face, mostly on the right side. She didn't hide her face into the man's shoulder, but rather stared directly into the camera lens, her expression blankly curious.
It was one image in a collection of photojournalism, mostly pictures of women and girls taken after traumatic events, illustrating an article about women's placement in news—the piece argued that portrayals of women as victims were more than twice as likely to be depicted in the media than women as authority figures. Dice frowned a bit when he read that, and then thought of all the TV and movies that used women in peril for plot devices and muttered, "That sucks."
The caption read, "Natalie Summers, aged 12, photographed shortly after FBI rescued her from her kidnapper."
Her kidnapper. Oh Mary, Mother of God. That blood on her face—Dice shuddered. He got up off the stool and headed for the Wall, writing it down, and then shooting a little line off it with the word, "crack?"
They must have shot him. That was stippled blood on her cheek, not a stream like you'd get from an arterial laceration— This was not helping. He had the whim-whams.
After a moment a distant, oddly detached part of him thought no, this was worse than the whim-whams. It went right past the leaping wigguns and straight into red that burst like somebody'd put their thumb on a hose to make it spray, and the hot, wet slap across his face and he screamed—he screamed, Eddie hadn't—no
make it go, wash it
Go now.
He listened to that distant voice. He got into the shower, and turned the water up so hot he had to put his head between his knees when he got out. He dressed in flannel pants and a shirt with sleeves long enough that he'd cut a thumb hole in them and he clicked the Big Bell track and stood still and breathed, and when the resonance faded he set it to sound again in an hour, which is when he would drop everything he was doing on the Internet and stop.
It was right to go back so It didn't beat you, but it didn't help to push endurance. And it was okay that he didn't drink the rest of the beer. He could take that bottom blade steak out of the freezer and let it thaw. He did it right away, and added some dehydrated onion flakes, some salt, and some pepper, snapped the lid on and stuck it in the fridge. He could dump it in the slow cooker and be able to shred the meat with a fork by the time he got home. It would be good.
Beat you again, he thought, and took the trash out.
*
After a long night's sleep Dice woke up early again, and had that steak in the slow cooker while he cooked bacon and then fried eggs in the fat. It was a good thing. He didn't normally get through a carton of eggs without having to toss them. He put the bacon and the eggs on toast and ate them with a knife and fork. Two home cooked meals in one day? That didn't happen often. Team Resilience wins.
He took a little time on his laptop. He'd probably still have to figure out exactly what day of the week his schedule allowed him to get to the library while it was still open, so he could spend an hour trying to find the story on the newspaper archive. He'd have to do it himself. It wasn't that he didn't want to pay someone at the Post to do the research for him so much as he didn't want to leave any kind of a trail, and requesting microfiche was more on the grid than he wanted to be.
But he knew of someone, an Internet someone, who kept her ear to the ground for weird stuff. Geraldine collected this sort of thing, and a slim chance was better than none. He opened up his laptop and used the amanuensis9981 identity to send her a note:
Geraldine, hey;
Have you heard any stories in the last decade about people dying of drug overdoses that seemed suspicious, but couldn't be proven, that were especially weird? I'm thinking of someone who took a medication and died of an overdose of that medication, but the pill count was accurate or a witness could verify that the deceased had taken the usual dose, so an overdose shouldn't have been possible.
He considered for a moment, then wrote:
I'm not even certain I have something truly weird here, but I caught wind of an odd story and I'm looking for background.
D.
He knew Geraldine would think of the most recent acquittal but that was all right. He didn't like the kind of attention that came with publishing that stuff, so she'd have the chance to publish it with her own credit.
And that was enough for today. He'd run over to the bakery and buy some rolls before work.
Act IV
Washington, DC, October 2012
It was busy, but not brutal. Lunch rush diners lingered, ordering another drink or asking to see the dessert board, and Dice had to go out to one of the tables to talk about the various beer selections available to one of the regular suits (a lawyer, of the sue-'em-till-they-weep sort) and his guest for lunch. Dice couldn't tell if he was wooing her for a lawsuit or just wooing her. Dice suggested sampling some wheat beers when she started asking about bitterness, and a bit of the Edmund Fitzgerald Porter for something completely different, and the lawyer ordered a cheese board, with "whatever would make it interesting." Dice had to go do that himself, because he didn't expect the kitchen to remember which cheeses highlighted which beers. Debbie did the same for wines, so he warned Jenny that he was going to be in the back for a few minutes.
Cheese was market price, and Dice chose half a dozen varieties, adding thin slices of grapefruit, tart green apples, fresh slices of fennel bulb, a little cup of blackberries, and four perfect squares of dark chocolate. It weighed in at $46. Dice winced, but he wasn't paying for it. He tucked the ticket under the blueberry cup, and set it aside while he poured the first four samples of beer. He enjoyed doing beer samplers, and he was glad that the lawyer had come in later, because if he'd done it at high noon Dice would have wanted to choke the life out of him with his silk jacquard woven Italian tie. A proper beer sampling took a couple of hours, and they'd be winding it up in the middle of the after-work rush.
He took one of the big trays and a frame to set it on to get the sheer everything onto the table, handed the cheese ticket off to Jenny, and then stopped dead in his tracks because a man was shrugging out of a jacket next to The Chair, and it was—
Christ in a bucket.
Dice walked back behind the bar, marching straight over to The Chair. "Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world," he said, and found that he was smiling. He reached across the bar to shake Solomon Todd's hand.
"Had to walk into yours, Dice." But he was smiling back. "I came looking for you. Hear you have weird stuff going down."
Dice gaped, and then dropped his shoulders and looked up at the penny-farthing in the rafters. "Geraldine. She told you?"
"She sorts my fan mail," Solomon Todd said. "I still get some. And when you asked her the very thing I asked her to watch for, she mentioned it to me. She didn't tell me your name, but I guessed. And correctly, I see. I figured if I was wrong then I could just have a club soda with some of that mushroom soup and shoot the breeze."
"Sure, okay, mushroom soup," Dice agreed. He was already pouring the club soda. "But I can't talk here."
"Tell you what. Make it just the soda, and I'll get out of your hair for a few hours," Sol said. "You're done at six?"
"Done at six, ready to go about six thirty. I don't know if my friend will want to talk to you. I haven't asked. I...haven't told him that I was looking into it," Dice explained. "And I don't know if what he's talking about is precisely your kind of thing, it's just..."
"Hair on the back of your neck started twitching?"
"Yes," Dyson said, and relief gently stroked his diaphragm into letting go.
"Right. Well, let's go have a beer anyway. You never showed up to my retirement party."
"You never told me you were having one."
"Well, I haven't had one yet, so it's not a complete snub," Sol said easily, and put down five dollars. "I'll see you then."
Dice watched him walk out, then turned to ring the drink in and nearly smacked straight into Dennis, who held a bus tray of stray beer mugs. He stood right in the middle of the aisle between the bar and the back counter, poleaxed look on his face.
"Dyson Jeremiah Cieslewicz, was that Solomon Todd?"
"My middle name's not Jeremiah," Dice said.
"You are in the kind of deep shit that requires a middle name for announcing your doom, so it's Jeremiah now. It was, wasn't it?"
"Yeah," Dice said. "It was."
"And you never told me that you knew him."
"Uh, yeah, I guess I do," Dice said. His face was hot. He probably looked like the surface of Mars right now. Fuck.
"Holy shit. You have to invite him to eat here. I will split my ass in four parts to say that I made him a meal. You must," Dennis said.
Dice gently pried the bus tray out of his hands. "He's coming back here at the end of my shift. You can invite him yourself."
"Name of Hell, Dice," Dennis said. "Who else do you know?"
"Rupert Beale?" Dice said, and instantly wished he could have it back.
"Christ on a hay truck," Dennis said. "Dyson, are you a writer?"
Dice just laughed.
*
Happy Hour kept him busy, thanks to someone coming in on the tail end and asking the lawyer and his date/meeting about the small glasses and the crumbs of their cheese board, and deciding that on word of mouth that he'd like the same thing. The guy was casually dressed, like he didn't go to work today, but Dice knew an expensive watch when he saw one. Dice went over and tried not to rush him, but the guy wouldn't be pinned down on preferences. Finally Dice suggested that he shouldn't try to find a narrow range of beer, but very differing tastes, and a very simple cheese board. After being assured that it was fine, he'd probably come back to do it again, Dice added a stiff card with lines for writing down thoughts about the beers and brought a pen along just in case. But the guy had one—a deep cobalt and gold pen, with a chased gold and silver fountain nib. They were attracting money. Maybe the suits would start riding bikes, too.
That made Dice grin at Jenny as he got his ass back behind the bar and caught up on drinks. He left his domain once more: to slap a Reserved card on the still-empty end of the big table, so Andy would have some help holding that end for everybody. Then he was mixing cucumber and rosewater martinis out of Hendrick's for a crew of women who looked like they were ready to unwind: updos came down, lipstick got refreshed, and laughter rang out by the pool table as one of the ladies proceeded to set up the balls for a game.
Gerry came in and disappeared into the kitchen, reemerging with a bus tray and got to work clearing off glasses, stopping to take drink orders along the way. Dice took the list of drinks from him and started logging orders on Gerry's ID. Dice knew everybody's ID and passwords, and used his powers for good, like making sure that orders kitchen staff took got entered as servers so they'd get a server's portion of the tip out for the serving work they did. Or making sure someone was logged in a bit early so it didn't look like they were always late, because life happened and everybody helped everybody else out and a good work environment needed to be hidden, lest some outsider come along and fuck it up in the name of productivity or some shit that didn't matter as much as people.
The place was swinging by five, the mash of voices loud enough to drown out the music playing for atmosphere. And one by one, the night-shift staff came in and took a bit of the load out of the day shift's hands, with bumped hips and handshakes and back-pats and everyone buzzing up to Dice to find out for real, he knew Solomon Todd, and they were meeting up here? Crazy!
So naturally they all found something that they needed to handle behind the bar when Sol Todd came in and sat back down at The Chair, every one of them wiggling an introduction. Dennis came out to express his respect for Sol's books and invited him to come and have a meal that it would be his honor to prepare. Dice was ready to seep into the floorboards and die, but Sol accepted Dennis' card, and kept up affable author for as long as it took for Dice to run his report, cash out, and declare how much of his tips he was taking home that day—forty bucks, to cover a meal—shit, he had that steak in the slow cooker, fuck, but it was on low so hopefully it wouldn't turn into carbon before he got home.
Then Dice noticed the helmet. "You're on a motorcycle?" Once he actually got on the sidewalk he saw it, four spaces up, and that was the only bike on the block.
Sol said, "Yeah, I can give you a ride," but Dice was already clipping his messenger bag across his body, securing the hip strap.
"I've got wheels," Dice said. "Can we go somewhere westward?"
"Georgetown, Foggy Bottom?"
"Yeah," Dice agreed. "That'll be good. I've got something in the slow cooker."
"Ah. Can you recommend something closer to home?"
Dice took his time getting Stone Soup out of the rack, thinking.
"Or someplace close enough that you can take a quick trip there and back while I protect a table from floating away," Sol said, like it was no big deal to him.
"Naw, Georgetown or Foggy Bottom is close." Then to settle it, he said, "I live in Arlington. I haven't eaten there much, don't really know if talking skullduggery at Chipotle is quite the thing."
"I know a place."
"Lead on, then."
"I'm headed to Blues Alley in case we lose each other," Sol said, and headed to his Harley.
"I'll meet you there," Dice said to his back.
Act V
Dice waited for Sol to walk up the block to where he lounged next to his parked and locked bike, and he knew he looked a bit smug. Sol shook his head, smiling.
"Right. How long have you been waiting?"
"Oh, not long," Dice said. "I'm pretty sure only long enough for you to find a place to park. Where are we going?"
They were headed to a restaurant with enclosed booths, dimly lit. It looked like fifteen years ago it had been an "intimate dining experience" and the few-surprises menu took pride in their burgers.
"What on the list is right with burgers?" Sol asked.
"Any beer, honestly, but I'd pick the IPA on draft. It's decent. That or the bottles of Shiner Bock, though they're ringing them up high."
"Did you always know beer?" Sol asked, and then they had to order. Burgers, onion rings, fries, and bottles of beer that had to wait a moment while Dice asked for glasses.
"Didn't know a lot in Chicago. No control over the stock. But The Crank's owner is into gin, the lead bartender knows her wine, and I got to learning beer. Been on brewery tours, I read review websites, keep up with distributors. I said I could learn it and I thought that meant the usual Miller, Budweiser, and a couple of locals, but Stewart—that's the boss—got pissed off at a truly shitty distributor that didn't want to spend time on the small pubs, and fired them, vowing to never stock a drop of big-brew beer. He told me to take a class, whatever I needed to do, but I was going to be his beer guy and he'd cover the expenses. And so I learned. And fucked it up a lot the first year, but now I have a handle on it."
They kept chatting about that until the burgers came, and gave thumbs-up to the waitress when she came by to ask how everything was tasting, and it was good. Dice was pretty pleased with his, and Duke already had his half done.
"If we want something, we move the ketchup bottle or the empties to the edge of the table. Otherwise she won't come back," Sol said. "It's never really busy in here and they're casual about kicking people out. So. How did you get onto the story of Natalie Summers-Barrington?"
Dice paused before eating one of his fries. "A friend came in on the day the case was over. He was...angry. And he told me that he knew that she'd killed him, but he just didn't know how she did it," Dice said. "He didn't mention any names. He went to school with her. Georgetown."
"Good school. What did your friend take?"
"Psychology. Which only compounds the self-blame, if you ask me."
"Oh, I agree," Sol said. "You know that she pursued Biology and Chemistry, looked to be headed for Neurochem. Yes?"
"Didn't know about the Neurochem bit but it doesn't surprise me," Dice said. "Did you know she was kidnapped when she was twelve? I found a photo of her on a blog post about the portrayal of women as victims in the media. Looked like it might have been academic slash activist writing."
The lines on Solomon Todd's forehead creased, and he pressed his lips together in a flinch of sympathy. "I have...a fuller picture. I could probably get the case files, if we needed them."
We. Wait, we? Dice looked at Sol, giving him the Spock brow. "You want me to work with the feebs?"
"Well, I'm retired. And this might be something but right now, it's not official. I still sneak into the building to steal donuts off Hafs." He grabbed a big onion ring and bit into it.
"Or you could bring her donuts and ask her to rob the case files blind."
"They might even be online, they're from 1999. You want me to work with you on this?"
"Wouldn't I be working with you?"
"If you haven't noticed, you're the leader of the Idlewood Sunday gatherings even when the doctors show up. All of them. That's your ship and you're the captain. We are working with each other."
"That's nice of you to say," Dice managed. He didn't chop the compliment off at the knees, but it was hard to hear praise, even still.
"It's the truth. You find survivors, Dice. You bring them in. You're the best we have on that job. When it comes to your friend, you lead and I follow."
"All right. But you've got the chops for finding the backstory. We sharing information?"
"Yes," Sol said. "We definitely are. And I interrupted your story."
"Yeah, all right. Where was I at. Okay. They dated for a while, but here's the thing. He'd been suspicious of her, thought that she'd gotten a rival passed out drunk at a party for...something. He didn't actually say. Just that he knew she'd been there and he suspected that she was responsible. And he dated her after that."
Dice took both bottles, set them on then end of the table, and sure enough the waitress was right there. "Refills?"
"Please," he said. "Can we get another fries and rings basket?"
"You bet," she said cheerfully, and took the cold ones and the burger plates away.
"I figure we're here long enough for one more beer to be okay."
"If not it won't be the first time I had to go back for my bike," Sol said. "So she's manipulative."
"I'd say that," Dice said. "He'd said that what happened to that girl was bad enough that she dropped out of school for it, and he still went out with Natalie even though he thought she was Trouble."
Their beers showed up. Dice took them, and poured them to build a head, fast and sloshing. "And I gotta ask myself, why would he do that? Something he's been ashamed of for years, probably the thing that made him choke out of his degree—he didn't say that, but I got eyes. And he said that it was like she'd cast a spell on him, that his previous suspicions didn't matter."
"Very manipulative," Sol said.
"Doesn't mean supervillain powers. People manipulate others all the time, right, but there is something hinky going down here. Might be whatever happened with Ingrid Lessing at her college, the mass fear, suspicion...emotional control. With a bit of a push to help steer people. Maybe she makes them overdose and forget that they overdosed somehow. I don't know. I don't have evidence."
"But you'd bet money."
"Damn straight I would. That murder was impossible."
"The Houdini clause," Sol said. "Only no one in law enforcement flagged it."
"Well, it's not like they held her in jail for more than an hour," Dice said. "She's rich and powerful. Cops see that, they think she did it with money, probably assumed their way right past it, and they had a patsy right there—did her friend Kylie get the Teflon treatment? You already know this, right?"
"Some," Sol said. "She was in jail for a bit, and then Natalie's lawyers showed up to rescue her after they'd gotten Natalie out on bond."
"But not until after she'd been thoroughly disoriented by being thrust into a nightmare. Cultivating gratitude?" Dice asked, and picked up his glass.
Sol nodded. "That's what I would think. But they didn't move to sever and then hang Kylie out to dry, when they could have. She's not poor, but she's not at Natalie's level of wealth, not before her widowing or after. Instead Natalie and Kylie were shoulder to shoulder with a pack of feral lawyers guarding them, strategic press statements, both of them always together, playing loyal friendship all the way. She moved Kylie into the house, they were together during the trial, and they were acquitted together. It wasn't the easy narrative to take but they did it."
"That's...interesting. It's—"
Sol let him think, and Dice frowned over it until the fries and rings came.
"Friendship matters to her?" Dice asked. "Loyalty matters to her? It's not just manipulation, is it? People aren't just tools to her."
"There was no reason for Natalie to not discard her friend after the objective was achieved, so yes, I'd say that friendship matters to her...under certain conditions, at least."
"So that means... How likely is it she doesn't know what she's doing?"
"Each case—each host is different."
"But this one?" Dice persisted.
Duke reached into his bag. "Look at this."
"This" was a slim tablet, the newest model with the iconic logo on the back. He powered it up, gave it a couple of taps, and handed it over.
It showed a photo of Natalie standing next to an older man. Both of them were dressed in black, and Natalie wore a black brimmed hat. Dice figured the man with his hand on Natalie's shoulder was her father. He had white hair at the temples, and the strawberry bronze hair began high on his forehead.
Dice swiped and the next photo was of Natalie in black, a little older, holding a teenaged girl's hand, her head turned as if she was saying something to the blonde, who wept on Natalie's shoulder.
He swiped to the next one. Natalie, a little older, her black hat brimmed with a black mesh veil, standing alone.
Dyson watched photo after photo of Natalie Summers-Barrington comforting the children, nephews, nieces, spouses mourning at funeral after funeral. He looked up at Sol, who was looking at him with understanding the thoughts that crashed through his head.
"All right," Dice said. "Do you know how these people became dead?"
"There weren't that many postmortem examinations. One of these funerals—besides the one for Sheldon Barrington, that is—was under the veil of a suspicious death. I've got some obituaries scanned."
He took the tablet back, tapped and swiped and gave it back. They were scans of newspaper archives, some digital, some from microfiche.
Unexpected illness.
Short illness.
Misfortune.
One cover page of a postmortem examination, and cause of death was choking on her own vomit while unconscious, alcohol and sedatives in her blood.
"Holy shit," Dice said. "That's one hell of a single bullet theory."
Sol raised his glass to that. "If she doesn't know what she's doing, we stand a better chance. If she does know what she's doing..."
"She's the sneakiest serial killer who ever sneaked. This...is a lot of bodies."
Sol nodded and had some more of his beer. "And she'll be very, very dangerous. Gammas don't usually exhibit the kind of control she'd have to have to pull off hiding it."
Dice handed the tablet back to Solomon. "I noticed there were comments on tabloid sites about her having an eating disorder, although they seemed to be the same kind of sniping they hand to any woman—too skinny or too fat, never satisfied. But my friend made a point of how much she was capable of eating. Teenagers have a hollow leg, but impossible murder and a big appetite..."
"We're still looking at if. But I'd bet on it."
"Me too," Dice said. "Me too. Can the WTF go after her?"
"Strictly speaking, they've got no cause," Sol said. "And no formal request from law enforcement. That doesn't mean we can't advise them to lie in wait for her to do something, but it would mean another death. She's got rights."
"Yeah," Dice said. "You can't just buff the jackboots and go get her. Can I get copies of this?"
"Yes. I can send them to you. Proxied e-mail?"
"Let me give you my PGP key."
"That won't stop Hafidha," Sol said with a small smile.
"If Hafidha wants my ass all I can do is kiss it goodbye," Dice said. "I'm worried about mere mortals in the NSA and shit like that."
In the end, Dice gave Sol his PGP key, the amanuensis9981 e-mail, and the url for a web-based encrypted anonymous chatroom he named "bottom bracket blues" that he would create and lurk in, for stray comments that didn't warrant an e-mail...or a telephone call. Dice gave up his phone number, loath as he was to do it, and explained that it was only voice and SMS.
Sol had a card, and Dice fished into his pocket to enter the numbers right away. Solomon Todd looked at Dice's navy blue and silver Nokia 3310—no camera, monochrome screen, capable of leaving a crater when dropped—and gave it a solemn nod. Sol had a brand-new iPhone. He used a stylus—one of the doodads on a key ring that also had a little red devil duckie with flashing LED lights—and entered all of Dice's information, saving the text Dice used to send his PGP key.
"Requests for ringtone?"
"'Paranoid,' Black Sabbath," Dice replied, and Sol gave him a wry grin.
"Doesn't mean they're not out to get you. What are you going to do about your friend?"
Dice scrubbed his hair back, waving the little brick phone in his right hand. "I'm not sure. I've never done this initial part in person. And I still haven't figured out if he's hiding the superpower stuff because it'll make him sound crazy or if she hid it that well. If it comes up, can I tell him about you?"
"Yes. And if he wants to talk to me, I'll meet him or write to him or whatever he feels right with. But, Dice. Anything happens, anything, even if you feel like it might be silly, you tell me. Phone me. I don't want you alone on this. If you can't get me, call Chaz."
"Believe me, Duke," Dice said solemnly. "I will. Actually, you know what? One more thing."
And Dyson Cieslewicz gave the retired FBI agent his address.
Arlington, Virginia, October 2012
By some stroke of marvelous luck Dice hadn't just left the slow cooker on low, he'd dialed it to between low and "keep warm." There was burned-on sauce happening at the edges, but it hadn't gone completely dry. That skin on top was a reduction. Yeah. He added some of a bottle of molasses-based barbecue sauce, and shredded the steak with two forks. It tasted caramelized, not—okay, a bit burnt. But he wasn't hungry, so he turned it off and put the ceramic pot in the fridge.
He ran the carpet sweeper around and tidied before he turned to the laptop and checked his mail. There was mail from Sol. He'd sent it just a few minutes after they parted, so Dice entered the key and downloaded all of the files.
He read Sol's account of the 1999 abduction first. It began with a summary of the beginning of the fiscal year of 1996, after Colin Summers' company had closed a small pharmaceutical cosmetics company that they had acquired and had cut Gordon Spicer from the company payroll with some severance, but with no rights to the research that he had done during the acquisition.
Three years later, Summer's company Sunshine Supplements offered a cosmetic product that came from Gordon Spicer's research on medium-chain fatty triglycerides as a protectant for hair and skin. Meanwhile, Spicer had trouble sticking to employment as "erratic" behavior spotted his employment records. An associate who'd been interviewed said that most people believed that Spicer had a drug problem because of his dramatic weight loss and personality changes. The product's debut was probably the stressor that moved Gordon Spicer to follow and plan to kidnap Natalie Summers.
But when Natalie had first gone missing, no one had known any of that. Natalie's mother had called police when Natalie disappeared between a Neiman Marcus and a record shop. She had wanted to buy a new CD, and had agreed to meet her mother at the food court in twenty minutes. She never showed up.
An AMBER alert had been issued, the FBI involved, but Natalie had disappeared, and no communication had come to demand ransom until two weeks later. The orders were followed and the usual team of undercover police assigned, but no one showed up to get the ransom drop.
A completely different set of demands came, two weeks later, and the ransom stayed right where it was left, and no one came to get it. Then the FBI Behavioral Analysis Unit had enough information to suspect Gordon Spicer, and the operation to rescue Natalie ended in Gordon's death, shot by a sniper.
Natalie had witnessed her abductor's death (Dice knew that blood on her face had come from a bullet) after being held captive for six weeks.
Dice sat back and rolled his shoulders, stretched, and finally got off the barstool to stand. Sol hadn't entered the chatroom, so Dice sent him a quick, encrypted message:
"Six weeks is a long time to be held by a gamma. But was Gordon Spicer a gamma?"
A few minutes later, a reply:
"He was still shouting and trying to grab Natalie after being shot in the head. It could have been a bad shot, but it took another one to stop him. Not conclusive, and the ACTF didn't exist then. No one could have known about the anomaly, so Spicer wasn't handled the way we handle suspected gammas. If it had been even two years later, things might have been different—if the right string of coincidences presented itself."
No, not conclusive. But it was a lot of that thing he didn't believe in, and he was glad that Sol was on this. He'd have never found all this information. He wasn't on his own, and that helped him when he double-checked the door and window locks before he went to bed.
He wasn't in this alone.
Act VI
Washington, DC, October 2012
Everyone in the damn world decided to come have brunch before going to the nice and easy ride, which met up at the shop around the corner, so The Crank was slammed hard enough that Dice spent more time busing tables and doing prep than pouring drinks (besides coffee, which he ran through the tables). Every time he went into the kitchen he loudly told Dennis that this was his fault. Well, it was. The man made crepes, and they were really, really good. But everyone cleared out by one and left the bewildered staff to take a moment to breathe and take turns eating brunch, which was late for everyone instead of early, as it usually was on Saturdays.
Dice got by on a cup of fruit and coffee, then a muffin, then a cup of yogurt, then a good half dozen slices of bacon, all little offerings brought to him while he cleaned keg lines and weighed every open bottle of everything they had, taking a break to eat a spring greens salad and read the bar book, which had entries ranging from notes on customer alerts to bright ideas to truly awful puns, written by whoever was on staff, and found a note:
"Dice—Tyler came by last night (which is today, as I'm writing this) to find out if you had tomorrow (Saturday, which will be today when you read this) off, I told him you didn't and he said he was going to try to get there by six and please don't leave if he's late because he's doing bike maintenance 101 for women and he'll be crunched, he wants to talk to you about something and doesn't have your number. <3 Debbie"
"Something" likely to be Natalie, Dice figured. He probably didn't have anyone else to talk to. He circled the note and scrawled "thx <3 D" next to it, message received, and then left a note about doing the keg lines and the liquor weights, and asked, "Anyone know why we got slammed for brunch Saturday? Is it something we ought to plan for or was it just random?" and paged back to see if anyone else had mentioned the same thing, but no one had.
He started looking for Tyler around 5:30, which really was too early but every time the doors opened he looked up. Couldn't help it. When Tyler did arrive, he glanced over his shoulder when locking up his bike, looking back the way he came. When he came in he looked at every patron seated, as if he were scanning for someone he was supposed to meet, trying for casual but just a little too tense.
"IPA?" Dice asked, but Tyler shook his head and leaned close. "I wanted to talk to you. But...honestly? I'm a bit weirded out."
"Something happen?"
"It's probably nothing. No, it's stupid," Tyler said. "Did you have plans or anything? For tonight?"
"No," Dice said. "I'm not a wild Saturday night kinda guy. I go to the movies with Mary Lynn sometimes, but generally not. What got you weirded out, though?"
Tyler shook his head. "There are a million black sedans in this town."
Dice glanced over Tyler's shoulder to the window, and his gut started kicking to get free. "Kept seeing the same one?"
"No. Kept seeing the same two. Dumb. Probably a car service."
"Maryland license plates?"
"Yeah, how'd you know?"
"Because I just watched one roll by. KWX-941?"
"Shit."
"Don't think the cops will help," Dice said. "When did you start seeing them?"
"I noticed one parked partway up the street when I got out of The Knitting Loft. And then another one passed me on the way to the community center. Then when we were outside riding in circles on the basketball court, there was a black car parked, and it was still there through the whole class, then the first one was just driving down the corner when I left." Tyler gripped the strap of his bag, knuckles white.
"Okay, take it easy. You do have something to be freaked out about," Dice said. "You probably are being followed."
"Plenty of reason to be around Capitol Hill even on a Saturday, but up here in Logan Circle? What did I do, why would anybody be following me?"
"Don't worry about that now," Dice said. "Think about this morning."
He steered Tyler to sit down on the end of a bench and took the chair at his right hand. "Sit, close your eyes, feet flat on the floor, hands palm down on the table. Start at the beginning, from when you first walked outside. What did you do?"
"Went up Fourteenth," Tyler said. "I always go up Fourteenth. It's the only way to go."
"There's cars parked in the street?"
"Yeah, there's cars," Tyler said. "People who live there park in the street."
"So they're usually the same, parked in about the same spot. Do you notice anything different?"
"There's the Explorer, the red new Beetle, the Bronco's not there... Yeah, shit, there was a black sedan parked near the corner. Too new for my street. They know where I live." Tyler's eyes popped open. "What the fuck is going on?"
"I'm not sure," Dice said. "Do something for me, right now. You have a phone, right?"
"Yeah."
"Take it out, open up the back, and pull out the battery. Just turning it off won't help. Take the SIM card out. They might be tracking your phone, and better safe than sorry."
Tyler cracked open his phone and tipped it over to let the battery fall into his hand. He pried the SIM card up with his thumbnail, stuffing the chip into his wallet. Dice had his bag on already, and pulled the straps tight, hooking the waist belt. "We're going to get out of here, and we're going to lose them. It'd be easier on a weekday but we're gonna lose them, scofflaw style. When we get out, I'm gonna head north but it's just to shake them. We're going to Arlington. That's where I live."
"Let me lead," Tyler said.
"Okay, you can lead," Dice agreed.
"And stick on my back wheel," Tyler said, headed out the door. "You never did an Alley Cat race. I have. Stick on my draft. If we get chopped—no. Don't get chopped. Stay close enough that you can hear me." Tyler had his keys out, and he pulled his logo-free all-black track bike out of the rack. Dice's Beef Gravy Surly looked really gaudy next to it. "You ready?"
"Yeah."
"Trust me," Tyler said. "And stick close."
*
They didn't start out hell-bent for leather at all. Tyler went northeast to Logan Circle, and took advantage of the light traffic to get into the left lane and curb hop into Logan Circle Park. Not too fast, but Tyler went across the park before hooking left to roll down P Street.
"Just making sure I'm not jumping at shadows," Tyler said, and then "Shit. There's one. Oncoming. Hard right!" and he hopped the curb again to duck into a parking lot and salmoned up Church Street, which was little better than a one-lane alley but Tyler looped back to zip down a two-foot-wide laneway beside a little church and into a back alley, going upstream in the bike lane on Q Street.
They were going to die. Tyler was starting to speed up, clipping up the sidewalk to ride north, and Dice barely cleared the intersection before the light changed. There was an outraged honk—two, and Dice felt bad for them but he was too busy looking for black sedans with tinted windows and trying to stay in Tyler's draft without hitting his back tire.
He really should have started playing bike polo. It would help his agility now.
They stopped at a light, and Dice just put his feet down so he could look around, lifting his back tire so he could crank the pedal in place. There—no, diplomatic plates.
"U-turn," Tyler said, and wheeled into the crosswalk, hooking left to go back south. Dice cussed and got caught up just as Tyler was dodging right, back onto Church Street and onto a path too narrow for a car between the back end of a pretty Methodist church and a fenced-in playground.
"Gonna stay out of sight for a bit," Tyler said, taking it easy again. "They're together, I figure, so they're talking, and the more time we stay out of sight, the better—cross here, fast." And they were going the wrong way up the street long enough to duck into another alley, swerving potholes and cracked asphalt looking for the next turn...right, and back into the narrow single-lane Church Street, but at least they were going the right way.
"This is one of my favorite streets, you know," Tyler said. "I'd like to live here. Left, going to Dupont circle."
"You are crazy," Dice said, and then "Behind us," and pushed into it because Tyler stood up on his pedals to check traffic on the circle and called, "Straight through, quick." They scooted around the triangle island of sidewalk and zipped over the crosswalk, and then they were dodging pedestrians to ride over the lawn and then back off the park to head south.
"Seriously, you're being followed by mysterious men in black cars and you're talking about real estate?"
"Keeping my mind off it," Tyler said, and went no-hands to shift his sling bag. "He went for it?"
"Yep." Dice saw that their tail had committed, forced to go all the way around the circle while they darted back onto the street like minnows, escaping southward.
Tyler said, "Fuck, I'm too predictable," but he jammed back onto an alleyway and gradually got them onto M Street, headed east. Dice had the whim-whams. Every black sedan he saw made his stomach drop like he had just run off a cliff, and following Tyler into the teeth of DC traffic on a Saturday was more excitement than he wanted in an entire year, thanks. But while on the street and not swimming upstream into oncoming traffic, all he needed was speed and to listen for Tyler telling him what damnfool thing he was going to do next—
The light ahead turned yellow, then red—
"Right! Hard right!" Tyler hollered, and the noise that escaped from Dice's throat while he rocked his bike into a harder turn at speed—terror. But he made it, even though the guy in the Ford Fiesta was still leaning on his horn, sorry, sorry. Tyler was giving it more speed, enough that Dice's heart was pounding and his breath was coming up short and they were headed straight for the White House—
The White House! And its glorious perimeter of no-vehicle traffic, where a bicycle may boldly go and be well out of sight of anyone trying to track them while driving. They slipped in between lanes, gliding to the head of the line, and waited at the light on K, poised on their pedals.
"That where we're headed?" Dice managed to call.
"Yes. You hurting?"
"No," Dice panted. "Getting harder."
"That's fucking right you are. Go!"
Dice's legs were burning, but he went like an arrow loosed for Lafayette Square, and barely resisted the urge to whoop as they backpedaled and braked to slow down for the peds wandering about, chasing invisible butterflies with their cameras or whatever mad things peds do. Dice looked over his shoulder, but he couldn't tell if that black car was one of theirs or not.
He waved anyway.
*
They rode along the Reflecting Pool and then Tyler took the lane around the Lincoln Memorial. Dice bemusedly followed, mentally willing his adrenaline to stop pumping. They even took the lane across the bridge, passing Sacrifice and Valor without even looking up. They charged into the left lane like they owned it, going around the circle and straight into the Arlington Memorial Cemetery.
"You lead now," Tyler said, and Dice pushed ahead, taking a winding route gradually north. It took some jiggery pokery to get through the car-centric snarl between the cemetery and Dice's apartment, but Dice got on North Lynn Street bold as polished brass, making the left turn onto Lee and skipping up onto the trail at the last second. From there it was just getting their bikes down a grassy slope and across the back lawn, but the street in front of Dice's building was quiet.
They took the stairs at a trot, Tyler just behind, and Dice got the door shoved open to wheel his bike through getting his bike up on the wall just to let Tyler in, and headed straight for the laptop.
Sol wasn't in the chat room. Dice groped for his right side cargo pocket, and of course his right hand went stupid on something as simple as a button when Tyler said, "Dyson, what is this?"
Oh. Right.
He stood up straight, booting the power on his phone and looked at Tyler, who was staring at The Wall with his jaw hanging open. It was...pretty full, with the name Natalie Summers-Barrington smack-dab in the middle of a web of bubbles and lines in different colored chalk, the odd paper note taped up here and there.
Oh how the fuck did he wind up in a canoe with the devil laughing at him.
There were a number of ways to not handle this, and one that might work. So Dice opened a few steps back from the impulse to explain. "You know what it is, right? The structure, I mean."
Tyler turned away from it to face him. "It's a mind map. Combination note-taking and brainstorming board. And it's about—her. You—Dice, I want you to tell me why you did this." Tyler looked careful. Neutral. Listening.
Therapist face.
Fuck.
"First, let me tell you my key. Everything in yellow is verified, cited, or sourced. Orange is speculation, ideas. Blue circling orange means the idea didn't prove out with my resources. White is first draft, editorial comments, directions to research. Now look at the map again, now that you know the key."
Tyler looked again. "What does 'crack?' mean? You circled that in blue and pink. What's pink?"
"Pink is information I got from somebody else. Like you."
"I didn't tell you 'abducted 1999.'"
"No, that was something I found when I was looking into it. Did you know? That she'd been kidnapped?"
Tyler stared hard at that wall, at Dice's clumsy printing. "She never told me anything about it. What's crack mean? Are you saying that she was an addict?"
"I don't know if she's an addict, but that's not what I mean by crack. It's jargon. I can explain it, but first I'd like your permission to call someone. And then I will give the phone to you, and you can talk to him. To Solomon Todd. May I do that?"
"Solomon Todd knows that you've been...stalking my ex-girlfriend?"
"Investigating," Dice said. "With Solomon Todd, the writer. Who is Retired Supervisory Special Agent Solomon Todd of the Behavioral Analysis Unit of the FBI. Will you speak to him?"
"You're not trying to tell me you're not crazy."
Dice gave a soft laugh. "Oh, I have PTSD. I score a 6 on the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale. I'm a survivor of abuse and I'm still recovering. But you probably guessed all that just from knowing me, the past three years."
Tyler's gaze darted to Dice's left hand.
Dice held it out so Tyler could look at it. Tyler took it, raising Dice's left hand up to the light, feeling over the scars, the bones, and then put his finger along Dice's palm, and after years of treatment Dyson knew what that meant. He curled his fingers around it, as much as he could, pressed with each finger individually.
"Is it how your hand got hurt?"
"It is," Dyson said.
"Is it why you moved here from Chicago?"
"It is," Dyson said.
"Is it why you get your tattoos?"
"It is," Dyson said.
"Call your friend," Tyler said.
Dice pressed the green button with his thumb.
Act VII
Sol answered on the second ring, and Dice said, "Hey. My friend and I are at my place. He was being followed. We lost them, but I think we need help, and I'd like you to talk to him, he's right here."
Dice handed the phone over. Tyler took it, and stuffed himself into the one wingback Dice'd snagged out of the junk room. Dice went into the kitchen, more to give Tyler a little privacy—well, such as it was in here—and wound up boiling water for tea and putting the shredded beef in a saucepan to reheat later. He ran water in the sink and scrubbed at the burnt slow cooker dish, but he wasn't done before Tyler handed him the phone.
"He says he's coming here." Tyler leaned against the Wall. "And not to worry."
Dice dumped the water out of the pot and refilled it with hot. "I'm sorry, Tyler. I really am. I wasn't sure that you were having the same kind of problem I had, but the things you said about Natalie made me think of it. Did she ever do anything you thought of as unusual? I mean...hang on."
He left the pot to soak and dried his hands. "I do have a couple beers but I think we ought to keep a clear head. I've got a lot of tea in the wooden box, pick your bag," Dice invited, and took down the two mugs that matched, the plain white ones that weren't chipped. "My little brother did this to my hand. And he killed people, people who were left-handed."
"Devil's hand," Tyler said, checking out the tags on the tea bags, choosing mint. "Old-fashioned Catholic school stuff? And you're left-handed."
Dice poured hot water in Tyler's mug and his own, apologetically offering sugar packets for sweetening. "Yeah. He—wanted me to stop. He was left-handed too, but he learned to use the right. I didn't, really, and he was obsessed. Bad childhood. But he killed people, with one left-handed punch. And he was superhumanly strong. This thing happens to people. Not all the time, but enough. Something bad happens to them. Something traumatic, like abuse. And then they get a knack for something. Like my brother's superstrong left jab. It hooks onto a talent. He was a boxer." And Chaz with his perfect math and pattern recognition. Maybe that's why It didn't take Dice—because he didn't have any talents.
"Natalie was—she was strong. Not like you're saying, though. But she could carry a lot of weight, and she wasn't buff, you know? She was skinny. But she carried around textbooks and an eight-pound laptop, never complained."
"I know another story," Dice said, and invited him back to the main room with an after-you gesture, hot water and tea bags soaking. "About somebody who could—kinda mind control. He could make people afraid. Suspicious. Threatened. And he'd feed off those feelings, they gave him something he needed."
"But how does it work?" Tyler ignored the wingback chair this time, favoring the floor and the big pillows Dice kept pegged to the wall as backrests. Dice sat cross-legged so they could see each other, set a chipped saucer between them for the tea bags.
"It's different for everyone. But they have this in common—they eat. A lot. My brother started eating a lot, our grocery bills went crazy. The guy who could make people afraid, he always had some kind of junk food on hand, people didn't think about it. You told me Natalie could eat a lot."
"Yeah. She could eat a lot," Tyler said. "Whole pizzas, I said."
"You know her," Dice said. "I've been trying to figure it out, on the Wall there. I have more on my computer. I got it from Solomon Todd. He was one of the FBI agents who was there in Chicago, when they were looking for my brother. I didn't know Eddie'd killed people. But they figured it out, and they brought him in. He's in a hospital in Virginia. That's why I have the car. I go to see him every week."
"I—" Tyler looked at the wall. "You're saying she killed him. Her husband. She did it. With a—superpower, like comics."
"And maybe a bunch more," Dice said. "And Solomon was already looking into her life, probably the day she was acquitted. The day you came in mad."
"Hasn't even been a week." Tyler looked at the wall. "But no proof?"
"No. But who would want you followed, Tyler? Can you think of any other reason? You know they were following you. I know it, too."
"No, nothing," Tyler said, and just then the intercom buzzed.
Dice didn't head for the speaker right away. He woke up his laptop and opened a program so a color webcam took up the whole screen, showing Solomon at the door. Only then did he cross and buzz them in, watching to make sure no one followed.
"I didn't notice an entry camera," Tyler said.
"Thank you," Dice answered. "You could find it if you knew it was there."
"You wired your front door for video surveillance?"
"I still wake up thinking he's standing by the bed," Dice said. "I need a little more proof than most people that I'm safe." He tapped a spot on the screen and the picture split into four, tracing the path from the front door up the stairs and to Dice's apartment door.
He opened it before Sol knocked, and let him step in.
"You found an apartment smaller than Chaz's old one," Solomon said, and smiled at him like this wasn't really an emergency visit.
"It's a bit monastic," Dice agreed. "This is my friend Tyler. He was involved with Natalie. This is Solomon Todd. Fight each other for the good chair, I'm putting the kettle on."
Tyler had already gotten to his feet, friendly smile in place. "Mister Todd."
"Sol, please," Solomon Todd said, and he stayed standing while Dice looked for a random mug that didn't look so much like a hand-me-down.
"I understand you're just now getting some answers," Sol said. "It's all rather a lot to take in, though, isn't it?"
"Yes, it's—I'm not sure what to believe. I don't doubt Dice's word about his brother, but I don't know if that's what explains Natalie."
"And neither do we," Sol said. "We're guessing at what exists in the interstices of what we do know, but your friend isn't condemned yet. The anomalous manifestation is one explanation, but it could be something else, and not connected to this at all."
"But you don't believe that," Tyler said.
"I think she saw you. That's a guess," Sol said. "You were in the courtroom on the day of the verdict."
"Yes," Tyler said. "I had to go see it, though. They weren't letting cameras in."
"Got it," Dice called, and brought out a tray with the third mug and a little tin teapot full of hot water. He held it while Solomon poured water on top of a bag of jasmine tea. "I never had guests over."
"I lived in an apartment like this," Sol said, looking up at the high ceiling. "Still remember it fondly. Bed's up there?"
"Yeah. Closet and bathroom under it."
"Dig the security," Solomon nodded at the laptop. "Yours?"
"Yeah," Dice said.
"And you gave up the safety of your home for a friend," Solomon said, and Dice shrugged. Tyler watched him over the rim of his cup.
"Safest place I could think of," Dice said. "Didn't think the cops would listen."
"I didn't, either," Tyler said. "I didn't think anyone would listen."
"Sorry I didn't tell you about this earlier," Dice said. "I wasn't sure if you were having the same thing as I did, or if you knew. I would have taken more time, but there wasn't."
"It's all right," Tyler said. "I don't know if you're right. But I—wait," he said.
Everyone stayed quiet, and Dice set the tray on the corner of the sink.
"She could have seen me," Tyler said. "After the verdict. She turned around. To face the gallery. I was standing up. I thought she looked at me, but I had thought that she wouldn't recognize me. I looked different back then."
"Maybe not as much as you think," Sol said, quietly. "She might have recognized you right away, or it could have been later."
"If she killed her husband, do you think she killed her father? He died of an overdose, too."
"Could show him the file," Dice said. "The funeral photos, what you know about the cause of death for that one, alcohol and sedatives."
"The bad dog," Tyler said, and gave an embarrassed chuff of laughter when Dice and Sol turned to look at him. "She told me exactly how alcohol worked on the body. She was helping me with a class unit about drug use, addiction. She called it the bad dog, because the way she drew the molecule looked a bit like a dog. She told me how you make it, all kinds of stuff. Could she do that? Could she—make more of the molecule? So her husband had a couple of drinks and died with point oh four one blood alcohol?"
Dice nodded. Slowly. "There's another story. About a guy who could dehydrate a body so it was basically a mummy. There's been others who could poison people, right?" He glanced at Sol for confirmation.
"We call it transmutation," he said. "And it manifests in a number of ways."
"Do they need to have consumed the drug first? Or can she just...make it?" Dice asked.
"You can't make something from nothing. She said that," Tyler said.
"So if you don't have anything to drink, she can't make you overdose on ethanol."
"She may believe that," Sol said. "One of the earliest transmuters we knew of ate arsenic as part of his mythology."
"Transmuters," Dice said. "I just had an idea, but it's blasphemous, so let's forget it."
Tyler laughed, then immediately looked contrite. "I'll have to go to confession for that."
"You still go to confession?"
"I lapsed years ago," Tyler said, and shrugged. "But I was sure tempted this week."
"Yeah." Dice had tried it. But he couldn't confess everything, so he couldn't go up to take communion. Because he didn't go up for communion, everyone knew he hadn't gone to confession—fine for your first Sunday, but not the second. The eyes were too much, and so he stayed home. Before anyone could ask him why, or start guessing what he wouldn't confess.
"So did you ever get drunker than you expected, around her? More stoned?"
Tyler shrugged, but he was looking up at the ceiling, not down. "You remember I told you that she could make you feel like you were the only two people on Earth?"
"Yeah."
"She really could, you know."
"How do you mean?"
"I mean that—some people have it. They pay attention to you, they listen. She could do that. But I couldn't get enough of it. Maybe she was doing something to me. But not drugs, not drinking."
"Serotonin," Solomon said. "Oxytocin."
"Hell," Dice said. "Not even staying sober would help."
"You guys really know how to cheer a man up," Tyler muttered into his mug.
"Ha! You were the one who practically giggled his way across Washington while under pursuit, you maniac, while taking ten years off my life—that right turn onto Sixteenth just about made me pizza," Dice complained, but he was grinning, too.
"The people who were following you," Solomon said. "What happened there?"
Tyler and Dice both started telling the story, filling in each other's details, but Dice left Tyler to explain how they'd dodged and evaded and broke the law to get away from the cars he'd noticed since leaving home that morning. Something snaked between Dice's shoulder blades. Something wasn't right. He looked up at Solomon, then at Tyler, who faltered in explaining to look back at Dice, confused.
"It's not right," Dice said. "They got made, and they knew it—so what were they going to do, shoot us?"
Tyler shook his head slowly. "They might have been able to box us in. Would have, if we weren't mashing."
"You took off, and they chased you," Sol said. "You're right, it's not the right thing to do unless you're trying to intimidate."
Tyler huffed, wryly. "Well, I was intimidated. What do I win?" And that's when it hit Dice, quick as a clout on the ear.
"Oh fuck me," Dice said. "She forced us to castle."
"How much time did you spend away from your bicycle, Tyler?" Solomon asked, and stepped back when Tyler dove for his bike, running his fingers under the stem, crossbar, downtube, then just hauled up the front wheel and put the bike on its saddle and handlebars.
The scrape of Velcro separating put a chunk of ice in Dice's belly, and Tyler held out a black disc with electrical tape over the top.
Dice snatched it and peeled the tape away to reveal a green LED. "Christ in a bucket."
"I'm sorry, Dice," Tyler said.
"You didn't know. I'm mad at myself. I should have known. Herded like lambs, we were. Fuck. She might be headed this way."
"To your housewarming party?" Solomon asked. "Well, that would be rude, wouldn't it?"
"Is that what this is?"
Solomon nods. "It is now."
"Your cameras," Tyler said, and they all turned around.
"Oh, oh fuck, fucking hell," Dice said, and watched Isabella dig around in her bag for keys. She had the bag in the crook of her elbow with her arm raised, a shiny can of beer held aloft. She teetered on platform spike heels when she turned around, and accepted a steadying hand from another woman with long red hair in a gray coat...
"Oh fuck no, not Bella, please—" Dice groaned, but Bella lurched when the front door opened. Natalie steadied her again, removing the keys from the door with a black hand—covered in a glove.
"Touch, she needs touch," Sol said. "She held Bella's hand. Don't let her touch you."
Dice moved toward his phone, on the kitchen counter where he'd left it. "I'm calling 911, we have to get an ambulance for Bella."
"She could escalate when emergency services show up," Solomon warned.
"Bella could die," Dice insisted. "She needs a hospital."
"Let me," Sol said, and had his iPhone at his ear already. "Cop talk makes it go faster. We're going to have to be really careful. She's going to be at close quarters in here."
"We try to put one more person in here, we're gonna be a group hug," Dice groused, but he opened a wall cabinet and took out full-fingered bike gloves, passing a pair to Tyler. "Just in case."
"Excellent idea." Solomon dug some thin leather driving gloves out of his pocket. They had holes over the knuckles, but he held the phone with his shoulder and put them on.
That was all they had time for before the floorboards by Dice's door creaked, and a knock sounded.
Dice looked at the door, muttering, "Shit. No, hang on."
He went for the door and turned the lock, and then backed away. "It's open!" he called out, louder.
Natalie halted just on the threshold when she saw that there were more than just Dice and Tyler in the apartment, then looked at their gloved hands and pursed her lips. But she stepped through, and turned to snap the lock behind her.
"Standing room only, I see," she said. "I thought I could just come and apologize for any anxiety my security might have caused. I thought I saw you at my trial, Tyler—I barely recognized you. You're looking well." She paused, and looked him over again. "Quite well."
"You came to apologize," Tyler said. His tone was as flat as three-day-old beer.
Natalie drew off her right glove, and Dice watched her long-fingered hands. "As I said, I barely recognized you. I wasn't sure it was you. And I wanted to be sure it was, but it turned out to be such a disaster. I'm terribly sorry, Tyler. When I found out what happened I felt I had to come by and explain."
"And you knew where I was, because one of your 'security' planted a GPS tracker on my bike," Tyler said. "Most people use Facebook."
No, no, don't get her mad, don't set her off —"But you weren't sure if Tyler would want to talk to you," Dice interrupted. "You broke his heart at Georgetown. You must have known, he'd be hurt when you broke up, and sometimes catching up can be so awkward."
"Yes," Natalie said. "I wasn't sure how to get back in contact, but this was a mistake. I'm so sorry, Tyler. This was really rude. Inappropriate." She wrung her leather gloves in her hands, brow twisted with the need to smooth it over, and Dice caught himself frowning.
Was this an act? If it was, then she was good. She looked down, ashamed, and said, "But when I saw you it all came back to me, and you know what, I just kept thinking about you." Eyes back up, the struggling-through-it-all smile...
Was this an act?
When she smiled it was so...vulnerable, somehow.
"About me?" Tyler asked. "But it was years ago." Tyler had let a bit of uncertainty change his tone. Dice flicked a glance around the room, but no one was moving, or trying to speak.
She could make you feel like you were the only two people on Earth.
"Do you remember when we talked about music, and you played all the stuff you liked? About Thea Gilmore and the White Stripes?" Natalie asked.
Sol's gaze was riveted onto Natalie, who never even looked anywhere but at Tyler. She lifted up her shoulders, let them fall, and smiled when Tyler said, "Yeah."
"And how we'd go for those long, long walks? I wished I could have gone on another walk with you, to talk about—just stuff we liked, how you talked about Wolf's Rain and about how Kill Bill Part 1 was all about Asian live cinema from the '60s and '70s. Everything was so simple then. I was stupid," Natalie said. "I thought you were staid and...ordinary, but you were steady. Reliable. And I went looking for excitement without realizing how much I gave up when I broke up with you."
"We're all stupid at eighteen, Natalie," Tyler said, gently. "About a lot of things."
"Yes," she said, and the smile she gave him was like a sunrise. "But seeing you made me remember, and...I missed you. And I wanted to talk to you but I was afraid of what you'd think of me, after all these years, but I wanted to see how you were, if you were well. I wanted to be your friend again."
"But you thought it might be awkward," Tyler said, and Dice wanted to shake him. What if they were wrong about touch, what if they were wrong about all of it? He opened his mouth to say something, but then realized that Tyler's expression was smooth, attentive...careful.
Therapist Face.
Dice shut his damn mouth and pretended he was a statue.
"I don't think it could have been anything but awkward," Natalie glanced at him, and her smile was just for Dice, the bob of her head an acknowledgment, assurance that he hadn't been forgotten. "Your friend is very understanding."
"Oh, oh yes. This is my friend, Dyson. And this is Natalie, the girl I told you about."
"Friends call me Dice," Dice said. He thought he knew what Tyler was doing, and there was no time to second-guess. Just trust and stay in his draft.
"Hello, Dice." The smile widened.
"And this is Solomon," Tyler went on. "I only just met him today."
"I recognize you," she said. "I've read your books. Pleased to meet you. I'm sorry I interrupted your visit."
"Housewarming party," Solomon said.
"The place is so small, I have to have them in shifts," Dice added, and Natalie laughed.
"I would have thought you were talking about me," she said, and one hand glided through the air to measure the Wall, which she probably only saw at an angle. "That's a lot of investigating. Is it for a book, or a longer article?"
And just like that, the serene charm gained an edge, and Natalie looked intent, her smile sharp.
"No book, Natalie," Sol said. "Just interest."
"And why would you be interested in me?"
"I think you know," Sol said.
"Oh, I don't like to assume, Mr. Todd. Why don't you explain to me?"
Sol opened his mouth, but Dice spoke. "You were abducted when you were twelve years old."
Natalie's gaze whipped back to land on him.
"Out of a busy shopping mall on a nice day. I figure that means he didn't just grab you and shove you kicking and screaming into a van. He had a ruse. Security guard?" Dice asked. "Did he tell you he was trying to find you, that your mother had collapsed?"
Her lips pinched together, but she didn't answer.
"And that the ambulance was already there, but you had to hurry. So you followed him. You were scared and worried, you didn't think that it might not be true. You were still too young to be suspicious," Dice said. "And then he—what? No one reported a scream or a struggle. He drugged you, maybe. He did something so you couldn't scream, couldn't fight. And he took you."
"You don't know anything," she said.
"You never told anyone what happened to you. You never said," Dice said. "But I know it was bad. I know he hurt you. I know that you tried to keep believing that someone would rescue you."
Natalie didn't speak, but she stared at Dice, jaw clenched.
"And then one day you didn't have any hope left. No one was coming to get you. Your whole world was the rooms you were never allowed to leave, and him," Dice said. "You had no way out. You had no choice, Natalie. You did what you had to do. To survive. I know, Natalie. I did what I had to do to survive, and I did it every minute of every day. I know. It wasn't your fault."
"No one could understand."
"No one understood," Dice agreed. "No one understood what happened, and they all treated you differently. Nothing was ever the same again. You were alone, and there was no use telling anyone what it was like, because they'd pity you. Or give you stupid advice. They couldn't understand. What happened to you is something no one can know unless they had the same thing."
"You're like me?" Natalie asked. "Are you—like me?"
"I can't do the special thing you do, Natalie. The thing that protects you. But I was hurt by someone who could do a special thing. Just like you. He had a power, didn't he?"
"Don't talk about him," Natalie said. She had to force the words out.
"Okay, we don't have to talk about him," Dice agreed. "It's okay, you don't have to talk about him. Not until you want to. But can I make one guess, Natalie? You can answer yes or no or say you don't want to. Is that okay?"
Natalie nodded.
"He was trying to make you like him. That's why he kept you. Is that right?"
"I don't want to—"
"It's okay," Dice said. "It's not your fault. You didn't ask for this. I just want you to know. I know that. You just did what you had to. You were lonely, and you wanted friends. You wanted love. You wanted to make the feeling that there was something deep inside that made you—"
"Don't."
"Okay," Dice said. "And you figured it out. Because you're really good at science, and you wanted to understand."
"It's just chemicals," Natalie said. "Love, happiness, fear, hopelessness—just chemicals. It's not real. Love isn't real. I can make you love me," she said. "I can do it."
"But it doesn't fill up the emptiness," Dice said. "Because I wouldn't really love you. I would just be doing what the chemicals made me do, so you couldn't ever fill up the emptiness."
"Nothing fills it," Natalie said.
"Everybody has to build inside that hole differently," Dice said. "They don't tell you that. They don't tell survivors how to get better. You have to figure out what fills the hole for you."
"I tried that!" Natalie shouted. "I tried, and I tried, nothing works, nothing!"
"That's the catch," Dice said. "It's really, really hard to do alone. Did you ever try making a friend without the touch?" Dice asked. "You're a scientist. You must have tested. Did they all fail?"
Natalie shook her head. Tears ran down her face, and she sniffled. "Kylie. Until...until the bail hearing. Two years. For two years. Not any more, though."
"Two years is really, really good," Dice said. "That's a long time."
"But she didn't trust me anymore, and I couldn't...I needed a friend," she said, and the sob she couldn't hold down burst out into tears.
Dice stuck his hand down his back pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, and Tyler tensed. Sol put out an arm to stop him.
"No, it's okay," Dice said, and walked forward, arm outstretched.
Natalie looked at it and laughed, still crying. "What an old-fashioned thing to have, that's—" But she took it, careful not to touch Dice. "Thank you."
"It's okay. There are more people like you, Natalie. You can get help."
Her shaking head denied it. "They'll put me in jail."
"It's not a jail," Dice said. "It is a hospital, though."
"A nuthouse."
"You'll have psychiatrists," Dice said. "And people who know about your diet. You need to eat so much, because—"
"Metabolic load," she said, and blew her nose.
"Of course you'd know that," Dice said. "You'd know a lot. You could help study it, even. Kind of a weird way to become a scientist again, I guess." He smiled at her while she dabbed at her eyes. "I think it could help you."
"I don't know," Natalie said. "Maybe nothing can help me."
"Look," Dice said. "Maybe you don't have to decide right now. Maybe you can try. Maybe you can still go home, and go out to the hospital to talk, and make up your own mind whether you need to stay there or you don't. It's never been tried this way before..." He looked at Sol, who looked uncertain.
"Because once you're in you don't get out," Natalie said. "I'd be alone forever. At least, at least if I'm free I can be with people, even if—no. No, I won't do it. I won't!"
"Okay," Dice said. "You don't have to."
"You're lying. They'll make me."
"No, Natalie. No one can make you. You haven't done anything wrong."
"That's a lie and you know it."
Now Solomon spoke. "Strictly speaking? It doesn't matter if it's true or not. You can't be prosecuted for your husband's death. There are no warrants out for your arrest. You can walk out that door, and no one can stop you."
"You'll just wait until I do and lock me up," Natalie said.
"Or you could promise," Dice said, loudly, so she'd look back. "That when you wanted to hurt someone, that you would call for help. Then you won't do anything wrong, and you can't be locked up."
"It doesn't work that way," she said. "You know it doesn't."
"But it might," Dice said. "Just now, you could have used your gift on me, and you didn't."
"How do you know I haven't?"
Dice held up his gloved hands. "You need to touch. Skin to skin."
Natalie nodded, and crumpled the handkerchief in her fist. "In the movies when the lady tries to give the handkerchief back, the man tells her to keep it."
"You can keep it," Dice said. "I've got loads of them."
She laughed, three syllables worth and a little watery. She put the handkerchief in her pocket, and then slowly drew her gloves on.
"It could be a style statement," she said, holding her gloved hands out for inspection.
"For as long as you need to," Dice said.
"Do you really think they'd let me stay home?" Natalie asked.
"I think that you could go home. I think that with the right treatment, you could."
"But that I'd have to stay," Natalie said. "The first time I walked in, I wouldn't come out for—a long time."
"There's a very good chance of that, yeah," Dice said.
"Do I have to do it now?"
"Sol said that there's no cause to arrest you. You can walk out that door, if you want to."
Natalie tilted her head and gave him a look. "You think I couldn't hear the cops pulling in?"
"Ambulance," Dice said. "For Bella. I have a camera on the front door, on the laptop. Do you want to see?"
She stayed leaned back, face turned just so she looked at him sidewise. "You think I didn't hear the floor creak outside?"
Oh, shit.
"That's a friend," Sol said. "I asked him to come. And he didn't break down the door because you're still safe. You still haven't done anything wrong. You could open the door, and see for yourself."
Dice gaped, and then shut his mouth. "I didn't hear that."
"I did," Natalie said, and then louder: "I'm unlocking the door. Count to three and open it. I won't touch you."
She turned the lock and disappeared behind the Wall, emerging in the tiny area that held Dice's standing desk slash eating table.
"Clear," Sol said.
The door swung open. Daniel Brady led with his pistol, but he stepped inside and closed the door.
"Hey, Tank," Dice said.
Brady nodded and waved one purple nitrile-gloved hand. "Hey, Dice. You're a little too brave for your own good, you know that?"
"I—can see the merit in your argument," Dice said, and all the adrenaline he'd been holding back burst through. He leaned back against the wall to wait for his knees to stop shaking. "How long were you out there?"
"A few minutes," Brady said. "Your neighbor is at the hospital. I got a follow-up on the way in." Then he turned, and nodded in Natalie's direction. "Ma'am."
"This is Dan Brady. He works for the FBI. He used to work with Solomon, before he retired," Dice said.
"Agent Brady," Natalie said. "You've got the power to arrest me, I believe."
"Ma'am, I do," Brady confirmed. "But Dice is right. You haven't done anything wrong. I can take you up to the hospital tonight, if you like."
Natalie reached slowly into her pocket, and produced a set of keys. "I don't think I should ask anyone to ride with me. But if someone would bring my car home?"
"I can," Dice said.
"I would like to make a list of the things I want with me," she said. "My housekeeper can have them packed for me. I think we'd better go now, before I change my mind." She held her hands out before her. "I expect I need handcuffs."
"I think that would be best," Brady agreed. "Duke, a hand?"
Solomon moved to help. "I can ride with you. I'll pick the bike up later."
"Tyler," Natalie said suddenly, and everyone quieted.
"Natalie."
"I used my gift on you. I'm sorry. I don't expect you to forgive me," she said.
"I don't know if I can," Tyler said. "But thank you."
"Dice," she said.
"Natalie."
"I wish I'd met you a long time ago."
"A long time ago, I would have been just as confused as you," Dice said. "But thank you. It's nice of you to say."
She had one last smile for them both before Sol and Brady took her out the door.
*
Tyler didn't want to be alone, and Dice didn't blame him. So he poured the last two Saints, and the look on Tyler's face as he met the hopped-at-every-stage red ale was utterly gratifying.
"You should have this at the Crank."
"Can't. American beers only. This is from Scotland. And it's dear."
"I guess you're not driving that car back yet?"
"No, I'd rather drive a strange car in daylight. You feel like eating? I've got shredded beef and buns."
They ate, and it was still pretty good, and Dice let Tyler talk about whatever he wanted—sometimes about Natalie, and sometimes about music, movies, games, and war stories of bike culture when it was more underground. When the sky paled and Dice blew well under .08, he and Tyler took the wheels off their bikes and trotted downstairs to return Natalie's car.
"All right. The keychain says Audi. Willing to bet we can't figure out which car it is until I use the locator?"
"Mm, I don't really know cars," Tyler said, and held the door open for Dice. "But on the other hand..."
He pointed at a deep espresso black A8, parked directly across the street.
"Jesus H. tapdancing Christ," Dice said.
"I am not into cars. But Holy Shit," Tyler said.
"You wanna drive?"
"Fuck no, I wanna mess with the stereo."
*
The car had voice navigation and led them up into the Northwest, which wasn't a surprise. Money couldn't buy happiness, but it could buy a great big house at an expensive address. They pulled into the motor court and whistled at the stately Tudor manor.
Kylie raced out of the house while he and Tyler were still putting their tires on. She demanded to know what happened, and Dice's explanation let Kylie assume that Natalie'd gone for treatment of her eating disorder, which Kylie believed she knew all about. He gave her the numbers for Dr. Baylor and Dr. Ramachandran, saying that she should speak to either one of them.
He and Tyler set off for the recreational pathways, riding side by side on the trail when Tyler asked, "You said something about a Sunday meeting. What is that?"
"It's for survivors," Dice said. "We need support groups just like anyone else who went through trauma, but we can't exactly get specific in just any old group, you know? Sol goes to meetings, but nobody's a cop or a doctor in group. We're survivors."
Tyler dropped back, giving way to a dogwalker with four standard poodles cheerfully hauling her along, then slipped back in beside Dice. "How do you add people to the group?"
"We look for them on the Internet, where they're trying to find somebody who won't think they're crazy. We have a website, publish some careful stuff in the tinfoil-hat rags. We have a mailing list to keep in touch, because we only have meetings every other month. Some of the people come in from a long way off."
"Specifically. How do I get in?"
"Oh." Dice went no-hands when they hit a straight part of the path. "I give you access to the mailing list, and you catch a ride with me down to Ashton. Next meeting's on the first Sunday of November, if you want to come."
"Day after Tweed. Hey, are you working that Saturday? Do you want to go on the tweed run?"
"I don't have any tweed," Dice said.
"We can fix that."
"Even so, I'm working that day because of Tweed," Dice said. "But I'm off at six, if you wanted to go for another ride after. Or go get some beers, or something. I have to work Wednesday, too, because of Hallowe'en."
"Yeah, makes sense. And we could go get beers, sure. Unless you're tired of beers."
"I'm never tired of beers," Dice laughed. "Proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy. Or do this ride again, this trail is nice."
"Even with the hills?"
"Sure," Dice said. "Good way to get harder."
They rode on in silence for a bit, until Tyler said, "What you did with Natalie."
"Yeah?"
"I couldn't have done it."
"Are you saying I should be a psychologist?"
"Well, yes but that's not what I mean. I thought of her as a threat. You didn't."
"I did, too. But then I realized something, and that's what made me speak up."
"And what was that?"
"That before Natalie became a killer—if she became a killer, mind you, so let's say before she started forcing people to love her or be her friend, she was a victim. Worse. She was a victim alone, and no one understood her. And no one she could talk to. Isolation makes gammas. The loneliness, the feeling that you're alien to everyone, and no experiences to stand against it, no proof that you're not what the monster in your head says you are."
"No proof that it's more than just chemicals," Tyler said.
"She's who you were talking about, when you said nihilists were boring."
"I was. And that was unfair."
"You didn't know. Nobody knows. Partly because it's suppressed by every government everywhere, but that's tinfoil-hat talk."
"Maybe not. I mean this could cause panic."
"Maybe it would, but maybe a lot more people could get help. Too many of us think we're alone in what we feel, and fear that we can't expose ourselves and still be accepted. That can't get easier if suddenly you've got some ability from out of a comic book. That's a lot of weight to bear."
"So don't carry it all?"
"Yeah," Dice said. "Exactly. And making sure that people know you'll share the burden, so you don't break under it."
"Somebody to say, 'Fuck you, get harder.'"
"And then be there to help you do it. Yeah."
"I'm gonna sprint that next straight stretch. You with me, or do I wait for you at the curb?"
Dice felt the sweat between his shoulder blades, the ache in his thighs. "I'm with you," he said.
 

"Apolysis" - by Emma Bull and Will Shetterly
Act I
Janesville, Wisconsin, December 2012
The basement was dark, but she wasn't blind. The least light was enough, and air moving, and awareness of heat and moisture. Especially the latter, right now, but thirst was a good motivator. Work now, drink later.
The dusty metal of the air duct was slippery, and every movement made a reverberating scrape or clatter of sound. The bent, battered vent cover laid black bars across the view of the dim room beyond, and framed a hole just big enough to squeeze through.
She imagined forward. She imagined the taste of food and the undisturbed peace of home, and she envisioned it out there. Her own stomach ached with hunger. Forward.
The floor was shining-smooth and nearly as loud as the duct, tick-tick-tick. Hurry to a corner, press against it, and wait. The floor was motionless underfoot, and the space silent and empty—not just an absence but a palpable quality of not-there. She pushed around the corner into a high, wide angular volume of air—a hallway.
Against the dark stood the darker rectangles of doorways, and one outlined with a fog of light. A closed door, with light behind it, and moisture barely breathing out from beneath it. The bathroom.
The sound of rushing water quivered the air, and the floor vibrated with the thunder of it in the pipes. He would come out in a moment. Hurry to the door before he opened it. He'd be blind in the hall after the dazzle of the bathroom light.
The door opened in a wave of brightness that broke into dark as he snapped off the light. Before her was the pillar of warm and throbbing life that was her prey.
Calloused skin, that rough living leather, was no barrier at all. And why did blood never feel the way she expected it to?
She envisioned hurry, and flight, but light blazed again suddenly overhead. He must have found a wall switch.
Her own ears heard screaming, hoarse and broken-pitched, a man's terror. She cowered down in the cold behind the junipers, even as she ran, tick-tick-tick, across the bright tile and forced through a grate into the warmer darkness of the floor vent.
She was so awfully hungry. Home. Warm. Food. Foodfoodfood. Did the neighbors hear the screams from inside their houses? Would they call someone?
She didn't like that scream. The others had been quiet. He'd sounded so scared...
Of course he was afraid. He'd thought he was big and everyone else was small. Now he knew that didn't make any difference.
This is what I want. This is what it's like to be the one who makes the rules.
 
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC
"And the second toxicology report," Nikki Lau announced as she came through the briefing room door, holding a fax aloft.
Arthur Tan looked up, his canted eyebrows making his whole face look basset-houndish. "Why do I assume it confirms the first one?"
"Her tone of voice," Hafidha Gates replied. "She sounds way too happy for it to be all a mistake."
Supervisory Special Agent Esther Falkner suppressed a smile. A man was dead, and it was possible someone had murdered him, and in those circumstances, one ought not to smile. Not to mention she was down to five agents, the stressful winter holiday season loomed, and no one was bombproof.
But as she looked around the table, she saw strength, stability, and a kind of fluid eagerness: five people who knew their jobs and one another and were ready to put that to use.
They've never been better. Then she pushed the thought away. Overconfidence might not be punished by the gods anymore, but it was still bad for judgment.
Chaz Villette lifted his gaze from his phone and, presumably, Google. "So we really are talking venomous spider?"
"Australian venomous spider," Lau answered.
Daniel Brady, in the chair nearest the door, heaved a sigh that would have shaken window glass, if the room had had windows. "And the day started so well."
"Is Rydel Pope still the only victim?" Falkner asked.
Lau palmed her bangs off her forehead. "I asked Detective Baumgartner to look for any other suspicious deaths, or deaths of anyone connected to Pope. But so far he's our only confirmed spider toxin victim."
"So how do we get to murder from there?"
"Besides the Australian funnel-web spider venom in Wisconsin, which sounds like a mythology based on Hercule Poirot?" Tan fingered the ends of a nonexistent moustache.
Chaz held up his phone. "Behavioral science. Specifically, spider behavior. These guys don't wander around hunting prey; they wait for it to come to them. If a spider this size had a burrow in the house, someone should have spotted it. They need heat and humidity, and Wisconsin in December during one of the driest years on record should have killed this one or forced it into dormancy, even if it managed to survive the trip home in someone's suitcase."
"You've bookmarked that web page, haven't you?" Hafidha asked.
"That's 'cause I'm not you."
"So, Houdini clause," Falkner acknowledged. Because if it didn't make sense, it was the purview of the WTF.
Brady frowned. "Wait, what do you mean, 'a spider this size'?"
"Um. Well, the tox screen shows robustoxin, so if there's an actual spider involved, it has to be a Sydney funnel-web, which means..." Chaz slid one finger on the touch screen. "...up to two inches." He held out his phone to Brady. There was a photo on it.
After a heavy silence, Brady grunted. "Big enough to shoot, then."
"I thought you'd swear," said Chaz.
"There's not enough profanity in the whole goddamn world."
Falkner knew she'd have to look at that photo. "We don't know there's a spider involved. Someone may be using the venom."
Lau answered that. "The coroner found puncture wounds in Pope's right heel consistent with a spider bite."
"Fangs," Tan said mournfully.
"Really small fangs," Hafidha offered.
"Not for a spider."
"Before we commit to making this trip, I'd like to get more data. Hafidha, I'd like you to find out if this spider is in zoos or collections in the U.S., especially..." Falkner looked again at the case documents in front of her, checking addresses. "Why do I recognize Janesville, Wisconsin?"
Chaz sat stone-faced and Brady was on his way there, but it was Lau, in a nice semblance of professional detachment, who replied, "Sullivan College, 2008. Tim Miner had an apartment there."
"Tim Miner." Hafidha looked up and added brightly, "Oh, yeah—wasn't that the case where Reyes tried to get Brady to shoot Chaz?"
Too late to try the "I will drown you if you open your mouth" look Falkner used on her children.
But there must have been something like it lingering in her expression, because Hafidha turned from her to the rest of the team. "Oops. That's one of the things I'm not supposed to say out loud, isn't it?"
It was Brady who answered—Brady, for the love of everything. "Well, why the fuck not? I was thinking it." He grinned at her.
After an instant, she grinned back. "When the zombie apocalypse comes, I promise not to eat you."
"Can't ask for better than that," said Chaz.
Brady eyed him sideways. "Hell, you won't wait for the zombies."
"There's a lot of meat on you!"
No one made reference to the thing they didn't believe in, but it lay there in plain sight. And it changed the game, just enough. "Lau, tell Baumgartner we should arrive sometime this afternoon."
"Do we all go?"
"Lau, Villette, and Tan. Brady, you'll stay here to catch anything else that comes in. Hafidha, I'd like you here, with maximum resources." She had no idea if Hafidha's resources were ever finite, but at least here, Brady would be close by to feed her and, yes, keep an eye out if she was in trouble.
Hafidha probably knew that, but all she said was, "Good. I'm going dancing with a Boy tomorrow night, and I don't want him to think I'm more interested in giant spiders."
"Even if you are?" Lau asked.
"Especially. It would be rude."
"Y'all know I've got your backs," said Brady.
"Especially if they have spiders on them." Tan cast his gaze heavenward and declared in a respectable version of Texas, "Christ in a shoebox with holes in the lid."
"Almost me," Brady said. "If you come back alive, I'll give you some pointers."
*
Nikki Lau leaned on the door frame of Hafidha's sanctum, her go bag weighting her right shoulder. "You have a date with a Boy?"
"Yep." Hafidha rocked back in her chair and settled her feet (in cobalt-blue cowboy boots) on her desk. Data flitted across the monitors like birds in a rain forest.
"Anyone I know?" It was a vain hope, and Lau knew it, but she asked anyway. Hafidha didn't date people her friends knew, and she never dated them long enough for her friends to change that. Except Erik. It might even be healthier that way. Lau was certainly no authority.
"God, no. I met him at the gym." Hafidha licked frosting off her fingers. "The artisanal cupcake: God's apology to jammers. He's Lithuanian, or Latvian, or something. He said he could bench-press me, so I made him prove it."
"He bench-pressed you?"
"Mm-hm. Do you have any idea how much core strength it takes to be a good barbell? If he can't dance 'til closing I'm going to taunt him publicly." She snapped her fingers, and the left-hand monitor stabilized on a news broadcast: archived from the 1980s, to judge from the fluffy, layered hair of the reporter on screen.
Lau took a deep breath. Once there'd been someone else Hafidha could count on, someone who'd ask her the tough questions in the right way, who'd know what the answers meant. Agent Lau, you're no Daphne Worth. "I get the feeling..."
Hafidha kicked off from the desk to pivot her chair and face Lau. "This isn't Twu Wuv?" She smiled and laced her fingers together behind her head, and Lau knew she was definitely not getting past Hafidha's personal bulletproof glass today. "Oh, honey. I'd sooner do heroin than that shit again."
"Nikki," Falkner called from the open door to the bullpen. "Call Detective Baumgartner. Tell him to have the local hospitals order the antivenom, and rush the delivery."
"On it." She pushed off the door frame and plucked her phone from her jacket pocket, trying not to feel rescued.
"Good girl," Hafidha said. Her expression was gentler than her words. "Now go catch your plane and bring me home a gamma to play with."
*
The Rock County sheriff's office was part of the same complex as the county jail, and it all appeared to be built of sandstone Lego blocks. Across the divided highway, a cornfield lay bleak with winter stubble. Falkner felt the lack of trees the way a small animal might feel an absence of cover.
Inside, before she could identify her team to the dispatcher, a short, heavy, mostly bald man sprang forward from a passage behind the desk. "You the Feds?"
Lau recovered fastest. "Special Agent Nicolette Lau. I believe we talked on the phone—"
The man shook Lau's hand once, thoroughly, as if it were the shaft of a lug wrench. "Detective Mike Baumgartner."
"This is ACTF Agent in Charge SSA Esther Falkner."
Lug wrench again. "That's a mouthful, huh? Thanks for coming."
Falkner watched as Lau introduced Tan and Villette, who behaved like model FBI agents. Tan always had, of course, but even Chaz managed, nowadays, to suppress his feral streak in front of strangers.
"Agent Lau said you needed a place to set up. Come on." Baumgartner lunged back down the passage, never looking back to see if they'd followed.
"It's nice to be wanted," Lau murmured, with no sarcasm.
Falkner knew what she meant. Detective Baumgartner behaved like a man whose salvation was at hand.
No pressure. She led her team after the detective.
As they passed the shoulder-height walls of the county detective staff's cubicles, Falkner could see men and women at their desks. They half looked up at Baumgartner as he passed, then transferred that almost-furtive gaze to the team, careful not to catch anyone's eye. Falkner nodded to them anyway and pressed her shoulders a little further back.
Baumgartner led them into a windowless room where a folding table and chairs were squeezed between a row of lockers and several dozen stacked file boxes. Two boxes had been drafted to serve as a stand for a ten-cup coffee maker and an empty peanut can stuffed with sugar, fake sugar, and creamer packets. One wall was mostly clear above waist height, where someone had propped a medium-size whiteboard with a blue marker and an eraser.
Falkner watched Lau, Tan, and Villette, but they gave no sign that the accommodations were anything but what they were used to. Good for them. They spotted it, too. Falkner tossed her dark wool coat on top of the boxes out of the way and turned to Baumgartner.
"It's crap, I know," he said, flushing. "We're short on room—"
"And you're the only person in this department who believes we have cause to be here." Falkner leaned on the table, which was sturdy enough not to shift. "Are you in trouble because of this?"
"No, no..." He raised his hands, but they dropped as if of their own accord. Surrendering to honesty. "I was already on my way out. Taking early retirement. I don't fit in too well, you know?"
This small, round man with his abrupt speech and awkward body language—no, nothing would make him fit in except extraordinary ability, the kind that had worked for Chaz, for instance. "Yet the Sheriff's Department authorized sending for us."
He turned a darker red. "I guess I can be pretty pushy."
"You could have let this case slide. We're still not sure it is a case. No one would blame you."
"I never 'let one slide.' I'm not going to now." Suddenly he smiled, showing a mouthful of worn teeth and a tricksterish delight. "Besides, this time the brass can't even warn me off. What are they gonna do, fire me?"
Chaz was already starting a pot of coffee, while Lau set up her laptop on the table and Tan unpacked files. "How did you know to call us?" Falkner asked, taking a manila jacket with the FBI seal off the stack.
"You cover the Batman cases."
The three agents she'd brought to Wisconsin were hard to surprise, but each, in his or her own way, pulled up short at that, if only for an instant.
"The what cases?"
Someone other than Baumgartner might have passed it off as a joke. "Where there's some crazy weirdo who kills people with some crazy shit for some crazy reason. I follow a lot of LEO sites. And that bank robbery thing in Chicago—hard to miss."
Falkner thanked Justice and her scales that he'd only mentioned law enforcement sites. She'd been afraid, seeing the sneaking stares of his coworkers, that they might be treated to gammas mixed with black helicopters and smallpox-infected illegals.
Falkner pulled out a chair and sat down. "Well, we're not superheroes, but we've done all right so far. Have you found any other cases that might be related to this one?"
"I asked the county coroner to look for 'em. Should be calling back any time now. One piece of bad news, though."
"Oh?"
"We got two local hospitals, Mercy and St. Mary's. Neither can order the antivenom based on one guy getting bit." Baumgartner raised his shoulders, straining his blue dress shirt. "Budgets."
Two brisk raps at the door startled even Baumgartner. It swung open, and a sturdy-looking woman with graying red hair in a brown tweed trouser suit stepped in. "Thought I'd just bring these by, Mike. Is this the FBI?"
"Lee! We were just talking about you. Agent Esther Falkner, this is Lena Gretsch, Rock County coroner. You could have just called."
Gretsch shrugged one shoulder and laid a short stack of folders on the table. "In the time it takes to stand in front of the damned fax machine, I can drive over."
And you could have got someone else to stand in front of the fax machine, Falkner thought. Romance? No, nothing about either Baumgartner or Gretsch suggested that kind of relationship. Falkner recalled again the walk through the bullpen on the other side of the door. Gretsch had just run that gauntlet, when she didn't have to.
Lena Gretsch was with Baumgartner on this one.
"Dr. Gretsch, thank you for this. We need as much data as we can get." When Gretsch smiled and nodded, Falkner added, "You might be able to help us with something else, as well. Detective Baumgartner says the local hospitals can't order the antivenom for this toxin on the basis of one death. Is there a way—"
"I'll lean on 'em," said Gretsch. She tapped the folders she'd brought with her. "You want to look these over and call me?"
"If you have time, I'd prefer you stay and brief us on them. Can you?"
Gretsch pulled out a chair. "You betcha." She lifted the first folder and held out a photo of a middle-aged woman. "Jean Marie Fernandez. She was a real sweetie, the best clerk the Rock County assessor's office ever had. Thought it was a stroke because she was heavy, but..."
"Yes?"
"There were no other risk factors. Which happens. So without an autopsy looking for—"
Baumgartner chipped in. "Batman shit."
"What he said," Gretsch agreed. She opened the next folder and showed a photo of a balding man, probably twenty years older than Fernandez, also heavyset. "Louis Kirkland. You got Kirklands out east? No? Then you haven't seen his Loony Lou ads. Which weren't funny, no matter what some people think, but they weren't enough to make some mad scientist want to kill him."
Falkner said, "But you think he was killed?"
"No, just that, well, if you're looking for undetected neurotoxin poisoning, he's got to be on the list. But anyone would be comfortable concluding for stroke. High blood pressure, high serum cholesterol, type two diabetes—" Gretsch shook her head. "I really need to start a zumba class."
"Do you have blood or tissue samples from Fernandez or Kirkland?" Lau asked.
"Death by natural causes." Gretsch looked sour, and Falkner wondered if there was a fight over this in her past. "I can start the process for exhumation orders, but that'll take weeks if they go through at all."
"Then we'll see if these three have any above-ground connections," Falkner said. "What can you tell us about Rydel Pope?"
Gretsch tipped her head to one side, as if giving one hemisphere more room to work. "Well, being spider-bit doesn't mean somebody killed him. Almost any time someone's bit by something poisonous, it's a young guy showing off."
Lau said, "Pope wasn't young."
Gretsch said, "Not to you, sweetheart. Most men don't grow up until they're your daddy's age. You know the joke about the redneck's last words?"
Tan drawled, "Hold my beer and watch this."
Gretsch nodded.
"But he was alone in his house in the middle of the night."
Baumgartner said, "Far as we know."
Falkner asked, "Is there a reason someone would want to kill him?"
"There was, once. He did time for selling meth, but when he came out, he started bouncing at Road Rabbits, out on I-90."
Chaz blinked. "He what, where?"
Baumgartner grinned. "Road Rabbits is a bar."
Gretsch added, "Where the dancers are not exactly rated by the quality of their dancing, if you know what I mean."
Baumgartner said, "Pope was a bouncer, so maybe he bounced the wrong person. But Road Rabbits is pretty nice as strip clubs go—" He glanced at Gretsch and added, "Or so I hear. The manager said Pope was polite and discreet and dependable. But you never know who's going to get a hate on for you."
"Got any theories yet about how this spider ended up in Rydel Pope's house?" Gretsch asked.
Baumgartner raised a cautioning hand. "We didn't find a spider in the house, or any sign there'd been one."
"I've studied that body, Mike. There was a spider."
Falkner looked to Tan, Lau, and Villette, and could see they'd all gone for the same speculation she had. Mythology. If a gamma believed there was a spider, would the results be the same as if there really was one? "It's possible there was a spider, and it was there by accident. Not likely, I admit. But stranger things have come home unnoticed in vacationers' luggage."
Gretsch looked thoughtful. "If this thing were exclusive to the Wisconsin Dells, sure. But around here, a big vacation is Disney World, or Branson, Missouri. If Pope or any of his pals had gone to Australia, you bet it would have come up."
Falkner laid her palms on the table, preparing to rise. "We'll start with victimology, now that we have more than one possible victim. Lau, Villette, get what you can on Kirkland and Fernandez. Agent Tan?"
"Yes, ma'am?"
"Let's have a word with Rydel Pope's employer."
It took a second to sink in, but when it did, Tan's blank face was everything Falkner had hoped for. "Oh."
It cost her even more effort than usual not to grin. "If I bring Chaz, they'll card him."
"I resemble that," Chaz said.
"Go on, New Fish," Lau crowed. "Just remember, the boss is watching."
*
Ten minutes after Falkner and Tan went out the door and Baumgartner and Gretsch left them to their preliminary digging, Lau's phone blared the "dot-dot-dot-dash" of Beethoven's Fifth. Across the table, Chaz raised his eyebrows.
"V for the win," Lau told him, and tapped the screen. "Hey, Hafs."
"Hey, you. How are the cheeseheads?"
"We haven't lost any since we got here. Though we do have two more possible victims. Hang on, let me put you on speaker."
"Hey, sis," Chaz said to the air.
Hafidha's tiny digital voice said, "Hey, baby bro. Eat something."
"Yeah, yeah. What have you got?"
"I have a Wisconsin connection for your eight-legged pals."
"Not that I mind, but why not call Mom?" Lau asked.
"I did. She's got signal dropout. I had no idea you were leaving civilization. Shall I FedEx you sushi? Besides, I think you secretly like spiders."
"It's not a secret. Just don't tell Brady, or he'll call me every time he finds one in his house."
"I heard that!" Brady's voice echoed faintly through the phone speaker.
Hafidha ignored him, apparently. "Okay, the Sydney funnel-web spider put a Wisconsin date on its world tour. To wit, Dr. Jon Jablonski, professor of invertebrate biology at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, was one of a few people studying them for, okay, I'm not sure what. But he raised some in a lab on campus."
"Are they still there?"
"No, and neither is he. He got bit by one of his subjects and died before help could get there."
"Another good reason not to study invertebrate biology," Chaz said. "When did he die?"
"Fall of 2011. So, bit of a gap between him and your maybe-victims."
"What else do we know about him?"
"He and his wife were in counseling."
Lau sighed. "Okay, HIPAA violation much?"
"He's dead, he won't care. The wife still lives in Madison, and works for a health insurance firm. No suspicious blips relating to her. I'm thumbing through the records for the rest of the zoology department now, though."
"E-mail what you've got so far?"
"Oh, honey, I did that nanoseconds ago. Keep me on speed dial, babies.
Act II
The figure on the sign looked like a bunny-eared Jessica Rabbit riding a chopper in a bikini. Underneath her, in purple neon: "Road Rabbits. Where the fun's always hop-pening." The building's gray cinder-block walls made Arthur Tan say, "When the zombie apocalypse comes, a person could do worse than hole up here."
Parking by an old Jeep in the snow-splotched lot, Falkner glanced at him. He said quickly, "I meant, it's seriously defensible. Solid doors, hardly any windows—"
"Uh-huh."
"I did!"
"If you say so."
"You're enjoying this."
A hint of a smile touched Falkner's lips.
Tan said, "I'm never going to hear the end of this, am I?"
Falkner shook her head as they got out of the car. "I would never embarrass you that way."
"Thank you."
"I would embarrass you long after you'd forgotten about it. Probably at the next Christmas party by telling Padma about that time we were in the field together—"
"Note to self: use Buddhism to avoid Christmas party."
"You're Buddhist?"
"Oh, look, here we are. At the place we're going."
The building's black steel door swung wide just before they reached it. A blank-faced man in a parka and business suit walked quickly toward a black Lexus, never looking right or left.
Tan said, "Huh. Maybe the zombies are already here."
Falkner looked from the businessman to Arthur Tan. "I never thought zombies would make me feel old. They're supposed to be slow and in black and white."
"As long as they say, 'braaains,'" Tan replied, "they're all good."
As they stepped into a cool, dark hall that smelled of liquor and lavender air freshener, the bouncer's voice cut through Pitbull's "Don't Stop the Party": "Welcome to Road Rabbits." He looked like a potbellied Viking in black jeans and a charcoal gray T-shirt with the club's logo in pink. "See some I.D., please?" He stared narrow-eyed from Falkner to Tan. Ah, right—bad form to bring a date to a strip bar. Customers were supposed to pay for company.
Falkner flipped her credentials into view. Tan followed with his. Her flip was much smoother than his. "We'd like to speak to the manager," she said.
The bouncer squinted at her and Tan. Tan stared back. He had to admit, they were all nicely unperturbed. Finally the bouncer, deciding on the path of least resistance, said, "I'll let him know you're here. Unless you tell me not to."
"That'll be fine," Falkner said. "We've just got a couple of questions."
After another squinty look that might be the result of wondering what his boss had been up to, the bouncer snagged a phone receiver off the wall and thumbed a button. "Jack? You expecting the FBI? Two of 'em want to see you." He listened for a moment, then said, "Yessir," hung up the handset, and told Falkner, "The office is at the back, past the restrooms."
Falkner said, "Thank you," and led Tan inside.
The main room was a little sharper than the outside suggested. The walls were matte black. The bar, stage, tables, and chairs had all started life elsewhere, then been painted purple, pink, black, and gray, which either meant the owner was more creative than Tan had expected, or someone had seriously lucked out at a paint sale.
A small crowd of men sat at the borders of the long rectangle of stage, watching a dancer shimmy out of her bikini bottoms. Tan thought, Huh. I have a type now. And it's not that one. Would Padma be pleased if I called her an Indian Betty Page?
The tinsel curtain that led off the stage to the dressing—undressing?—room was framed by a pair of airbrushed cartoon rabbit women, like the one on the sign outside but without the bikini, all wink and red lips and a cottontail that looked like a ski cap pom-pom. Above, two-color script along a flying curve shouted, "This place is HOPPIN'!"
In the low light at the edges of the room, other women drank with customers. Tan saw them as flickers of reflected light: a sequin here, some glitter, the glint of an eye or a strap buckle. As his vision adjusted he realized the women, while seeming to focus on their customers, were watching Falkner and him. Because they were a novelty? Or because they might be a threat? And if the latter, what were they afraid of?
A small man waited for them at the end of the hall. He wore black trousers and the Road Rabbits T-shirt, and his hair was dyed dark purple. Tan couldn't decide if his thick-lensed glasses were too conservative or too hipster. "I'm Jack Wendt," he half-shouted over the whomp-whomp of the music. "What can I help you with?"
Falkner showed her credentials again. "Supervisory Special Agent Esther Falkner, FBI. This is Special Agent Arthur Tan."
Tan inclined his head, said, "Sir," then wondered why he had begun to imitate Brady. But then, who did the strong backup role better than Brady? Tan was the new kid. Copying was how newbies learned.
"Do you have an office where we can talk?"
Wendt frowned for an instant behind his glasses. "Sure, sure. This way." He pushed open the door behind him, painted black and marked "No admittance," and waved them in.
The furniture here was secondhand, too, but the walls were gray. Wendt sat down behind a scarred steel desk and waved Falkner and Tan to a pair of molded plastic chairs on metal legs. They were almost as uncomfortable as Tan had expected.
Falkner said, "We'd like to ask a few questions about Rydel Pope."
Wendt's eyes narrowed. "Rydel? The FBI? Even Rydel didn't think he was that big a noise. What was he into that the FBI cares about?"
"We're looking into his death."
"I heard he got bit by a spider. Found him on the bathroom floor." Wendt grinned suddenly, and Tan wished Baumgartner hadn't mentioned Batman villains, because Wendt could have been one, for just that instant. "Damn, did somebody dose him? Was he murdered by drug dealers or something?"
Falkner said, with the straight face that strangers interpreted as humorless, "We haven't established the source of the toxin."
Wendt nodded. "He was a bad boy years ago, I guess, but I never heard he used the stuff he sold. No, he was solid. A guy you could trust. I used to give him the bank deposits, even."
Tan asked the official next question. "Did he have any enemies? Did he quarrel with anyone? Maybe have trouble with a customer?"
"Nothing that lasted after the guy sobered up. No, everybody liked Rydel."
"What about the other employees?"
"Sure. What, the girls? Oh, the girls loved him. Rydel always looked out for 'em. The bouncer's a dancer's best friend." Wendt leaned back in his desk chair, as if this speech was a La-Z-Boy and he was settling in. "We're family here, agents. Some people find that hard to believe. They watch those shows on cable where it's all sleaze and mob bosses and girls shooting up, but we all show up for work every day. We share pictures of our kids. We look out for each other. It's a good place to work, and we try to keep it that way."
Falkner said, "Rydel wasn't married, and didn't have children. Was he dating anyone?"
Wendt turned his head to one side, then shook it slowly. "I never saw him with anybody. But he was here to do a job, you know? Professional."
So family didn't extend past the parking lot. "Might one of the bartenders or the dancers know?"
"No, probably not."
Tan fielded a significant glance from Falkner. For whatever reason, Wendt wanted to control the information. "We'll need to interview your staff. We'll do our best not to interrupt your routine, of course. Can we use this room, or is there somewhere else you'd prefer?"
Under the clown-wig purple hair, Wendt's face was stiff, pouting in spite of his fixed-looking smile. "Sure. Sure, right here is fine." Wendt sprang out of his chair. "I'll let everybody know you want to see them."
"No, thanks," Falkner said, bringing the words out bright and crisp like the crack of a bat. "We'll take care of that."
Tan wondered if Wendt was actually starting to sweat. He said, "We prefer to handle these things ourselves. You never know where a lead may come from." Especially if no one tells them what to say before they talk to us.
He followed Falkner back down the hall, wondering how this would work. Start with the bartender? Ask one of the women to gather the others? They stepped into the main room and the full throb of the music, and Tan nearly ran into his suddenly stationary boss.
"The dancer," Falkner said, just loud enough to reach him.
The skinny dancer was still on stage. In a display of surprising strength and agility, she was hanging upside down on the pole, her thighs closed around it, her hands clenched on it as if she could strangle it, pushing herself up toward the lights and sliding slowly back down, rising and falling to the beat of the music. Her blonde ponytail swept the floor; her skin shone with sweat.
Etched on the ridged and knotted muscles of her back across their full width was a tattoo of a black widow spider.
The music ended, and the dancer peeled off the pole in a slow-motion somersault. She swept up a clutter of one- and five-dollar bills from the edge of the stage, hooked the parts of her bikini off the floor with her other hand, and strode, high-heeled and haughty, through the tinsel curtain.
"I refuse to believe," Tan said, after he got his breath back, "it can be this easy."
"Hang onto your doubts, agent, but if the solution falls off the tree into our hands, I'm not going to glue it back on the branch."
They'd come out of the hallway at the end of the bar, almost in front of the server's station. Tan waved the bartender over.
"What can I get you?"
"Tell me about the dancer."
The next woman's music started, and the bartender had to shout. "She'll be out in a couple minutes, and you can buy her a drink."
"No, thanks." He flashed his shield, which made the bartender literally step back a pace. "Don't worry, we're just after background info. Has she worked here long?"
"Spider? Couple years, I guess. I couldn't tell you exactly."
"She's...got an unusual build for a stripper."
The bartender snorted. "You could say that. She got better tips when she had some weight on her. I don't know what the fuck she's on."
"You think she's using?"
The bartender remembered he was talking to a law enforcement officer. "I didn't say that. If she is, she don't bring it here. Jack gets along fine with the cops, and he wants to keep it that way."
"Maybe she's sick."
The bartender shrugged, and Tan knew he wasn't going to commit himself to any more speculating. "She could do better someplace else, maybe. Chicago might have guys who go for her type. But we get truckers, farmers, guys from the Hormel plant. You know, all-American guys, want a nice rack and a big smile." He wiped the dry bar top vigorously. Busy man, work to do. "Anything else?"
"No, thanks." Tan turned to see Falkner walking into the room, charting a path to intersect with the dancer with the spider tattoo who, bikini back on and makeup freshened, was winding slowly between the tables, trolling for an offer to buy her a drink. At least, Tan thought that was what she was supposed to be doing. But her chin was lifted and her gaze skimmed the top of every head in the room, and she was definitely not smiling.
He hurried to catch up to his boss before she had to bring their first suspect into the back room all by herself.
He caught the last words of Falkner's standard introduction: "—gent Arthur Tan. May we ask you a few questions?"
"Sure," the dancer called Spider replied, smiling widely with her lips only. "The answers are no, I don't remember, and they must be mistaken. Put them anywhere you like."
"This isn't about you," Falkner said. "It's about Rydel Pope."
"Has he risen from the dead?"
"Not so far as we know."
"Then who gives a fuck about him?"
"That would be easier to answer in the office."
Tan followed Spider's gaze from the Viking bouncer near the front door, who held up his hands in a gesture of complete cluelessness, to Wendt at the bar, who might have just jerked his head in a tight "no."
Spider said, "Sure, I'd love to talk about anything you want. Jack's office, you say?" She turned on a heel and led them back. Tan tried to decide if the tattoo was beautiful or creepy and decided both applied. Was she gamma thin? Druggie thin? Anorexic thin? Would-be model thin? Being thin was hardly the same as casting no reflection in a mirror.
In the office, Spider claimed Wendt's chair behind the desk, swirled around once, and said, "So why the fuck does anyone care about Rydel Fucking Pope?"
"He may've been murdered," Falkner said quietly.
For a moment, Spider's persona faltered, and something almost like pity showed on her face. Then she said, "Why the fuck would anyone bother to kill a worthless piece of shit like him? The world's full of assholes no better and no worse."
"We were hoping you might have an idea," Tan said.
Spider studied him, and he tried to soften his face. Time to play Chaz, not Brady. She's used to being tough at work.
Falkner said, "It's possible he wasn't the only one. Do you recognize Jean Marie Fernandez's name?"
If Spider was acting, her timing was perfect. She thought for a moment, then said, "No."
"Or Louis Kirkland?"
Again, the pause, and then— "Looney Lou! He was hilarious!"
"You knew him?"
"Just from TV. Why would anyone kill him?"
"We don't know that anyone killed any of them, yet. Getting back to Rydel Pope, why were you pleased he was dead?"
"You mean, did I kill him?"
Falkner clasped her hands in her lap and studied them. Then she shocked the daylights out of Tan. She raised her eyes to Spider's heavily painted face and smiled like a co-conspirator. "Have you ever wondered why cops do that on television, ask someone if they committed murder? Do they really expect the answer to be 'Yes'?"
Spider forgot to look hard in her confusion, and Tan revised his estimate of her age downward. "I don't know. I guess people confess sometimes."
"If they did it very often, I could spend more time home with my kids."
"You have kids?" Spider asked, as if Falkner had said, "I breed Martians."
"Two girls."
Tan waited, as Falkner did, for a confidence in return, but Spider's confusion didn't go that deep. She sat silent, staring at a bare spot on the desk.
"You must be cold," Falkner said, and shrugged out of her suit jacket.
"Huh. You really are a mom." The sarcasm was back in Spider's voice, but not the hostility. But when Falkner moved to drape the jacket around Spider's shoulders, the woman held her off with one hand. "Glitter," she said, and pointed to the sheen that highlighted her protruding cheekbones, her knobby shoulders, and the tops of her meager breasts.
"Don't worry. It's seen worse." Falkner handed Spider the jacket. After a moment, she tugged it around her.
"Now, let's start from the top. Spider isn't your legal name, is it?"
"Anna Krol. Two Ns, one L. Age? Address? Driver's license number?"
"Maybe later. Now, why did you dislike Rydel Pope?"
"Because he was a thug, and he was okay with that." Her expression was sharp as a knife edge as she jerked her head toward the door. "Ask any of the girls. They'll say the same."
Tan said, "According to your boss, a bouncer is the dancer's best friend."
"You see Jack out there wiggling his bare ass? Then assume he's full of crap about a dancer's best friend."
"Did Pope...physically intimidate the women here?"
"You mean hit us, or rape us? Oh, hell, no. If Rydel damaged the money factory, Jack would have put his fat ass on the street. No, Rydel was Jack's tax collector." She said the last two words as if they tasted too bad to keep in her mouth for long.
"I beg your pardon?" Falkner asked.
Anna Krol turned to Falkner with something like relief. She's wanted to say this for a long time, Tan thought. Finally, someone wants to hear it. "Jack takes ten percent of our tips for— He calls it an emergency fund. We all kick in so any girl who gets in the shit will be able to count on some help. But Jack never pays it out. He won't even say how much money there is."
Tan asked, "Can't you refuse to pay in?"
Anna rolled her eyes at him.
It was Falkner who answered. "If she does, she's seen as refusing to support the other women. Because the money might be there, and Wendt might pay it out. Hope can forge a hell of a chain."
"But if all the dancers refused to pay in—"
"I was working on 'em. Somebody must have told Jack. Rydel started waiting for me every time I came off stage. I had to hand over my tips while the other girls watched. Not like I had a place to hide anything, right?" Anna flipped Falkner's jacket aside to flash her bikini. "Rydel would count my money and take Jack's cut." Anna smiled savagely. "He always rounded up."
The words "You could have quit" almost made it out Tan's mouth. He was proud of himself for swallowing them. "It sounds like you had a case for embezzlement. Did you report Wendt or Pope to the police?"
He couldn't figure out the expression on Anna's face when she stared at him, then dropped her gaze to the desktop again. "People say, 'Oh, call the cops, they'll help.' I grew up here. The guys in that black-and-white? They're the same guys who drove around in their fucking muscle cars in high school and yelled 'bitch' and 'lesbo' at me out the windows. The exact same guys." She met Tan's eyes again, and the hard resentment she'd worn when she came into the office was back and then some. "So no, I probably wouldn't call the cops."
Falkner stood up. "Agent Tan will take down your information, Ms. Krol. We may need to talk to you again—"
Anna rose from the desk chair, leaving Falkner's jacket behind. "So don't leave town. Just like on TV."
Even Falkner had fallen from grace, it seemed. Tan entered Anna Krol's data on his phone and escorted her into the hall. As she sauntered out into the main room of the bar, Tan realized what that indecipherable expression had been. Surprise into despair into disillusionment. Hope forged chains even when you tried not to hope.
*
Falkner and Tan interviewed five dancers, two bartenders, and two bouncers. They all said the same thing: Anna Krol was a troublemaker. She was trying to organize the women, who didn't want to change anything. She threatened them if they didn't join her (though only one woman cited an actual threat: Krol would tell the woman's boyfriend she'd slept with someone else). She was trying to squeeze more money out of Wendt, who was always nice to her. And Rydel Pope was without question a dancer's best friend.
Falkner sipped coffee from the Styrofoam cup Lau had set before her on the table of their makeshift war room at the county sheriff's office. It tasted almost as bad as she'd expected.
"So Wendt got them coached after all," Lau said.
"We might have believed it if they hadn't all said the same thing." Tan swallowed from his cup and made a face.
Outside in the hall there was a low-level furor of thumping and rustling before the door opened on Chaz, his hands and arms full of bags. "Oh, good, you're back. I've got dinner and information." He handed a plastic bag to Tan. "Wash these out, will you?"
Tan opened the bag. "Mugs."
"Dollar store. Styrofoam plus hot liquid equals poison." He handed another bag to Lau. "Real coffee and snacks. I don't know how we'll keep the milk, though."
"There's got to be a fridge in this building somewhere," Lau said, and snagged the bag.
"Aaaand," Chaz announced, holding out the bulging paper sack he'd carried in the crook of his elbow, "Indian food. Certified kosher—I asked."
Falkner inhaled the fragrances of rice, garlic naan, and dal makhani. "You're a mighty hunter."
They cleared the table and covered it with containers of food, then ate dinner while Lau and Villette shared what they'd learned.
"Jean Marie Fernandez may have been the best clerk in the county assessor's office at one time." Chaz interrupted himself with a forkful of chickpeas, but didn't let it stop him for long. "But six months ago her supervisor fired a warning shot over her head. She got involved in her sister's divorce and custody battle and let her work slide. The capper was when her boss found what looked like a week's worth of incoming paperwork stuffed in the bottom of a drawer, including several checks for property tax payments still in their unopened envelopes. There was definitely a span of time when she may have pissed someone off."
"What do we know about Kirkland?" Falkner asked Lau.
"Well, the first thing you should know is, I've now watched some of his ads on YouTube, and if he weren't already dead I'd kill him."
"He did his own commercials?" asked Tan.
"With all the painful that implies. However, his hardware and lumber stores were showing some growth even in a bad economy. He was going ahead on a fifth location at the time of his death."
Falkner nodded. "People fix up instead of buying, and do their own repairs. No Australia trips for either Kirkland or Fernandez, I take it?"
"As close as they got," Chaz said, balancing a forkful of rice and dal, "was the Outback Steakhouse."
Falkner's cell phone began playing Tommy Shaw's "Girls With Guns," so she answered it with, "Hafidha. You're on speaker. How goes the data mining?"
Hafidha's phone voice mixed boredom, amusement, and respect with a tiny dash of contempt. The first time Falkner noticed that, she was annoyed for about thirty seconds. Then she realized Hafidha's contempt was for herself, and now she listened for it, to gauge whether this was a good day or bad. Today seemed to be good.
Hafidha said, "No diamonds, but the ore is shiny. Potential victim numero uno, Professor Jon Jablonski, had a rep for providing after-hours counseling to young female students, which did not amuse Mrs. Jablonski. Whether she made sure his last affair was with one of his spiders, I can't guess, but the electronic record suggests she wanted him to clean up his act rather than close the show. Now, here's everyone's cue to lean closer."
"Leaning," Falkner said dryly, because Lau, Tan, and Villette already had.
"A dozen spider eggs went missing from Jablonski's lab around the time of his death. I'm compiling the list of professors, staff, and students who had key cards for the lab."
"Eureka," said Chaz.
"But we still don't know where the eggs ended up. Hafs," Lau asked, "any links between Jablonski and—"
"Our other dead people? Not online. From the Jablonskis' credit card records, they never so much as bought gas on the interstate in Janesville. And the Jablonski property is in Madison, which is Dane County, so no contact with the assessor's office in Rock County."
"Any social connections among the victims?" Tan asked hopefully.
"The ones who lived in Janesville might have been in the same place at the same time now and then, but not the way you mean. I've got one hit connecting all three of them, besides the fact they lived in the land of cheeseheads: sometimes they bought Girl Scout cookies. But they got them from different troops, and they liked different varieties—as in, they came from different bakers. So I, at least, plan to keep eating Tagalongs without looking in the box first."
"Praise Jesus," Chaz said.
Falkner winced. "Speaking as the mother of daughters, the image that conjures makes me uncomfortable. Hafidha, did you turn up anything on Anna Krol's background?"
"With disturbing ease, Fearless Leader. And I'd say she makes my spider-sense tingle, but this is maybe not the time or place."
Everyone around the table knew what that meant. Trauma. Trigger. Crack. "Give," Chaz ordered.
"Anna Krol, daughter of Christopher and Thea Krol of Janesville, older sister of Erika. Christopher died in a car wreck when Anna was eight and Erika was five. Her mom went from housewife to working mom, raising two kids on a waitress's pay. On and off food stamps, a car repo, landlord troubles— There is hardship and woe in this tale, no shit."
Falkner heard the anger that Hafidha's offhand tone couldn't quite hide. "So, childhood loss, and subsequent stress."
"And that's so not all. Thea Krol remarried in 2004, one Aidan Hewell of Wauwatosa, Wisconsin. Construction worker, good salary. But that's when Anna goes from being a well-behaved B student to what they used to call a juvenile delinquent. Dropped out of high school, got busted for prostitution in Minneapolis. Turned up in kink films in San Francisco, plus another arrest for punching a cop who was putting her boyfriend in the back of a squad car."
"Never a good idea," Tan said, poker-faced.
"We are reaching a crescendo, my darlings," Hafidha said, and Falkner could imagine her leaning back in her chair directing an imaginary orchestra with a crochet hook. "Two years ago, Mama Krol dies—heart attack. Anna returns to what's left of the bosom of her family for the funeral. Three nights later, stepdad Aidan Hewell is killed in what appears to be a break-in at the family home."
All was silence around the folding table in the sheriff's office. "Cause of death?" Lau asked finally.
"Blunt-force trauma to the head. Many blunt forces. Because of the number of blows, and Hewell's long-standing friendship with people who move stolen stuff for a living, local police believe he pissed off the wrong dude."
Chaz got to it first. "Believe? They don't know who killed him?"
"Unsolved. The daughters alibied out—a friend down the street, Lorayna Brobich, said they were staying with her that night. But they were never seriously suspected."
"You want me to ask 'Why not,' don't you?"
"Of course I do, baby bro. Aidan Hewell was a skinny bastard, but friends and coworkers testified that he was very, very strong." Falkner could hear the inferences in the way Hafidha's voice went silky and smiling. "And even if he was blitzed, the blows that killed him had some muscle behind them. Neither of the Krol sisters looked as if they could open a tough jar of pickles."
"'Looked' being the crucial word," Lau mused.
"And maybe they couldn't." Falkner knew it flew in the face of good sense, but she didn't like to think of Anna Krol, with her mask of disdain, her defensiveness, and her fierce foul-mouthed intelligence, bludgeoning a man to death.
"What happened to the younger sister?" asked Lau.
"Nothing, as far as I can tell. No police record, no fuss, nada. Hewell adopted her shortly after he married her mother. She still lives in Janesville, in the house Hewell bought for the family when he married Mama. I'm e-mailing the address."
"Thanks, Hafidha," Falkner said, and disconnected. "Finish eating and pop your breath mints, agents. After dinner is a good time to find our witnesses at home."
Act III
Lorayna Brobich was a round woman, round on round. Her smooth, glowing cheeks were half-spheres; her chin was a jutting dome; her breasts and backside were generous near-globes. In the yellow glare of the bug light in her front porch fixture, she looked grayish. One more reason to take the bug light out for the winter, Lau thought.
"FBI?" Brobich repeated, skeptical. "Terrorists or serial killers?"
"Excuse me?" Chaz asked.
"Well, that's what you folks chase, right? And this house isn't no way big enough for both, so which are you after?"
Chaz still looked wary. But Lau felt a wholly inappropriate giggle working its way up her throat. "Ma'am, you'd be amazed how many terrorists can fit under a bed."
"Now, see there? Eternal vigilance, that's what I'm talking about." Brobich still hadn't smiled, but Lau thought she saw one in the lines around her eyes. "What can I do for you?"
"We're investigating an unsolved case, and we think you might be able to help us."
And like that, the suggested smile was gone. "I'd invite you in, but I just put my little boy down for the night. He wakes easy. How about we talk tomorrow?"
"We'd prefer now, Ms. Brobich." Chaz drew himself up a smidge, and even though Brobich was three Chazes wide, she leaned back a little. "There may be lives at risk."
"All right," Brobich said. "Don't mind the mess." She stepped aside to let them pass.
It was reasonable mess: a toddler's toys on the furniture and wall-to-wall carpet, magazines heaped on the couch, dishes from dinner still on the table in the dining alcove. Brobich swept a few action figures off two upholstered living room chairs and claimed the sofa for herself.
Under the circumstances, they'd probably earn more goodwill by getting straight to the point. "Ms. Brobich," Lau began, "You lived down the street from the Hewells at the time of Thea Hewell's death, correct?"
"It was my mama's house. I lived there until I got it sold back in April, when I moved here. Didn't get what it was worth. That street's gone to hell. Everybody's selling out."
"Did you know the Hewells well?"
Brobich fixed Lau with a long, considering look. "Are you working your way up to asking if Anna and Erika were with me when it happened? Because I think I already said so to the police."
"No, ma'am." It was Chaz who answered, sounding almost like an apology. "We really do want to know about the family."
"We're not here to investigate Aidan Hewell's murder," Lau added, trying her best to sound like Falkner at her most austere. Because it wasn't going to help if Brobich asked what they were here to investigate.
Brobich studied Chaz, then Lau. "Anna and I were best friends when we were kids. Same age, same school. Hell, our Barbies traded clothes even if we didn't. We were in and outta each other's kitchens up into high school, so yeah, I knew her family pretty well. We let Erika hang with us sometimes even if she was younger. And Anna's mama always had cookies and shit for us, even though they were poor as dirt."
"What happened when Mrs. Krol remarried?" asked Chaz.
"Well, I was happy—he bought 'em that house right down the street from my mama's. When we were little, me and Anna would talk about how we'd grow up and have babies, and our babies would grow up and they'd get married to each other, and we'd all live next door. Now we were next door, near as anything."
"But Anna wasn't happy."
Brobich scowled at the memory. "She wouldn't tell me why. We told each other everything, but now she was keeping secrets. We had a big damn fight about it. We made up, but I knew it wasn't all cool with us."
Lau hitched forward a little on her chair. "Did you know Aidan Hewell before he married Mrs. Krol?"
"I'd seen him over their place, but that was about all."
"Then Anna left home?"
"It was a little noisier than that, but yeah."
"Noisy?" Chaz thrust his head out on his long neck, like a microphone on a boom.
Brobich shook her head, and Lau thought regret threaded her voice when she said, "Anna and Mr. Hewell had yelling, breaking-shit fights every couple-few days. Sometimes outside in the yard. Man, they hated each other. I'll say this, though: that man never hit Anna, not even a slap. But yeah, she ran off." Brobich looked away, and Lau wondered if she was facing toward her old house and the past. "She didn't even tell me good-bye. I didn't see her again till her mama's funeral."
"But you still lived down the street from the Hewells."
"Yeah."
"Did you see much of them?"
"Oh, yeah. Mr. Hewell was always around, shoveling sidewalks for the old folks or mowing their lawns or offering to take shit to the dump for people in his truck. He was a scrawny little fart, but when you needed to move a sofa, he'd be there. My mama thought he was just sweet."
"What did you think?"
She was about to give the pat answer, but Lau saw her shelve it and start over. "My girl hated him, you know? And Anna could get all up in her head about some shit, but I didn't think she'd hate like that for no reason. And then my Uncle Bee came by when Mr. Hewell was helping Mama fix the fence gate, and after he left Uncle Bee said we should stay clear of him."
"Why?" Lau asked.
"Uncle Bee said he had some badass friends. Then Mama said right back at him that so did Uncle Bee, and he dropped it. But after that I didn't go in their house."
"What did Erika think of Hewell?"
"Me and her were never close, so I don't know. But I know he thought Erika walked on water. He gave her presents, drove her anywhere she wanted, talked her up to anyone who'd stand still long enough. 'My girl won that prize in school,' he'd say, or 'My girl sings like an angel.' I guess she was his girl, since he adopted her. She got a scholarship to UW, got it when she was just a junior, free ride, and you should have heard him. Like she was smart because of anything he did." Brobich snorted.
Lau tried to watch Brobich closely without seeming to. "A few years later Mr. Hewell was murdered. Were Anna and Erika upset?"
"They didn't know right away, of course, because they were over to my house visiting with me all night. But sure, they were upset. I mean, guy gets beat all to shit in your house? Doesn't matter if you hated him, that's awful."
Lau exchanged a quick, speaking look with Chaz, and they both rose. "Thank you very much, Ms. Brobich," said Chaz. "May we call you if we have more questions?"
"What am I gonna do to stop you? No, go ahead. I don't know what else I can tell you, though."
As they walked away from the house toward the car, Chaz said, "I have two questions. Not for Brobich, though."
"Bet I can guess the first one. Do we think Aidan Hewell was a jammer?"
"We'll never know for sure, but it sounds suspicious, doesn't it?"
"Second question?"
"It's looking pretty certain that there is an actual spider, or spiders, poisoning people. And it can't be random escaped spiders, because they'd behave like spiders, and probably even be spotted in the homes of the victims. So the person we're looking for has some way of remotely controlling the spiders after releasing them. Lets 'em go, gets them to bite the target, brings them back. Are we looking at mind-controlled spiders?"
Lau walked around the rental to the driver's side door. "Oh my God, I hate you right now," she said, and unlocked the car.
*
"Seven," Tan said as he and Falkner drove toward the Hewell home.
"The movie?"
"Sorry. Inflatable Santas in one yard. Did I miss a Christmas movie where Santa gets cloned?" Falkner was driving, so Tan had been able to indulge in decoration-gawking. He wondered if the amount of outdoor Christmas lighting made Janesville visible from space. "And what's with the penguins? Does Santa have a summer place at the South Pole?"
Falkner hunched one shoulder, her eyes on the road. "Don't ask me. I was in high school before I realized flying deer aren't in the Christian bible."
"Padma thinks he's the modern incarnation of the Holy Spirit, so she's very pro-Santa. But at her church— Oops."
"So you don't have an excuse to skip the Christmas party."
The Hewell home was close to the end of its block, next to a vacant store that had probably been built as a mini-mart. Christmas had avoided the area. From the street, the 1950s rambler simply looked quiet, but as they walked up to the front door, Tan noticed flaking paint on the trim and a gutter spout hanging awkward as a broken arm.
A young woman opened the front door and left its glass storm door fastened. She seemed smaller than Anna Krol in every way, short and narrow-shouldered, but the family resemblance was unmistakable if you looked for it. Her jeans were baggy and her sweater was large, which did not necessarily mean anything—in a Wisconsin winter, revealing clothes were for people whose concept of cool was too literal for Tan's taste. She wore no makeup, and her lank beige hair was pulled back in a ponytail in an artless way too severe for artifice. Her little triangular face, exposed, belonged on a fairy in a cage.
Falkner said, "Erika Hewell?"
"Yes?" She stayed behind the glass, watching Tan, and asked him, "What do you want?"
He glanced at Falkner, who held out her ID. He did the same as she said, "Supervisory Special Agent Esther Falkner, FBI. This is Special Agent Arthur Tan. We'd like to ask you a few questions. Do you mind if we come in?"
"What? No." Unlocking the storm door, she asked Tan, "Did something happen to Anna?"
"Your sister's fine," Falkner said. Erika looked at her, then at Tan, and he nodded. Falkner added, "We saw her earlier this evening. But we think you can help us with an inquiry. This should only take a few minutes."
"Well, okay, I guess," Erika replied, and led them inside.
The interior was much like the exterior: a middle-class home that was lived in, but not loved. After the crackling cold of the December night, the room felt heavy with warmth and moisture. The house plants seemed happy about it; they filled the front picture window, and anyplace else in the living room that might get a little light. The building seemed older than it was, and at last Tan realized why: it smelled like age.
"Do you want coffee?" Erika asked Tan. "Or I could make tea. I'm pretty sure I have some. Sit down if you like."
Falkner said, "Thank you, but we shouldn't take the time." She held out her phone and asked, "Do you recognize this man?"
Erika stepped closer to peer at a photo of Rydel Pope. "No." After a moment she looked up from the phone, into Falkner's face, then over to Tan's. "He looks like kind of a jerk, doesn't he?"
Tan wondered if he was supposed to answer that. But Falkner turned to him as well, waiting. So he said, "It's hard to tell from a photo. He died recently."
"He worked with your sister," Falkner said.
"I don't go there. I mean, why would I?"
Again, Tan had the feeling he was supposed to reply. "They probably water the drinks."
Erika grinned, blushing, and skated her eyes down to the floor.
Falkner clicked her phone. "What about this one?"
Erika looked again, squinted, then said, "Loony Lou Kirkland. Ugh."
"Did you ever meet him?"
Erika turned beseechingly to Tan. Tan said, "If there's something we should know—"
"Not in person." She shook her head, as if verbal negation wasn't enough to dismiss Lou Kirkland. "I always changed the channel when his ads came on."
"You seem to dislike him more than I'd expect for a guy you could get rid of with the TV remote."
She looked around the room as if hoping for rescue from the house plants. Finally she said, "A while ago I got a letter from a lawyer wanting to buy my home. I called the number to tell them no, and the woman who answered said it was Kirkland Lumber. I thought maybe I'd called the wrong number, but no, it was a lawyer working for them, and she put me through. He kept saying the property wasn't worth much, and this was a really good offer because they owned all the land around mine and I wouldn't be able to sell this little bit to someone else. But I didn't want to sell it to anyone. Then he said he'd ask Mr. Kirkland if he could go higher, and I just— I hung up."
"When was this?" Falkner asked.
"July, I think. Yes, it was."
The month before Kirkland died. "Did you ever hear from them again?"
"There was another letter a week later. Louis Kirkland signed it. It was a lot like the phone call, except... He wrote as if he knew me. As if we were friends." A little shiver passed across her shoulders. "I tore it up and threw it out."
"Did you tell anyone about the offer?" Tan asked her.
"My sister, Anna. The house belongs to me, but she's family. You know?" She looked hopefully up at Tan, as if she wasn't used to people understanding the concept, and expected better from him. "And I was really upset. Anna said they couldn't force me to sell, but it's not like she's an expert."
Falkner said, "One more photo, Ms. Hewell, and then we'll be going." She brought up a photo of Jean Marie Fernandez.
Erika stared at it without expression. "No."
"You're sure?"
"I'm sure I didn't know her."
"Jean Marie Fernandez. She worked at the Rock County assessor's office."
"I've never been to the courthouse."
Falkner nodded, put away her phone, then said, "You used the past tense when speaking of Fernandez. 'Didn't know,' not—"
A sudden flash of amused superiority crossed Erika's features. "The other two were dead, weren't they? Duh!" Then she looked to Tan, and something like shyness returned.
*
They gathered in the empty breakfast room of their hotel, around the corner from the front desk and the night outside the front doors. In the morning the counters along the walls would be full of too-soft bagels and too-sweet muffins, pre-measured cups of bland waffle batter and a self-serve waffle iron. Now it was cool and bare as a hospital morgue, and lit with a single strip of fluorescents overhead to save energy in the off hours.
Falkner listened to Tan summing up what they'd learned at the Hewell house. He did good work. Where could she get three more of him?
"She mostly paid attention to you?" Chaz asked, frowning. He'd brought a jar of peanut butter and a box of graham crackers from the groceries they'd left at the sheriff's office, and had been determinedly wielding a plastic knife since they'd settled in to share information. He tossed the wrapper from the first stack of crackers as she watched.
"Creepily much. Young woman, alone in her house with two strangers— I would have expected her to distance herself from the male of the pair."
Chaz bolted another cracker, tried to talk around it, and was defeated by peanut butter. His teammates waited until he swallowed. "Did she defer to you and not Falkner? I mean—"
"Yes," Falkner said. "We established at the front door that I was in charge, but she kept ignoring me and looking to Tan for cues and validation. She answered his questions in preference to mine."
Lau opened her mouth and closed it again. Chaz raised his eyebrows and nodded to her.
"It's sometimes a pattern of behavior," Lau said slowly. "In abused children."
Tan rocked back in his chair. "You mean she was abused by her mother?"
Lau shook her head. But it was Chaz who said, "The male abuser may treat the child like a love object. He earns his or her trust and affection. The abuser makes the child feel special. Meanwhile, the child sees the mother can't protect her, or doesn't notice what's going on. She learns to see women as insignificant."
Tan turned to Falkner, as if he hoped she'd tell him something different. But all she could say was, "That sounds about right."
"It fits what we learned from Brobich about the relationship between Hewell and his stepdaughter," Lau said.
"So," Tan said on an outward rush of breath, "the Hewell-Krol household was one big nasty pot of awful, to use the technical term."
"I think I'm too tired to figure out what we're looking at," Lau sighed. "It's turning into a football play diagram in my head."
"Circles and arrows and a paragraph on the back of each one," Tan drawled in someone else's voice. It was an instant before Falkner realized it was from Alice's Restaurant. That told her how tired she was.
"Pack it in," she ordered. "We'll start over first thing in the morning."
"Want me to call the office?" Lau asked.
"I'll do it." And Ben, too, of course, and the girls if they were still up. No, it would be almost midnight at home. "Good night, all."
She dialed Brady's cell as she walked down the corridor to her room. He picked up on the first ring. "We're in for the night," she told him.
"Good. Hafs has the data from the interviews with Brobich and Erika Hewell, so we're up to speed here."
Falkner made end-of-phone-call noises and disconnected. Inside her room she sat down heavily on the end of the bed and called Ben. All fine, give my love to the girls, I miss you, I don't know when I'll be home but I wish it could be right now. Right now.
Anna and Erika Krol, three years apart in age, separated and trying to survive a world that wanted to mash them flat. Why weren't they living together? If she and Ben died after the girls were of age, would Bekk and Deborah live together in the house in Silver Spring? They'd have to make the mortgage payments, and pay the property taxes.
Property taxes. Had Erika Hewell paid the property taxes on the family home, or had Anna? Had there been a check in Jean Marie Fernandez's desk drawer with one of their names on it? Lou Kirkland had made an offer on the Hewell house. Kirkland Lumber was planning a new location. A thriving business in an economic slump. A county employee whose sister was fighting an expensive custody battle. Follow the money. Could it be that straightforward?
She was staggering-tired, but she pulled out her laptop and made notes. Please, God, don't let someone else die from a spider bite tonight. This has to wait until tomorrow.
Finally she crawled between the sheets and turned off the bedside light. She was sliding into sleep, her subconscious already constructing towers of irrational images, when she heard a noise.
She was fully awake in an instant. Awake, she couldn't describe it. A brush against something? A rattle? A scrape? She lay motionless, listening past the sound of traffic from the interstate, the hum of the heater, her own breathing. Direction—where had it come from? Down or up? Should she move?
She shifted slowly, slowly, onto her side, reached, and turned on the bedside light.
She was the only living thing in the room.
Still, she got up and turned on all the lights, then got the LED flashlight on her key ring and searched all the corners, the undersides of the desk and chair and nightstands, under the bathroom sink and in the folds of the shower curtain. Finally she turned off the lights, left the flashlight on the bedside table, and got back under the covers.
We better solve this case in a hurry, she thought, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.
*
"Do you ever sleep?" Brady asked, then had to smother a yawn. He set a cup of coffee within Hafidha's reach, but safely away from the electronics. This dog's been well-trained, he thought with an imagined snort.
"I'll sleep when I'm dead." Hafidha reached for the coffee without looking.
"No, seriously. I'm here for you, but midnight's circling the drain."
"Thrill of the hunt. It keeps me awake." She slurped coffee, then seemed to remember that Brady was an actual human actually in the same room and not a chatbot. She turned an apologetic smile on him. "Also, I've learned some stuff since the Bug ate my brain. I take five-minute micro-naps to get my edge back."
It made Brady a little nervous, the idea of the anomaly having once called the shots of Hafidha's consciousness. Sometimes it still did, he supposed. But he'd watched her wrestle the evil angel and pin it. It might follow her around all day every day demanding a rematch, but Brady thought she could still make it tap out. At least if she couldn't, someone could give her a hand.
"Besides," she added, "you weren't going home until they called in, so why should I?"
Well, hell, somebody had to be at the end of the column, to watch their backs, to cover a retreat. He figured this was the remote version.
"Oh," Hafidha said. Her voice was small and clear, the kind of delivery that would carry to the cheap seats but come off as a whisper.
"What? What is it?"
"I have a— I've got— Okay, wait, wait. Let me get it all. It's too fast right now..."
Brady hadn't the faintest idea what she meant. But she sat upright and rigid in her desk chair, and her displays flung images and information like confetti bombs, too much for Brady to parse.
And that wasn't his job, was it? Brighten the corner where you are, he thought, a little sourly, and clenched his temporarily useless hands between his knees.
At last she flopped against the chair back and sighed, and her monitors fixed on a set of pages layered like a stack of pancakes. "Oh, I am good," she breathed. "Not that this was impossible, but still."
"So make a guy happy and share."
She spun the chair once-and-a-half around and stopped facing him. "I blame Wauwatosa, for having such an awesome name that I failed to automatically Google-map it. It's a near suburb of Milwaukee. Who do we know came from Milwaukee?"
"Tim Miner," Brady said promptly, since he'd been reading over the case notes since the team left. "You pretty much itched to hang my ass on a pike after that one."
"That was when you wanted to shoot my little brudder. Now that you only want to shoot me, I like you fine."
"For the record, I refused to shoot you when, strictly speaking, I was supposed to."
"I know, honey, but I forgive you for that. Enough memory lane shit. I have a story to tell you. The late Aidan Hewell moved to Janesville from Wauwatosa, but he grew up in Milwaukee. Milwaukee's a big city, though, you were going to say."
"I used to live in the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, so no."
"Shush. Spoilsport. Also, Aidan Hewell was significantly older than Tim Miner. So probably no direct contact between them. Because that would be silly. And a coincidence."
"I hate to rush you when you're having so goddamn much fun..."
"Oh, for crying out loud." Hafidha somehow managed to tuck her long legs under her without a struggle. "All right. Let's go back in time to 1987, when hair was big and sixteen people died in a train wreck in Maryland, and yes, that second one is significant. Because it happened the day after a Milwaukee bus driver freaked out, took a bus full of kids hostage, killed a couple of them, and drove off I-794 onto the frozen surface of Milwaukee Bay and subsequently through the ice. The train wreck ate it in the news cycle."
On the screen behind Hafidha's head, a page shuffled: a local news video of a bus being lifted out of smashed ice and water.
"You're saying—"
"The bus driver, Samuel Oskol, had been acting erratically for months, according to his family. Erratic included intermittent zone-outs, compulsive eating, and complaining of hearing unexplained noises." Another image popped up on the monitor, a snapshot of a middle-aged man in front of a Christmas tree with what were probably his grandkids. Sunken-eyed, hollow-cheeked, skin loose on his throat. "On his regular route to school one morning, Oskol picked up his last passenger, shut the bus doors, and drove to the lake. He then proceeded to methodically shoot school kids. A jogger heard the screaming and called the cops."
"Jesus," Brady said. Because you never really got used to hearing stories like that.
"He must have been on a coffee break, honey, because Mr. Oskol snuffed six kids before one of the snipers got a clear shot. Even so, Oskol made it back to the driver's seat and drove the bus into the lake."
"Tell me that finally killed him."
"And three more kids. But here's where it really gets good. They never found Oskol's gun. His family insisted he didn't own one. And a few of the surviving kids said they never saw him holding one."
"Well, now."
"Sounds like our kind of psycho." Hafidha stretched in her chair like a satisfied cat. "Now let me point out that at the time in Milwaukee, the school district buses picked up all the kids in an area regardless of grade, so you got a range of ages on any given bus. The driver stopped at the elementary school, the middle school, and the high school, or wherever he was dropping kids off."
"Hewell and Miner were on the bus." Brady felt as if his chair were gently rocking, like a rowboat. "Oskol was a gamma, and Hewell and Miner were there when he lost his shit."
"When he died, in fact. They were among the kids pulled out of the water. Aidan Adolphus Hewell, age fifteen, and Timothy John Miner, age nine."
Their school photos from that year were on Hafidha's monitor. Even at nine, soft-faced and grinning, with his hair combed severely back, Tim Miner resembled his adult self.
Then the pieces fell—really fell—into their proper places. "Holy shit," he said.
"You got it, did you?"
"The contagion theory. Hewell and Miner are present when Oskol converts under conditions of, well, everyone-shitting-themselves terror. Miner goes on to convert years later after suffering brain damage. Hewell converts—does he? We don't know, but at the very least he's a carrier. Did he pass it on to Anna Krol before she left home?" Was it possible the anomaly could be passed on by contact? No, it couldn't be. If it could, we'd be facing gamma-pocalypse.
Hafidha was watching him, a fixed gaze that reminded him of an NCO he'd once had. The guy would wait, and stare, until you finally worked out that whatever you were doing, you were doing it wrong. So he went scrambling back through the story, and found—
"Oskol had already converted. When he died. Hewell and Miner were there when he died. Anna Krol was there when Aidan Hewell was beaten to death. Wasn't she?"
"It doesn't seem to be the only way to catch the Bug," Hafidha said dryly. "But I believe it worked in my case."
"But she alibied out."
Hafidha smoothed the cloud of her growing-out hair back from her forehead. "Maybe someone should check into that."
*
Stephen Reyes swallowed his bite of cheese and grits before he answered the call. "Falkner," he told the man on the other side of the restaurant table, and thumbed the green button. "Reyes here."
"You don't answer the phone like a retired guy," Falkner said.
"If I weren't retired, I wouldn't be having a leisurely breakfast at Highlands with a celebrity author. Rupert Beale's in town for a signing."
Beale smiled and waved across the table.
"He's waving."
"Put him on speaker, and I'll talk to both of you," Falkner said, in the brisk style that always reminded him of his eighth-grade social studies teacher.
"Good morning, Esther," Beale said. "Where are you?"
"Wisconsin. We have—no, we may have—solid evidence for the contagion theory."
Reyes found he'd swung forward in his half of the booth. For years they'd searched for the nature of the anomaly and how it moved through the human population. It might not be his Grail, but it would be fair to call it his Spear of Destiny. "Tell me."
"Hafidha's e-mailing you documents on a Milwaukee school bus hijacking in '87. The driver was almost certainly a gamma. And Tim Miner and a teenager named Aidan Hewell were on the bus. Hewell was the stepfather of our two current suspects."
Reyes remembered to breathe. "Hafs found this?"
"Using the Miner case and the geographic connection to our current one."
Reyes whistled. "Tell Hafidha she just delivered Christmas."
"Call and tell her yourself. You're the one with time on your hands. Oh, how's the adoption going?"
"More complicated than you'd expect, given that all the parties agree."
"Same thing I thought when we adopted Deborah. Amber still wants to give her daughter up?"
He wanted to say "Yes" and leave it at that. But Falkner deserved his confidence. "She's...not ready to be a mother. Strangely enough, I seem ready to be a dad."
"In more than name at last. Give Autumn a hug from Aunt Esther."
"Will do. And thanks, Esther."
"The missing link," Beale said, as Reyes disconnected. "Or is it the gamma Typhoid Mary?"
"Neither, exactly. We've been narrowing down the possibilities for how the anomaly spreads. I don't think we'll ever identify a Patient Zero, but this could be very strong evidence for a contagion mechanism, without any blood relationships to confuse the findings. We haven't been able to track back more than one such transmission before."
"And even that, not very often." Beale chased a bite of muffin through the hollandaise with his fork.
Reyes wondered if he was thinking of Chaz and William Villette, or Hope Mitchell and her unknown father. "And if we find the mechanism for transmission, we're that much closer to finding the thing itself."
"The organism. The anomalous superbug."
"If you're trying out sound bites and chapter titles, could you please not do it out loud?"
Beale threw back his well-groomed head and laughed. "No, no, I promised. No outright breaches of confidentiality without official authorization. Besides, if I stopped hinting and started telling, my readers wouldn't love me half as much. I don't want to kill that goose before I have to."
"Good. Let me bridge this awkward moment by showing you my kid's artwork."
"My God, you really have gone in for fatherhood, haven't you?"
Reyes drew his new Nexus 7 from his coat pocket, opened the photo gallery, and passed it to Beale.
The picture was a drawing in bright crayon. Under a wide blue sky, a small girl in a hat and coat was holding the hand of a man with skin as dark as Reyes'. They stood beside the Martin Luther King, Jr. Monument. The figures were clumsy, but the proportions and perspective were almost perfect.
Reyes said, "She has the fine motor skills of a little kid combined with the observations of an adult. It frustrates her sometimes, but I tell her her hands are playing a game with her. She's amazing. And no, I do not mean as a subject."
Beale said, "You really expect me to believe she's not your dream study?"
"Oh, I'm keeping a journal for the Idlewood staff. But this time, if there's any conflict—any hint of conflict—between what she wants to be and what anyone wants to make her, the kid comes first, and the mission can go hang."
"Let me get the check," Beale said, looking for it amid the plates and crumpled napkins.
"No, no. The local guy buys," Reyes answered, pushing aside the coffee carafe. It nudged the Nexus, which lurched, tilted—
Before it was completely off the table, Beale caught it and put it back in front of Reyes, further from the edge this time.
Reyes laughed. "Pretty fast for an old guy."
"We may not be all we used to be, but we're still all that." Beale grinned. "Not that I'd want to go up against someone like Chaz."
"There isn't anyone like Chaz."
Beale studied him for a moment, then pushed the tip of a piece of whole wheat toast through the last of his eggs Benedict. "It's good you got out when you did, Stephen."
"Meaning?"
"You've lost enough. There's only so much a person can risk in a lifetime." Beale pointed at the Nexus and grinned. "Including his fancy-pants tablet with his kid's artwork on it."
Reyes gave a snort of laughter. "The real reason why I'm adopting: not enough terror in my life nowadays. Here, Autumn drew this one of us trick-or-treating."
Beale laughed. "Nick Fury and the Black Widow. What was that about people trying to make her into something?"
Reyes smiled sheepishly. "She was the one who said I had to shave my head."
*
When they arrived at the county sheriff's office in the morning, Baumgartner met them at the door again. "We've been upgraded," he said with a grin, and led the way back.
What he led them to was obviously the squad room: two long tables, cushioned stacking chairs, a projector, a whiteboard, video gear, another coffee pot, a mini-fridge, and a row of long, narrow windows looking out on the snow-dusted parking lot.
"I'll go get the good coffee," Chaz said, and disappeared down the hall.
Falkner selected one of the looks she usually saved for her daughters and gave it to Baumgartner.
He surveyed the room. "I might have mentioned something about you having a person of interest in the Pope case. Hell, it's not as if it cost the county money."
They settled in, and Falkner brought Baumgartner up to date on the case so far. Everything except the connection with Tim Miner and Samuel Oskol, of course. Her team had consumed that with their breakfast, and the ramifications were the exclusive topic of conversation over the lousy waffles. Falkner hoped briefing Baumgartner would get them focused again on the gamma at hand.
When she finished, Baumgartner slumped back in his chair and chewed his lip. "Sounds like I need an arrest warrant for Anna Krol."
"No," said Chaz.
Baumgartner stared. Lau and Tan also stared, but only the way they might if they were waiting for a Blue Angels flyover.
"Go ahead," Falkner told Chaz.
He flushed. "Right. Sorry. The psychology isn't right. Anna Krol doesn't like men."
"Then why does she work at a titty bar?" Baumgartner said. "And two of our vics were men."
"There are a significant number of lesbians among female sex workers," Lau told him. "It's a provider and customer relationship, not an affectional one. The gender orientation actually helps maintain that boundary."
"Besides," said Chaz, "I don't mean she doesn't sleep with them. I mean she doesn't like them. She was hostile to Tan, but not to Falkner. She feels solidarity with the other dancers. She won't flirt with male customers even if it means she makes less money. And her tattoo is of a black widow."
"Killer spider," said Baumgartner, but he was no longer insisting. He was interested.
"The myth of the black widow spider is that the female kills her mates. That's not actually always true, but it's what people think. The idea is that it's the female that's powerful."
"And with the Sydney funnel-web spider, it's the other way around," Lau broke in. Falkner could see Chaz's idea blooming in her head.
Chaz beamed at her. "In this spider—the only source of the poison that killed Rydel Pope—it's the males that are venomous. The females are no big deal. The males have the power to kill. And we know whoever's using them isn't treating them as disposable, because there hasn't been one left behind to starve or freeze or get squashed with a hammer. They're valued."
"Anna Krol may not value men," Tan said slowly. "But her sister does."
Chaz nodded. "We need to know what happened in that house the night Aidan Hewell was killed."
"Wait, what?" said Baumgartner.
Falkner drew a breath. Time to explain without explaining. "That night made both Anna Krol and Erika Hewell what they are now. We have some information not directly relevant to this case that suggests Krol, and probably her sister, were there when Hewell was murdered."
"Pope's death is connected to the Hewell murder." Baumgartner said it less as a question than as something he wanted to roll around on his tongue.
Falkner stood up and stepped to one of the long windows. The sky was showing pale blue through the cloud cover, and the sunlight turned the cornfield stubble into dull gold. "Send a marked car to pick up Brobich, and put her in an interview room," Falkner said. "I want her to know we're serious."
Act IV
"Ms. Brobich," Falkner said gently, "tell me what happened when Anna Krol and Erika Hewell came to your door the night Aidan Hewell was killed."
Falkner preferred to do this interview alone, though Chaz and Detective Baumgartner were watching through the glass.
The woman kept her hands under the table. "I hadn't hung with Anna for years, so, you know. We got a pizza, I think. Talked a whole lot, watched some chick movies."
"Which ones?"
"Hell, I don't know." Her voice was cheerful, hearty. "It was like a grown-up sleepover. Just old times shit."
Falkner folded her arms on the table and leaned forward. "Ms. Brobich, I understand you have a little boy."
"That's right." Falkner thought she saw surprise cross Brobich's face in spite of the guard she'd placed on herself.
"Is there someone he could live with, who would take care of him, if you were in prison?"
Yes, that was surprise, and fear. "What the hell are you talking about?"
"I know you want to protect your friend. I respect you for it. But if you continue to tell that story, you're opening yourself to charges of accessory to as many as four murders. And you will get prison time for that."
"It's not a story!"
"I think Anna and Erika did come to your house that night. Sometime after 12:30 a.m. they came to the back door. They were frightened and upset. You let them stay. Anna asked you, if anyone questioned you, to say they'd been there all night."
Brobich was silent. Her chest rose and fell, and her breath whistled in her nostrils.
Falkner concentrated on matching Brobich, inhale for inhale, exhale for exhale. Now for the chisel. "They were hungry, weren't they? They were starving."
Brobich's eyes flew wide.
"They ate anything you could give them. Dry cereal. Frozen peas straight from the bag. Raw eggs. Pancake mix."
"I don't— How did you—" Brobich managed to bring herself to a stammering halt. But the lock was broken, and Brobich knew it as well as Falkner did.
Falkner let the silence creep in before she said, "Anna didn't tell you why she needed you to lie, did she? If you'd been certain, it would have been harder to stick to your story. But when you heard Aidan Hewell had been killed, you wondered."
Brobich said, gravel-voiced, "My girl didn't do murder. I know she wouldn't do that. I think maybe she saw it. Maybe she knew who did it. I said they'd been at my house all night so whoever killed him wouldn't come looking for her."
Falkner leaned back. When they give you what you ask for, take off the pressure. "But that's not what she told you."
"She didn't tell me anything. Erika, she was just gone to pieces. She was crying, and sometimes she'd kind of scream at Anna and start beating on her. Anna was scared, but she was angry, too. Bottled-up angry, like she was going to burn up from the inside."
"Why do you think that was?"
Brobich frowned, tilting her head as if listening. She's never asked herself that. "I don't know. Why would she be mad that somebody killed that sonofabitch? She wouldn't have crossed the street to piss on him if he was on fire." Brobich lifted her eyes to Falkner's face, still frowning. "I don't know."
"Thank you, Ms. Brobich," Falkner said, and stood up. "I'm very glad you told me what happened. I'll get an officer to drive you home."
She stepped into the hall, flagged down a sheriff's deputy, and asked him to give Lorayna Brobich a ride. Then she went into the next room and closed the door behind her.
Chaz looked grave. "You used her son."
"You would have done the same thing," Falkner said.
"Oh, yeah. I just wasn't sure you would."
"Do you think I crossed a line?"
"No," he said, immediate and firm. "I guess I just don't fully appreciate my friends' ruthlessness."
Baumgartner cleared his throat. "One of those girls beat Aidan Hewell's head in."
"Almost certainly Anna," Chaz said. "But there's still no proof."
"Why Anna?"
Chaz turned to Baumgartner, and Falkner winced inwardly and in advance for Baumgartner's disillusionment. "Because Erika loved Aidan Hewell, even though he was her abuser. And Anna tries to protect victims."
*
"Goddamned fucking garbage in!" Hafidha screamed, and Brady banged through the bullpen doors and into Hafidha's sanctum with his heart around his Adam's apple.
"Jesus fucking piss-drinking fumble-fingered drunk-ass student work-release dipshits!" Hafidha, her fingers clenched in her hair, was yelling at her monitor, which as far as Brady could tell displayed an innocent list of names and numbers.
Brady clutched the door frame to stay upright while the adrenaline pumped away. "Damn, woman, you could give me lessons."
"They typoed her name! They fucking typoed her name!" Hafidha jabbed her finger at the screen.
"What are you—"
"It's the list of people who had keys to Jablonski's lab at UW-Madison. She's listed as Erica-with-a-C Howell. So she didn't show up on my search motherfuckers!"
"Girl, I'm just glad to know you're still not God."
"Yeah, wait till the next time I write search parameters."
"So Erika Hewell had access."
"But she wasn't one of Jablonski's students, because, believe me, I did search his class enrollments. He taught some upper-level courses, and in the grad school. She dropped out in her third year."
"So why did she have a lab key?"
"Let's find out." Hafidha flicked her right hand upward at the wrist, then poked the air with her index finger. With each poke, the computer gave a touch-tone beep. "Promise to stay quiet," she said as she dialed, "and I'll put this on speaker."
Brady lifted his empty palms in the universal gesture of "what the fuck."
"Zoology," said a young woman's voice from the speakers.
"Oh, hi!" Hafidha's voice was half an octave higher than usual, and produced from somewhere between her upper palate and her nose. "Look, I need to find somebody, and there's gotta be someone in the department who knows her. This is—" She tapped a name on the key card list. "—Nina Padget. I graduated last year. Is there anyone around who knows Erika Hewell?"
After an instant that seemed weeks longer, the woman said, "I just started this semester. Jason, do you know an Erika Hewell? I've got somebody who wants to find her."
A man's voice, at a distance, replied, "Kiss of the Spider Girl! Sure, I'll take it."
Brady and Hafidha rolled their eyes at each other.
"Hello?"
Hafidha bubbled, "Hi! This is Nina Padget."
"Nina... Yeah, I remember you. Jason Sugarman."
"Jason! Hi." Hafidha sounded deliriously happy. "Oh, man, this takes me right back. Look, I want to get in touch with Erika Hewell. She said something once about a grant program, and I forgot the details. Is she around the department?"
"Uh... No."
"But she said she was going to— Oh, gawd, did the Jablonski thing blow up on her?"
Jason sounded a little more confident. "You could say that."
"Everybody knew he wasn't going to leave his wife."
"Apparently, not Erika."
"Oh, gawd. She made a scene, didn't she?"
In the silence that followed, Brady felt certain, Sugarman was reminding himself that he was an adult, in a respected institution of higher learning, entrusted with the reputations of distinguished professionals.
"In the lab," Sugarman said, his voice lower and breathy, as if he was trying to stay out of earshot of anyone else. "It was pretty ugly. Stuff about being his unpaid assistant, and how he took her for granted. She said his spiders were nicer to her than he was."
So much for maturity and professionalism, Brady reflected.
"No, in the lab?" Hafidha gasped.
"They were alone, but you know those doors. You could hear 'em down the hall. The worst was when she said she was counting on grad school, and he said she couldn't make it past the first cut."
Hafidha took that in. "He was going to sponsor her application."
"She thought so, anyway."
"Poor kid," Hafidha murmured.
"What?"
Hafidha reassumed the voice. "And then he died, right?"
"Like a week later."
"What happened to her? Where did she go?"
"Home, I guess. You wanted to get hold of her?"
"You know what? I think maybe I shouldn't bother her. Thanks, though, Jason. It's been great catching up."
Hafidha killed the connection in the middle of his good-bye. "The primary currencies of academia: publishing and gossip. Damn, Jablonski didn't just fuck her. He fucked her. She thought she'd found another daddy figure. Then it all went boom."
"And she stole his spider eggs and got one of his test subjects to bite him," Brady said, partly as a reminder of which side they were supposed to be on.
"Or it bit him, and that's what gave her the big plan. She couldn't count on the men in her life, so she'd breed some she could count on."
Brady sighed. "You know that phone conversation was what a judge would call 'false representation,' don't you?"
"Knowledge is power, sweetie."
"We're not exactly empty-handed."
Hafidha looked over her shoulder at him, and he thought, The shooters. It was always Sol or Hafidha. Her face said she'd weighed the options and decided it was reasonable to take the shot. "There are two people the information in that phone call might hurt. One of them is Jablonski, and he won't care, 'cause he's dead. The other one might be about to try to kill my family."
Brady pushed away from the door frame. "Then you better call 'em and pass it on."
*
Tan squirmed in the passenger seat of the rental, trying to find the spot where the lumbar support and his back would quit arguing the details of human anatomy. "Is there an unspoken policy that men in the ACTF can't drive?"
Lau kept her eyes on the road. "Have you ever ridden with Chaz? And Brady's a Texan. Enough said."
"I'm a very good driver. Ask Padma."
"Reyes is a good driver. So's Duke. No one's saying men can't drive."
"You just want all the fun."
She smiled. "Took ya long enough."
Lau turned off County Road G into what looked to be a cross between an aging suburban housing development and a mobile home park, and pulled up in front of a lime green double-wide trailer. Icicle mini lights dangled unlit from the edge of the roofline. Fake pine garland coiled around the wrought-iron railing of the front steps, studded intermittently with red plastic bows. The holiday decor combined oddly with the human-high palm tree made of rope lighting that pretended to grow from a cut-down barrel beside the gravel walk.
"Okay, then," said Tan. "Not what you expect from a potential arch-criminal."
"I want the palm tree." Lau shut off the engine and clicked her seat-belt latch. "Goes with my skeleton flamingos."
Tan buzzed the front doorbell twice, and was almost convinced no one was home. Suddenly the door opened a couple inches, and a young woman with cherry-red hair in a thick pink terry-cloth robe squinted through the gap at them.
Lau showed her ID. "Special Agents Nicolette Lau and Arthur Tan of the FBI. Is Anna Krol here?"
The red-haired woman blinked twice. A mild funk of day-old marijuana smoke leaked out past her. "Nope. The fridge is empty, and Spider lost the coin toss. Try back in half an hour."
"Are you her housemate?" Lau glanced at the notes on her phone. "Stephanie Schulketz?"
"I prefer Stevie, and sometimes we mate outside the house. Why?"
Have they stopped circulating the memo? Tan wondered. The one about the FBI having no sense of humor of which we are aware? "Do you mind if we come in and ask you a few questions?"
Stevie frowned. Before she could speak, Tan said, "If you want to do a quick tidy-up before we come in, that's fine. We're trying to learn what happened to Rydel Pope. We're not interested in anything else, honest."
Stevie stared at him for a long moment, then said, "Fuck, I'm not going to be able to fall back to sleep. Want some coffee?"
"Thanks," Lau said. "But we tanked up at Mocha Moment."
"And didn't bring me any? Bitch." She grinned and held the door open.
The trailer appeared to have been decorated via Craigslist in an attempt to re-create the 1960s. The papasan chair cupped a faded red cushion, the humdrum sofa wore an Indian bedspread disguise, and a gold bottle-glass lamp hung on a bronze chain from the ceiling. The string of multicolored lights crisscrossing the acoustic tile overhead were too dusty to be seasonal. If he didn't look out the window at snow and pine trees, Tan would have expected to walk out the door into Haight-Ashbury. Which was one way to survive a Wisconsin winter, he suspected.
As Stevie started the coffee in the kitchen nook, she said, "Hey, if one of you is in charge, does that mean the other is the junior G-man?"
Tan said firmly, "No."
"As Agent Tan said, we're investigating the death of Rydel Pope." Lau's deadpan could rival Falkner's.
"Spider mentioned that. The whole 'special agents' thing cracked us up. It sounds like you ride the short bus."
"The what?"
"You know. The bus for the special needs kids. Like when the regular agents are too busy, they send you."
"In the FBI, we're all special—" Tan began, then finished, "I can't believe I said that."
As Stevie laughed, Lau asked, "What do you think happened to Pope?"
"Serious bad luck. His fifteen minutes of fame came from being bitten on the wrong continent. Do you think a customer lost a pet spider at Road Rabbits, and it went home with him?"
"It's too soon to speculate."
"Spider said he was a bastard, but that's not enough to make anyone put a poisonous spider in his socks."
Lau nodded noncommittally, then looked around the trailer. "This must be convenient for getting to work, but isn't it a bit of a drive when Anna wants to see her sister?"
Stevie opened the refrigerator and took out a quart of milk, which, Tan noticed, was literally the only thing in the fridge. "Does Erika have something to do with this?"
"We check out plenty of dead ends," Tan said. "Fat reports make bosses happy. Could she have something to do with Rydel's death?"
"No way. Erika's freaky, but she's not Addams Family freaky."
"How freaky is she?"
"Um. Hoarder freaky?"
"I talked with her yesterday at her house," Tan said. "I didn't see hoarding."
Stevie flipped hair out of her eyes. "Well, not hoarding, exactly. But you try to change one thing there, and it's like you're killing a baby. Whose name is Jesus."
"She keeps the place pretty warm."
"You think? And did you notice the smell? Spider and I tried living there for a while, before we got this place." Stevie shook her head at the memory, then poured herself a cup of coffee and splashed milk into it.
"What sort of smell?" Lau asked.
"Mildew. I fucking hate mildew."
That was it, Tan realized, the smell he'd noticed. A smell he associated with feeble old men and damp carpet.
Stevie added, "Erika ran the humidifier all the damn time, and kept the place super warm. All the towels and rugs got mildew, and stuff went moldy. I kind of lost it when I realized the salt shaker had rusted. Rusted. I mean, seriously?" She carried her brimming cup past him and plopped down on the sofa without spilling. Waitress, he thought with half his attention, and shooed it away. More important things...
"Lost it how?" Tan asked, as casually as something like that could be asked.
"Oh, you know. There was yelling." Stevie gave him a lopsided smile. "I got all up on my high horse and said shit was going to change or Spider and I were out of there. As soon as the words were out of my mouth—I didn't even have to see Spider's face—I realized I didn't get to speak for her."
Tan nodded and sat down on a round, fat ottoman near the sofa. "You were asking her to choose between Erika and you."
"Yeah. Except it never got to that. Erika blew the hell up and said she wanted us to leave. Said she never wanted us there. And that Spider had always hated the place anyway, so why was she living there?" Stevie sighed and shook her head. "I wanted to fucking shoot myself, I really did. It hurt Spider so much that Erika said that, and it was my fault."
"So you moved out," Lau said gently.
"After that..." Stevie pressed her lips closed. "They made up. It's okay now, pretty much. We visit her."
Lau asked Stevie, "Do you go there often?"
"It depends, I guess. And I try to keep to the living room and the bathroom. If her water heater broke, I don't know what the hell she'd do."
"The water heater?"
"If you open the basement door, it's like you're killing Baby J and Baby Krishna, too. She takes the idea of personal space way too far."
The sound of a holed muffler made all three of them look up. "There she is," Stevie said, jumping up and hurrying to the door.
An old Honda with a swarm of bumper stickers on its tail had parked next to the trailer. Stevie flung open the front door. "Hey, Spider! The G-men are here! The G-woman's kinda hot!" She glanced at Tan and added, "You're also hot in a guy way."
Anna Krol, in a long black parka with her hands full of Pick 'n' Save bags, stood at the bottom of the front steps, looked at Tan, and said, "What the fuck did I not fucking answer fucking yesterday?"
She stamped up the stairs and pushed through the door. Stevie stepped back and looked from Tan to Anna, then stepped back again.
Lau said, "Ms. Krol? I'm Special Agent Nicolette Lau. We're here to ask you a few questions about your sister."
Anna dropped the bags on the counter and turned. "Erika? You think Erika had something to do with Asswipe's death?"
Tan was impressed. He hadn't thought Anna Krol could look more disdainful, yet he was clearly wrong.
Lau shook her head. "We just—"
"She's a scared kid who barely leaves the house. The only things she knows about Rydel are what I told her and what she's seen on TV."
"What've you told her?" Lau asked.
"That he was an asshole."
Stevie said, "And about that time he shoved you against the wall."
Anna glared at her. "Stevie, shut up."
Stevie said, "When he said you should look up some of the shit that happens to union organizers."
"Stevie!" Anna turned on Tan and Lau. "This interview is over."
Stevie frowned. "Spider, it's like being on Bones. If they want to waste time, so what?"
Anna pointed at the door and glared at Tan and Lau. "Fucking go already!"
Stevie put her hand on Anna's shoulder. Anna jerked away from it.
"Anna," Lau said, "at least three people have been murdered. There will be more."
"It's got nothing to do with Erika."
"I think you know it does. When Lou Kirkland died after your sister told you about his letter, it crossed your mind, but you didn't believe it."
"Get out of my house." Anna grabbed one of the bags off the counter and took a step toward the refrigerator.
"But when Rydel Pope died— You've been trying to ignore what you know. What happens when the next person dies, Anna?"
"God damn it, are you deaf, or just fucking stupid?"
"We'll bring her in for questioning—"
"No! Stay away from her!"
"— and if we find evidence, she'll be under arrest for—"
"Don't you touch my sister!"
Tan's hand was on the grip of his weapon under his jacket, and he wondered how it had got there. The brown paper grocery bag was crushed between Anna's hands, and a dark stain spread across the bottom, dripping yellowish liquid. He remembered the sound, part pop, part crack, like a breaking bone. A glass bottle of orange juice.
"Oh, baby," Stevie whispered, then louder, "Oh, baby. It's okay." She put her arms around Anna's shoulders and kissed her cheek.
Anna stood motionless as juice puddled on her boots and the floor. Only her lips moved, twisting and squeezing as if they wrestled with something inside her mouth.
Lau stepped forward.
"Nikki," Tan warned.
But Lau kept going. She laid her hands lightly over Anna's, then gathered the wreckage of the bag, slid it out of Anna's grip, and set it on the vinyl floor of the kitchen.
Anna's legs folded under her and she sat down hard, dragging Stevie with her.
Lau wiped her hands on her coat and crouched next to Anna. "That's what you said to your stepfather, isn't it?"
Anna raised her face. It was blotchy, as if she were crying, but her eyes were dry. "What?"
"What you said to your stepfather the night he died. 'Don't you touch my sister.'"
When Anna didn't reply, Lau continued softly. "You knew Erika worked with spiders in college. You knew she kept something in the basement she wouldn't let you see. You wanted to protect her, but you couldn't figure out how to protect her from herself. So you pretended there was nothing to see. Because you would have gone crazy otherwise."
Anna began to rock a little. Stevie hugged her tighter and stroked her hair. "Shhh, shhh."
"I want you to leave now," Anna said, flat-voiced and grating. "Please."
Stevie looked from Lau to Tan. "I think maybe you better."
As they went out the door, Tan saw Lau lay one of her cards on the kitchen counter, beside the surviving grocery bags.
In the car, Tan said, "The world's full of people who can't catch a break...and then the anomaly shows up. Is that how it usually is?'
Lau kept her eyes on the road. "Sometimes." After a moment, she added, "Most of the time."
They traveled in silence through the winter landscape, gray and tan and pale blue. Fix this, he ordered himself. So he sighed theatrically. "Wisconsin. Basements. What is it with Wisconsin and basements?"
"You and Duke can argue about which is scarier, Wisconsin or Texas."
"Hah. I've got Ed Gein, Jeffrey Dahmer, and Barry Petrewski. And now, mind-controlled poisonous spiders in a basement! Does the new guy go in first?"
Lau grinned. "If I have anything to say about it."
*
Esther Falkner gathered her team and Detective Baumgartner for what she hoped would be their last conference around the squad room table.
Chaz told the room, "The Sydney funnel-web spider is usually up to two inches long. If Erika's been breeding them, it's possible she's figured out how to increase both the toxicity of the venom and their size."
Baumgartner rubbed his eyes. "When I said you guys did the Batman cases, I really didn't expect giant super-spiders."
Chaz shrugged. "Possibly giant super-spiders. They deliver a full dose when they bite, usually striking repeatedly. In extreme cases, symptoms appear in less than an hour—one study found a median time of twenty-eight minutes. There's a case of a small child dying within fifteen minutes of a bite. But that was before the development of an antivenom."
"Which, if we need it, may arrive at the hospitals in time," Falkner added.
Baumgartner said, "So we're going in with rabbits' feet and our fingers crossed hoping we don't get bit?"
Falkner turned to him. "Do emergency services in the area have Level B hazmat gear?"
"Janesville Fire Department. They're the only Level B team in the county. You want 'em to go in?"
"No, we need to borrow their equipment. I'm sure they're good at their jobs, but they're not trained to do what we do."
"Which is?"
Falkner considered his round, pink face, and wondered at the firmness in it. "Erika Hewell is not...an ordinary person. We're trained in the psychology of criminals like her."
Baumgartner stuck out his lower lip. "You mean the kind that tell spiders what to do?"
No one tried to answer him. Because what could they say?
He added, "I never thought this was somebody who dropped a damn spider down the chimney and hoped it bit the right person. Everything pointed to it not working that way."
Falkner drew a long, slow breath, which was as much stalling for time as anything else. "There are things we're not allowed to tell you." Over Baumgartner's shoulder, she saw Chaz wince, and Lau give him a wordless sympathetic glance.
"That's okay," said Baumgartner. "I'd rather have silence than bullshit."
"Then I promise that whatever I say, it won't be bullshit. Here's what we're going to do. I'll go up to Hewell's front door looking as harmless as possible and ask her to come with me. If she comes peacefully, we bring her in, seal the house, and wait for specialists to come in and deal with the spiders."
"If she doesn't?" Baumgartner asked.
"Then my team will be ready with hazmat suits and spray tanks of insecticide. We'll do a hard entry, take Hewell into custody, and neutralize her livestock."
"Do we have to kill the spiders?" That was Lau.
"With more resources and information, maybe we wouldn't. It's possible the cold alone would keep the spiders contained. But you know I can't call it that way."
Tan raised a hand. "The profile says she's more likely to defer to a man."
Falkner remembered being the new guy, what it was like to balance caution and the need to prove yourself. "No one expects you to volunteer for this."
Tan blinked. "I...am, though. Yes. I am."
Baumgartner said, "Hell, if you just need a dumb guy to tell her she's under arrest—"
Chaz said, "If you're taking volunteers—"
Falkner stared at Tan until she saw him twitch. "She seemed to make a connection with you."
"I think so."
Baumgartner was sitting next to her; she shouldn't speak too freely. But she owed him the warning as much as Tan. "Remember, Erika Hewell is potentially dangerous herself, aside from the spiders. She'll be abnormally strong and fast, and her motivations may be unexpected. Don't drop your guard." She surveyed the faces around the table. "Any of you."
And that, short of an FBI white paper that wasn't forthcoming, was as far as she could go. "Tan, you'll take point. If she doesn't come willingly, walk away from the house and let the rest of us handle it. For all we know, she may keep a few friends in her pockets."
Baumgartner pushed himself away from the table. "I'll call East Side Station and get 'em to meet us out there with the Hazardous Materials Response unit."
*
I'll have to tell Padma I volunteered, Tan thought. I may be lucky if the spiders get me.
While the others gathered gear and arranged tactical support, he found a quiet corner of the station and called Padma, wondering if he would be happier if she picked up or he got voice mail. When she said, "Hey, Wart," he knew the answer.
"Hey, Peanut. Just checking in with my favorite girls."
"One's napping. The other is very glad to hear your sexy, sexy voice."
He felt a pleasant shiver course his nerves. "I'm afraid someday you'll wake up and realize you married the vice president of the AV Club."
He could hear her smile. "Of course I did. This way I never have to program the DVD recorder. You realize I know what you're up to with these phone calls."
"You do?"
"You're about to do something dangerous, and you want to make sure you've told me you love me before you do it."
He considered denying it, but not for long. "...Maaaaybe."
"Well, keep it up." When he didn't answer immediately, she said, "What?"
"I volunteered for something. It was the right choice."
"How much more should I worry?"
"Hardly at all."
"Wart..."
"I don't know how to measure it."
She didn't pause. "Home watching TV is one. Running into a burning house is ten."
"What did you think it was before I called?"
"Five. I'll always think it's at least five when you're on a case."
"Then it's six."
"No lie?"
"Never a lie."
"If it's ever ten and you can call, I still expect it."
He laughed. "You expect, 'Hi, honey, running into a burning house, love you, talk later'?"
She said, perfectly seriously, "Not having time to call is an excuse. Anything else is just being an asshole."
"You are a hard woman."
"Which is why you love me."
"It's on the long list." He glanced around the room. His teammates were almost ready. He said, "Gotta run. Main tumse pyar karta hoon, bunch of honey."
"Wo ai ni, sweet thing."
Act V
"Tap, tap, tap. Is this thing on?" Tan asked the air as he looked across the street at the Hewell house. In daylight it looked swaybacked and weary, its siding faded and stained with rust and mildew.
"You sound just like you," Chaz Villette's thin tenor sounded in his earpiece.
"Remember," Falkner chimed in, "try to talk her out. Don't go in the house."
"Got it," he said, and started walking.
He wasn't alone. Police and sheriff's deputies were watching from cover on all sides of the house. The trailer beside him, that looked as if it might be loaded with construction gear, hid his teammates in Tyvek, heavy boots, gloves, and breathing equipment. Plenty of backup.
Okay, Erika. Let's leave 'em with nothing to do.
He pressed the doorbell. In one of the door's side lights the curtain twitched; then Erika Hewell opened the front door.
Her thinness screamed "gamma" to him now. Innocent until proven anomalous. If the world knew about the anomaly, mobs would hunt down and kill people with overactive thyroid glands. Her smile said "shy girl" and that was who he needed to reach.
She wore a red cardigan, white crewneck, and gray jeans. Her hair had been washed and carefully braided. He could imagine her stepfather telling her she looked pretty, and his heart broke a little as she pushed open the storm door. "Special Agent Tan! Would you like to come in?"
The entry area behind her had been tidied and vacuumed. The bit of the living room he could see looked as if it had been cleaned up, too.
He could grab her wrist and jerk her out of the house. Were there spiders in her pockets? What was the line between practical and paranoid? Who did he fear disappointing more, Falkner or Padma?
Orders are orders. "I wish I could." He made himself smile, which felt fake and shiny. Chaz should have done this after all, with his cautious grimace that fit into every situation. But her smile widened. He said, "Would you mind coming with me to the station? We've got a few questions we'd like to ask."
Her pleasure stayed on her face as her mouth opened. Behind him, from the street, he heard a resonating thunk, hollow plastic on something hard. Erika's gaze left him and focused over his shoulder. For an instant her eyes narrowed. Then they flew back to his face, and her smile looked the way his felt.
It just went pear-shaped.
"Sure," she said. "Let me get my coat."
She stepped back and closed the inner door. He heard the deadbolt thud home, and her quick steps fading in the hall.
"We're blown!" he said for the microphone. "She's running!"
"Tan, pull back," Falkner ordered in his earpiece, as Baumgartner said, "All units, suspect on the move. Cover the exits."
"Erika, wait!" Tan shouted through the door. "We're not going to hurt you. Erika!"
A stranger's voice crackled in his ear. "No movement on the back door." Another voice: "North side, no movement." And another: "South side, nothing."
Tan looked over his shoulder and saw his teammates, like rumpled astronauts in their hazmat suits, jogging across the street. The plastic spray tanks of insecticide hung from slings across their bodies, a bandolier without cartridges supporting a sci-fi movie mystery weapon.
A mystery to him. But not to Erika, who studied insects.
Who would have seen the tank that had fallen in the street, that still rocked against the curb.
She wasn't afraid they'd hurt her.
*
Falkner felt isolated in her suit and mask. Her breathing sounded more immediate than the voices over her earpiece; those voices connected to the baggy white forms of her team only because she knew they must. Reflections glancing off the clear plate before her face gave everything she saw a televised, two-dimensional quality. The filtered air had no smell and didn't move against her skin.
"Clear!" said Chaz from the far bedroom, and Lau repeated it from the kitchen.
Daylight, too, contributed to the unreality of the house's interior. It was shabby and ordinary, and except for the houseplants, impersonal. Falkner searched those plants with a high-powered flashlight and the end of her sprayer wand, but nothing moved among them but the leaves she'd disturbed.
"I'm going into the basement," Lau said.
"Wait for backup." Falkner got to the kitchen in two accelerated heartbeats and found Lau's small white-suited form at the basement door. "Chaz, we're going in. Heads up, everyone." Because proximity was pressure, and they didn't know what Erika could do under pressure.
According to Anna Krol, there were no guns in the house. Baumgartner had found that reassuring. To her team, it was almost irrelevant.
There was light downstairs, but not the shadowless brilliance of the laboratory. They descended slowly, watching in spite of the protection of the suits for scurrying motion along the stair rail, underfoot, overhead. Would they hear them, as Falkner expected to in her motel room?
While they were watching for spiders, would Erika ambush them? A gamma would have the strength to rip Tyvek.
The basement wasn't a laboratory, but a nursery. It had been cleared to make room for an old Ping-Pong table covered with assorted aquarium tanks, heaters, and water misters. The screen covers were pulled away from about half the tanks.
Erika Hewell stood against the wall across from the foot of the stairs. Her arms were half-extended, as if in welcome. A spider nestled in each bare palm; another half-dozen crawled over her sleeves. The bare bulbs in the ceiling fixtures shone on each glossy purple-brown body. A cluster of them clung to her sweater, circling her neck like a dark mockery of a garland. One scuttled across her smooth hair and stopped above her ear.
"Put them back in their homes, Erika," Lau said, strong in her ear. "You're in charge here. We know that. We don't want to harm you or your spiders, but you're the one who has to keep them safe by putting them back where they can't be hurt."
Erika's chest rose and fell as she looked from Lau to Falkner and back. Nothing in her face said she was listening.
We're enemies. Monsters. Shapeless, faceless things with amplified voices. Falkner turned down her radio and raised her voice to be heard past her faceplate. "Erika. This is Esther Falkner. Agent Tan and I were here yesterday evening."
Erika's head swung toward her, and her living necklace shifted. "Get away from me."
"Erika, I can't imagine how you feel. I know you've been hurt, that you've suffered. I don't want to make it worse."
Erika didn't speak, but in her face Falkner saw a subtle change. Interest? Curiosity? Lau shifted slightly, to move Falkner into the foreground.
"Maybe I can help. It must be hard to trust people. They fail you, don't they? Your mother should have protected you. Dr. Jablonski betrayed you—"
Erika's snort of disgust startled everyone in the basement, including the spiders.
"That's why you killed him, isn't it?"
"Killed him?" Erika was shocked, outraged. "I loved Jon! He died by accident. And after he was gone, I knew they'd destroy the eggs, and all his work would be gone, too, so I took them. I was the only one who cared as much as he did!"
The spiders scrambled over her, perhaps disturbed by her emotions.
"I'm so sorry." My God, how do I negotiate from inside this thing? Voice, expression, body language, all muffled. "Erika, I understand how much you care. Let us help you. Let us take you to your sister. She's so worried about you."
"You don't understand anything." Erika's chin lifted with what looked for an instant like pride.
It was also what people did when they prepared themselves for fear and pain.
"Erika, don't—"
Erika smiled. For the first time, she looked cruel. "Tell Anna I forgive her."
Falkner jammed her thumb down on the sprayer button and pointed the wand at Erika. Lau was almost as quick. Insecticide beaded on Erika's hair and clothes. Erika raised her hands to shield her face, heedless of the spiders in them.
The spiders still clung. And they began to bite.
Lau lunged forward, trying to knock spiders off with the end of her wand. A few fell off. It wouldn't be enough. Falkner closed in and sprayed each spider, close-range. Some dropped. Some were stuck in the yarn of Erika's sweater, twitching as the insecticide reached their nervous system.
Erika's eyes and mouth were squeezed tight closed. Falkner couldn't tell if the moisture on her pale face was insecticide, sweat, or tears. She swayed, slipped down the wall, and sat on the concrete floor, drooping sideways.
"We need a medic team in suits in the basement! Now!" Falkner shouted. Lau repeated it, and Falkner remembered she'd turned her radio down. She sprayed every spider still moving, then sprayed them whether they moved or not, then brushed their bodies off Erika's slumped form. By the time the paramedics got down the stairs, they needed the hazmat gear to protect them from the cloud of insecticide. But the liberated spiders were dead.
*
Arthur Tan sat on the back bumper of a sheriff's car in front of Erika Hewell's home. He'd decided several minutes ago that he was about as familiar with the events of the very recent past as he was likely to get. Still, he kept checking them over.
The car sagged a little under a second weight, and Tan looked up to see Chaz Villette beside him, shoulders hunched up and in, long thin legs thrust out in front of him. He wore the nonsmiling version of the expression Tan had judged, standing at the Hewell front door, as more effective than whatever he himself was doing.
"You okay?" Chaz asked. Then, as if the words were a bad idea, he grimaced.
"Yeah," Tan said. "Just thinking."
"It'll still come back at three a.m., you know."
Tan nodded. He'd planned to leave it at that. But he found himself saying, "I keep going over it. Things I could have done or not done."
Chaz leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, and didn't say anything, let alone the things Tan expected, like "You followed orders" or "You did everything you could."
So Tan said, "It went south when somebody dropped that tank. I saw her reaction. And I know... If I had been more inside her head, seen it the way she was seeing it, I could have done the right thing. I'd have been on her side."
"But we're not," said Chaz.
It stopped him; it was a thought from the present, not the recent past.
"Which would you rather live with," Chaz continued, "that you were honest with her, or that you lied to her? You have to pick one or the other."
"I'd pick the one that doesn't end with her in the ambulance."
Chaz shook his head. "I don't think that one was ever on the table."
Falkner walked toward them from the hazardous materials trailer. Her suit was wrinkled, wisps of her dark hair fell loose around her face, and the lines around her mouth and eyes seemed to have multiplied since yesterday. When she reached conversation distance, she held up her phone. "Erika started seizing in the bus. By the time she reached the ER there wasn't much they could do."
"Antivenom?" Chaz asked. "Did they have it?"
Falkner shook her head.
*
This is what we do, Falkner thought. We save them when we can, and we mourn them when we can't, but the logic of survival says we have to watch a broken girl kill herself. We watch, and remember. Because that's what life expects of us.
The I.D. was a formality, but formalities were most important in the face of grief and loss. They straightened the corners of life where it had been knocked askew.
Anna Krol walked out of the morgue in the basement of Mercy Hospital head down, hugging herself. Falkner didn't think that was just from cold.
"I'm so sorry," she said, stepping forward.
Anna stopped and looked up. She seemed to struggle for the response to that. "Thank you," she said at last, mechanically.
"I think you loved your sister very much."
Anna looked back at the door she'd just passed through. "I would have done anything for her. But she never really gave a shit about me."
You don't believe that, Falkner wanted to say. You just want an excuse to not hurt. "She killed Rydel Pope for you."
Anna's face was hard, but her eyes were red and bright with tears. "You think? Or was she just looking out for her meal ticket?"
Falkner gathered her coat off a chair and slung it over her shoulder. "Would you mind if we talked a little? Off the record. I'll buy the coffee."
"This had better not be a pass," Anna said, trying for her old caustic tone.
"We're both taken, remember?"
Falkner led the way to the hospital cafeteria, which served Starbucks and what looked like decent food. She left Anna at a table while she bought two cups of coffee and a turkey sandwich. When she came back, she set the sandwich in front of Anna.
"What's this?"
"You have a disorder that, among other things, causes you to metabolize calories too quickly. You need five to six thousand of them a day just to maintain weight, and if you're active, you need more."
Anna's mouth hung slack.
"Eat, please," Falkner ordered. "I'll talk." Falkner sipped the acceptable black coffee in the china mug. "Your sister had the same disorder. In her case, it also allowed her to control the spiders she raised. We don't know exactly how. I hoped she'd tell us."
Anna stopped chewing and struggled to swallow. After a moment she took another bite, swallowed it, and said in a fairly steady voice, "So we inherited it."
"No. We believe you caught it, probably from your stepfather on the night he died."
Anna held perfectly still, the second triangle of sandwich suspended in both hands over her plate. Falkner longed to tell her not to bother, that her very stillness said she was trying not to give herself away. "Erika and I weren't there," she said at last.
"Lorayna Brobich told us the truth."
Anna's eyes closed tight. "That stupid bitch," she sighed. The words were absurdly gentle.
"You killed him, didn't you? To protect your sister."
"No," Anna said. "I didn't kill him."
"Erika wouldn't have done it."
A muscle popped in Anna's lean jaw and her eyes narrowed. But she only said, "I didn't kill him."
"Unfortunately, even in the absence of an alibi, there's not enough evidence to convict you. I say 'unfortunately' because if you were incarcerated I might be able to keep you safe."
Anna ate doggedly through the last of her sandwich. "That's supposed to scare me," she said when she finished.
"Why should it? You don't know what I'm talking about."
Anna pushed her plate away and slouched back in her chair. Bring it, her posture said.
Falkner kept her voice matter-of-fact. "My team specializes in finding people like you and your sister. When they've broken the law, we try to take them into custody and get them help. But recently we've discovered there's someone else who finds people like you. Whoever he—or she—is, he doesn't deal in prison and treatment. He's an executioner. And if we've found you, there's a very good chance he'll be right behind us." He had found Drew Pennicuik in Boston, who broke his victims' hearts for pleasure. He had found Viv Paliotto in Seattle. He'd strangled them.
"You want me to say I committed murder so you can protect me."
"There are several options I can recommend. Yes, that's one. If you confess to the murder of Aidan Hewell, you'll be taken to a secure facility in Virginia that specializes in criminals with your disorder. It's more a hospital than a prison in most cases. You'll get excellent care, education, and therapy. And the food is good." Falkner let a corner of her mouth twitch as she nodded at Anna's empty plate.
"Well, wow. I bet they're lining up for that deal." Anna bit her lip.
"It wouldn't be my first choice," Falkner admitted, which made Anna snort and visibly relax.
"What else have you got?"
"We can find you housing on the grounds of that facility, and a job there. You'll be free to come and go, but it will be easier for us to protect you. And to be honest, to study you."
"Oh, fuck that shit," Anna said.
Falkner fingered through her card case, found the right one, and passed it to Anna. "That's the contact information for the director of the facility, Casey Ramachandran. Call him. I think you'll find he'd mostly like to talk to you about yourself."
Anna picked up the card and studied it, as if she could read secrets in the texture of the paper. "There's nothing to talk about."
"You and your sister were exposed in the same incident. She went on to commit serial murder. Your impulses were so different that you risked your job and possible injury to stand up for other people. I think you may have a lot to tell Dr. Ramachandran."
Anna puffed through her lips in dismissal. But she shoved the card in the pocket of her jeans.
Falkner leaned back from the table and folded her hands on its edge. "I can think of only one more alternative: to disappear. It's difficult to construct a false identity, but you may be able to do it. The key to success is to cut every tie: geography, friends, job, hobbies, habits. But if you do, any help you can give people like you and your sister will be lost."
Anna picked up her napkin and began to tear strips off one end. "Cutting all the ties. That means Stevie."
"That means everything. Unless Stevie is prepared to become someone else, too."
"I'm pretty sure parts of that fake-I.D. thing are illegal." Anna raised her eyes from the napkin just enough to stare at Falkner from under her eyebrows.
"Then it's a good thing that if you do it right, I'll never know." Falkner pushed her chair back and stood up. "Take a little time. Consider the options. Talk to Ms. Schulketz. But the clock has started."
Anna balled the ruined napkin in her fist. "You guys sure know how to bring the fucking party."
Esther Falkner focused on fishing the rental's key out of her pocket. "Get your coat. I'll give you a ride home."
*
Federal Bureau of Investigation 
Anomalous Crimes Task Force 
J. Edgar Hoover Bldg., Washington, D.C.
To: Rock County Sheriff's Department
Janesville, WI
Dear Sir:
We appreciate your department's swift and appropriate response to the unusual circumstances surrounding the murder of Rydel Pope. Thanks to the awareness and prompt actions of Detective Michael Baumgartner, we were able to prevent the suspect from taking additional lives. Her accidental death was a terrible and regrettable circumstance, but it in no way reflects on the exemplary conduct of your office and Detective Baumgartner.
We hope you won't hesitate to bring cases to our attention should they seem to warrant it.
Sincerely,
Supervisory Special Agent Esther Falkner
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