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There is nothing on earth
that does not contain the seed of a possible Hell; a face, a word,
a compass, a cigarette advertisement, are capable of driving a
person mad if he is unable to forget them. —Jorge Luis Borges






Act I

Los Angeles, CA, April 2, 2010

Samantha Fujiyama pushed slipping glasses up
her nose. She needed to get to her optometrist and get the frames
tightened, or maybe a new pair, or maybe—hell—just spring for
Lasik. In her copious spare time. Between autopsies. And paperwork.
And child care.

Or maybe she’d just keep pushing the
damned things up until they wore a pressure sore on the bridge of
her nose. That would really complete her look. The push turned into
compression against her greasy forehead. Every time she shut her
eyes against the glare of her monitor, she felt like she was
scraping them across the bulge of her headache. Memo to me. Check blood pressure.

It would have to be later, after she left
the office. She had the M.D. All she was missing was the blood
pressure cuff and stethoscope. Her patients didn’t require the use
of either instrument.

They did, however, require a significant
amount of paperwork. Pixelwork. Whatever. And some of them weren’t
even her patients. Part of her job as a medical examiner was going
over routine death paperwork, the kind that usually didn’t result
in an autopsy—or if it did, one performed at the hospital rather
than by the Coroner’s Office. The decedents whose files she was
reading now, for example—she’d never seen their bodies. These were
routine deaths—deaths by misadventure or illness or overdose,
deaths from alcoholism and auto accident. Influenza, cancer,
hemorrhage. Heroin overdose. Heroin overdose again.

Her hand moved the wireless mouse as she
skipped back. Three heroin overdoses in the space of a few days was
not particularly unusual; heroin use had been back on the rise for
the last five years or so, after losing ground to methamphetamine.
But three heroin overdoses suffered by middle-class professionals
with—she popped open a different window and checked—no known
history of drug use—

“Huh,” Samantha said, headache momentarily
lost in a rush of adrenaline. “That’s funny.”

She reached for her phone. It rang twice
before a tired-sounding woman picked up. “LAPD, Homicide.
Nield.”

“Hey, Marisol,” Samantha said, full of
female solidarity. “I’ve got one here that could be a career-killer
or a commendation. You want it?”

There was barely a pause. “Hey, Sam. Can I
get a little more detail?”

“Potential serial,” Samantha said.
“Emphasis on the potential,
for now.”

There. She’d said it, and saying it made it
real. On the other end of the line, Marisol’s held breath whooshed
out.

“Let me grab a pen,” said Marisol.

Samantha smiled at the
receiver. Attagirl.

 


J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC,
April 2, 2010

Arthur Tan had his headphones on, because
Jethro Tull played painfully loud was the only thing keeping him
halfway awake. His eyes burned and his feet ached and he felt
faintly nauseated with exhaustion. In short, a typical day in the
life of a new parent.

He’d promised, when bargaining with Padma,
that he’d get out of the bomb school and that he’d take the
midnight feedings. He hadn’t quite known what he was letting
himself in for, but nobody would ever be able to say that Arthur
Tan had backed out of a deal. He smirked slightly, remembering when
the hangover and sleep deprivation would have been from partying
late and raising Cain. Or raising Naima Morgan Parvaaz-Tan,
which—it turned out—was infinitely more satisfying (and infinitely
more exhausting) than he’d ever anticipated.

In his ear, Ian Anderson sang,
Hey mister policeman won’t you come on over, hook
me up to the power lines of your love?

Maybe that was what he needed. An electric
shock. Car battery. Right to the temples. Bzzt!

Or the red light flashing on his phone, the
double-flicker of an outside line that always gave him a little
thrill of adrenaline. Half the time it was routine business—but if
Padma or his parents called they’d call his cell. Which meant it
really was business.

He yanked his headphones down and grabbed
the phone, slinging it between his shoulder and his ear with a
practiced motion. One-handed, he tabbed up an empty notepad file to
scribble in. He put on his best phone voice, with the crisp
Midwestern accent. “Special Agent Arthur Tan,” he said, “Behavioral
Analysis Unit. How can I help you?”

“Hello,” said the woman on the other end.
“This is Detective Marisol Nield. I’m a homicide investigator with
the LAPD, Rampart division. We’re working a real octopus of a
multi-jurisdiction case and—well, frankly, I was hoping I could get
a profiler consult on a weird thing.”

Tan said, “They sent you to the right place.
I’m a behavioral analyst. How weird is weird?”

“Well,” she said. “To be honest, we’re not
even entirely sure there have been any murders—”
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Half an hour later, Tan had a list of seven
dead—bankers, prosecutors, a crime reporter, a police detective—and
a grim expression. He looked up from his computer screen to make
sure Murchison was nowhere in sight, and caught Marshall’s eye
across the bullpen. “Hey, Doc. Got a minute?”

She nodded and put her pencil down with an
expression of relief. “Consulting with Interpol,” she said, as she
ambled over. “Seventeen possibly-linked murders in eleven
countries. Eight languages. Only three of which I speak. God bless
the European Union, and I’m ready to stab myself in the foot to
escape.”

“Well, I don’t know how much of an escape
this will be.” He tipped the monitor for her convenience as she
leaned over his shoulder. “I’ve got seven equivocal deaths in L.A.
County since the beginning of February. All heroin O.D.s, all
weird.”

“Weird how?” Her breathing quickened a
little. She was on the scent.

He took a breath and waved a hand. “No
history of substance abuse in any case. All of the victims are
professionals, which doesn’t rule out drug abuse,
but—frankly—suggests alcohol or cocaine. No track marks on any of
the decedents; just a mark from the deadly shot. Fatal dose
consistent with somebody who had not built up a tolerance. No
metabolic signs of drug addiction, except one banker who was
apparently a pretty dedicated weekend drinker. They’re various
races and ages, both sexes, which is inconsistent with most types
of serial killer. But no reason for suicide, no suicide notes. Each
found dead in his or her own home. And—here’s the kicker. These
were all connected people. They had friends, family, colleagues. So
the bodies were located quickly. Every single one of them was
discovered in advanced rigor.”

Her gaze dropped from the monitor to his
profile. He turned to meet it. She said, “How advanced?”

“Inconsistent with possible times of death,
based on timeline and forensic reconstruction. I mean yes, time of
death is shaky in the best of circumstances, but in one case we’re
talking about somebody discovered dead in his workshop forty
minutes after dinner. In full rigor.”

“Cadaveric spasm,” she breathed.
“Full-body?”

Cadaveric spasm, the phenomenon commonly
known as a ‘death-grip,’ was a form of accelerated rigor commonly
found when the victim had engaged in violent activity right at the
moment of death. Usually it would be found in, say, an arm
clutching a gun discharged during a struggle.

Tan stretched his stiff back and nodded.
“Indicating a violent struggle. And normally rigor would be
retarded by cool weather, such as inside an unheated backyard
workshop. In March. Even in L.A.”

She straightened up and folded her arms.
“Houdini clause, then.”

“Excuse me?”

She tipped her head, lowering her voice as
Murchison came back from his bathroom break, or snack trip, or
whatever. “If there’s something consistently and inexplicably weird
about it? It goes Down The Hall. That’s why they get their own
coffee pot and photocopier.”
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Tan made printouts and gathered up his
things before picking up the phone to dial Nikki Lau’s extension.
She answered on the second ring. “Your Majesty! What can I do you
for?”

He heard typing, and the muffling caused
where her cheek pressed the phone against her shoulder. “I think I
may have caught one of yours,” he said. “Can you come down, or
shall I port it over?”

“Let me have a look,” she said. “Mom and Dad
will decide if we chase it, but it won’t hurt to go over it first.
If it is one of ours, it’s best to come to them with as complete a
file as practical. Give me five?”

“Take ten,” he said, grinning as he dropped
the phone. She reminded him somewhat of his sister Bilqis, though
Nicolette had done a lot better in the name lottery.

She got there in seven, and she brought him
a slice of coffee cake. Odds were, Villette had been baking again.
Tan wasn’t sure where all the calories went, because the tall kid
made Vincent Price look a bit on the fleshy side, but Tan also
never complained when the odd cookie or slice of pie made it down
the hall to him. “Blueberries?”

Lau nodded. There was a crumb stuck to her
chin. She brushed it away and took a swig of the coffee she had
also carried over “He should quit the Bureau and open a bakery. So,
what have you got?”

He put on John Wayne and drawled, “Well then
there cowgirl, what you want?”

She didn’t jump, the way she had the first
time he’d uncorked Inigo Montoya on her, but she did grin. “Three
weeks leave someplace where a sarong is considered dress formal.
But I’m going to get a series of messy murders, I bet.”

“Pretty tidy ones, actually.” He let himself
fall back into his own voice, and started showing her the case.

Three deaths in, she was nodding. “Yeah.
Yeah. Good catch, Tan. Can you zip it up and send it over?”

His fingers moved over the keyboard. “Your
email awaits!”

As she left, he skated the napkin with
the coffee cake a few inches closer, and broke off a bite. An
agent’s trained situational awareness told him somebody was coming
up on his left: Stanley Murchison, curse the luck. Tan had never
called him Blaze, and as far
as he knew, neither had Victor Celentano. Tan figured they were
probably alone in that, and he figured it wouldn’t be too long
before he gave in to temptation.

It was a good thing Murchison was as blind
to irony as he was to social niceties.

“Hey, Tan.”

“Hey.” A mouth full of cake would keep him
from saying anything inappropriate, he figured.

Unfortunately, Murchison wasn’t eating
anything. He took a breath, as if nerving himself to say something
unpleasant but necessary. “Look, Tan. She’s hot, I grant.
But—friendly advice. Don’t get too close to the WTF. It’s a
career-limiting move.”

Tan abruptly wished he didn’t have that
mouth full of cake, because suddenly everything he wanted to say
was roundly inappropriate. Before he could hold up his hand and
gesture to his gold wedding band, though, Pete Pauley looked up
from his desk on the other side of the half-height partition. His
eyes, steely inside their nests of squint-lines, could have
belonged to an actor sent straight out of central casting to play
the hard-ass G-man. “Stan,” he said softly, “did I just hear you
make a sexually charged comment about a female co-worker?”

Murchison blanched. It didn’t take a genius
to see that there was something there between Pauley and Lau, even
if it was ancient history. Tan wouldn’t have liked to be on the
receiving end of that glare. “I misspoke,” said Murchison.

Pauley nodded. “I guess you did.”

He didn’t glance down until Murchison
was back in his chair, head bent over his keyboard. Then he looked
at Tan, and raised an eyebrow. Rookie profiler or not, Tan wasn’t
sure if that look boiled down to What an
embezzle! What an ultramaroon! or This town ain’t big enough for the both of us, and keep your
cotton-pickin’ hands off my girl, Tan. But he made a
note anyway.

Pauley wasn’t a particularly big guy, being
a spare, rangy six-footer. Tan had two inches on him. But Tan had
to admit—his John Wayne wasn’t a patch on Pete Pauley’s.
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No one is entirely certain what causes
psychopathology, sexual sadism, or any of the suite of disorders
associated with serial murder—but we have a full bouquet of
theories. The reasons one child in a family grows up a rapist, a
molester, or a murderer while another does not are as mysterious as
the reasons one child grows up alcoholic, asthmatic, or athletic
while his sibling is abstemious, anorexic, or schizophrenic. We
just don’t know.

And not knowing, we’re full of explanations.
Some of these theories are deductive, carefully reasoned, and
emergent. Some are little better than cargo-cults, arising from a
combination of projection, conflation, and magical thinking. And
some are truths arrived at as the result of brilliant flashes of
induction.

The art and science of law enforcement is
determining which is which.

—Rupert Beale, Ph.D.,
Murder in the Second City, St.
Martin’s Press, 2001

 


George Washington University, Washington,
D.C.

Tricia Andreoli’s cell rumbled against
her hip through her jacket. Like one of
those gag hand buzzers, she thought.
But we zap ourselves on purpose.

Wilson Porter, sitting on the front edge of
her visitor’s chair, couldn’t have heard it. But he must have
spotted a change in her attention. He hunched a little forward and
turned his head like a bird, as if he didn’t trust his binocular
vision. “That’s what I want to do, anyway. Just, see the strikes
from the families’ point of view.”

At forty-seven, Porter was one of her
oldest students. She knew he’d been in the Navy, and from fragments
he’d let drop, she’d gathered he had a wife and a son with a
disability. Sometimes she wanted to make an example of him for her
nineteen-year-old survey class denizens: Pay attention to this guy. He studies history because he can
see it reflecting off every facet of his life. That’s what
history is.

She hooked a ballpoint out of the cup on her
desk and smoothed the paper that topped the neat sheaf before her.
An interdepartmental studies project required the approval of an
advisor in all the relevant departments. Kaiser had signed for
Sociology. Tricia found herself nodding. A good scholar and a smart
cookie, Kaiser. He was just the guy to help bring this project
home.

She signed on the second line, for the
History department. Then she grinned up at Porter. “Thanks for
letting me in on this.”

He smiled back, pleating his black-brown
face along the lines scored in his cheeks and around his eyes.
“Now, who else would I be asking?” He took the form she handed back
to him. “I’ll let you return that phone call now.”

“How’d you know about that?”

He raised one shoulder, then rose from the
chair as if the gesture had pulled him out of it. “Same look I get
when my wife calls me during class.”

“We share the secret married people
knowledge. Same time next week?”

Porter bounced the fingers of his right hand
off his temple in a casual salute and strode out her office
door.

Tricia retrieved her phone and checked for
missed calls. Then she thumbed 3. (She’d told Daphne she’d have to
stand in line behind her mom, who was 2 in the speed-dial
directory. But really, Daphne was 3 because that was the top half
of a heart.) Somewhere on the other end of the call, Daphne’s phone
would be singing a tinny version of “That’s Amore.”

Instead of “Hi, honey,” or “Hey,” or any
reasonable greeting, Daphne coughed furiously.

“You called me because you’re dying,” Tricia
suggested.

More coughing, until at last Daphne said,
“One thing at a time! Remind me! Coffee plus phone equals tracheal
encaffeination.”

“Did you just make that up?” Tricia snugged
the phone closer to her ear and propped both elbows on her
desk.

“Yeah, and Chazzie just thumbs-upped me for
it. Bet he’s gonna steal it and pretend it’s his.”

“Hey!” Chaz objected somewhere in the
background.

Daphne’s tone changed. “Sweetie, we’re off
to Los Angeles.” Serious but positive: the hero riding into
honorable battle.

Involuntarily, Tricia sucked in a breath.
Every time they went out, every time she got this call from Daphne,
she felt the same jolt of alarm. She didn’t hide it from her,
because Tricia knew the impulse to soldier on stone-faced was one
of the things that broke so many law enforcement marriages. Still,
she tried not to hang it too heavily on Daphne’s shoulders when she
most needed to focus on the job.

So Tricia only asked, “Is it an icky
one?”

“No, more of a sneaky one.” Daphne spoke
slowly, as if the case was in the rolling-around-her-brain stage.
“And with a medical geekery component, so I may be useful.”

“You are useful.” But Tricia knew Daphne didn’t
really need the pep talk, not the way she had when she joined the
ACTF. Now she was saying, The team may
need the knowledge they carry in me.

“Sorry about the chicken,” Daphne said.

For an instant it made no sense. “Oh, hell,
is that defrosting? Damn, poor chicken. I’ll try not to destroy
it.”

“Should I put Chaz on with
instructions?”

“What makes you think I can’t destroy a
chicken without Chaz’s help?”

Daphne giggled. She looked so sensible
and solid, but when she did that, she sounded about twelve. It
still gave Tricia’s heart an involuntary sweet pang. “That sounds
like an episode of Mythbusters. You and Chaz, wearing goggles and
gas masks, testing a chicken to destruction.”

“That’s it. I’m ditching academia and going
into showbiz with Chaz. We’ll call it ‘Kitchen Concussion.’”

“He’s looking at me funny. I’m going to pass
on the news about his new career. Okay, hon, time to head for the
elevator. Anything I can bring you from L.A.?”

“Just you.” Tricia fixed her gaze on the
print across the room of the Scott Towels “Is your washroom
breeding Bolsheviks?” ad. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you, too. Give Tiger an annoying hug
for me.”

“Will do. See ya when you get here.”

It wasn’t until the call ended that
Tricia let her eyes leave the print. Whenever Daphne called to say
she was headed out with the team, Tricia found something to focus
on, to keep her anchored in now
while she told her wife she loved her. She had regrets, but
none of them had anything to do with Daphne. She planned to keep it
that way.

 


Los Angeles, CA, April 3, 2010

Marisol Nield shifted in the early chill,
watching the small, sleek white government plane describe a long
arc around to its parking spot. It stopped tidily, and in under a
minute a rolling staircase glided up and the door behind the crew
cabin opened with an unsealing pop that carried clearly through the
floodlit calm of the morning. If it was two a.m. in California, it
was five back East, but she didn’t think the team that was about to
start piling off the plane had gotten any more sleep than she
had.

She counted as they came down the stairs.
The lithe, petite Asian woman must be Nikki Lau, who she’d spoken
to on the phone. Marisol had figured out that Lau was a local from
way back, and she liked the way Lau descended the stairs—physically
and mentally out front. Behind her, a trim black man in a suit that
seemed improbably well-pressed for a guy who’d just spent all night
on a plane. Silver sparkled in his close-cropped hair like glitter
under the floodlamps.

Then, in a clump, four more: a narrow,
fortyish woman of ambiguous ethnicity with a slicked ponytail, her
cell held up to her ear. She wore a black-handled gun at her hip;
the edge of her jacket was caught behind it, and from the ease with
which she carried it Marisol knew she didn’t want to wind up on
opposite sides of a shootout with this one. Marisol made a note to
ask her where she’d served, and compare war stories.

Another woman descended beside her,
light-complected and light-haired, with a pronounced jaw. Her broad
shoulders pulled the sleeves of her gray pantsuit up a little high.
She was talking over her shoulder to the fifth member of the team,
a cadaverous Latino whose eyes looked sunken with exhaustion. His
wavy hair was flat on one side, as if he’d been sleeping on the
plane. The last one down was a big—no, a really big—white guy handsome enough for
Hollywood, who carried himself like an athlete. Marisol caught the
cautious appraisal of his surroundings as he descended and
thought, ex-cop. The set of
his spine said, ex-military.
She hoped he wasn’t just another pretty asshole, because she was
already determined to like him based on those two data
points.

Aware of her own situation—and, after
watching the FBI agents descend from their shiny, expensive plane,
self-conscious about it for the first time since her new uniform
still itched—she started forward, determined to meet them out in
the light instead of lurking in the safety of the shadows. Still,
her stomach roiled. These were accomplished, professional,
manifestly busy and important
people. What if they thought she’d called them out here for
nothing? She’d expected a phone consult, maybe a profile delivered
via email from some agent’s government computer if that agent even
thought she had a case. She’d expected, frankly, to be told that
the case needed to go back to the Gangs and Narcotics Division, and
who did she think she was, anyway?

Basically, the lecture she’d already
gotten from her lieutenant, without the bit about
did she have any idea what seven dead was going
to do to their clearance rates?

She did. She really did. But that didn’t
make the bodies go away.

And now, the day before Easter, the full
force and majesty of the FBI was arriving in their
nearly-supersonic jet and their shiny shoes, leaving Marisol
feeling just a little bit like the girl who’d pulled the emergency
stop cord on a speeding train because she saw a kitten beside the
tracks.

But as she met Lau five feet from the bottom
of the metal stairs, Lau just smiled and extended her right hand,
though a moment before she had been stifling a yawn behind the
left. “Detective Nield, I presume?”

“I am. I want to thank you all so much for
flying out here in the middle of the night. On a holiday weekend,
no less.”

Lau shrugged it off, one-shouldered
with a head-tip that made Marisol think Oh
my god, she’s a Val and breathe out a more relaxed
breath than the one she’d just pulled in. The special agent turned
to open their tete-a-tete to the man in the beautiful suit, and
Marisol reflexively extended her hand. His grip was warm,
impersonal. He didn’t smile. He let Marisol extract her hand
first.

“Senior Supervisory Special Agent Stephen
Reyes, this is Detective Marisol Nield.”

Marisol felt a little faint.
“Buenos días, Doctor Reyes. ¿Cómo le fue
en el vuelo?”

“Muy bien,
gracias,” he said, brow crinkling slightly. “Doctor
Reyes? You know my work?”

“Your reputation precedes you,” she
said, as the others came up. Yes, of course she’d read his work.
She’d read everything technical on homicide investigation she could
get her hands on, and a lot of that came from the FBI. As a new
detective, she was acutely aware that she was substituting research
for experience, and she tried to be as conscientious about it as
humanly possible. She was also acutely aware that the man in front
of her was older, better-respected, and had all the authority in
the world behind him. That awareness choked her voice off in her
throat, even as she reminded herself, Not
everybody with power is a predator.

Lau grinned at the two of them, which
made Marisol think that maybe she’d gotten off to a good
start despite fan-girling one
of the Bureau’s legendary behavioral analysts. “Detective, the rest
of our team—Esther Falkner, Daphne Worth, Chaz Villette, Daniel
Brady.”

Marisol shook each hand in turn. Nothing
about Falkner or Brady disabused her of her initial assessment of
them as ex-military. Especially when Falkner looked her up and down
and asked, “Sandbox?”

Profilers,
Marisol thought. Even creepier than on
TV. She nodded. “National Guard.”

“Me, too,” Falkner said. “Army. The first
go-’round. Lau said you got handed the case by a smart M.E.? She’ll
be the first we want to talk to. And I assume you’ve drawn up some
preliminary lists of victim associates?”

“I’ve got them in the car,” Marisol said,
fervently glad she’d stayed up all night seeing to it. Well, at
least if she was missing Easter at her mom’s, she wouldn’t be the
only one. Though if anybody else could guilt like Cecilia
Nield—

As they turned en masse to follow her into
the building and from there to the parking lot, she nerved herself
and said, “You should probably be aware that there’s some
departmental politics going on. GND thinks this is their case, and
I don’t have a lot of authority in the Division.”

“Don’t worry,” Brady said. “When this pans
out, you will.”

“When?” She
was so busy craning back over her shoulder to gauge his reaction
that she nearly walked into the glass door. Lau had swooped ahead
and opened it. Damn, he was
pretty. It put her back up. Guys like that tended to think they
could have anything they wanted, and that could get ugly fast. But
maybe he wasn’t interested in her, to judge by the way his eyes
stayed levelly on hers and did not stray. “You sound pretty
certain.”

“You’ve got a case,” said the woman with the
light brown hair. Worth. Marisol was determined not to have to ask
names again. She didn’t look much older than Marisol, but her tone
was full of authority and competence.

Brady tipped his head at Villette, the tall
quiet one. “If Chaz says there’s a pattern, there’s a pattern.
We’ll probably want to have him go over your M.E.’s records and see
if he can pull out any more.”

“Not that we doubt her ability,” Falkner
added hastily.

“They make you sound like a savant,” Marisol
said to Villette, directly, because it bothered her to talk about
him as if he were not there.

More than it bothered him, apparently.
Because he grinned a sharp-toothed, unfriendly coyote grin and
said, “When it comes to seeing patterns, more or less. I’ve got a
thing. So yeah, it’s nothing on Dr. Fujiyama. I just might spot one
she missed.”

He was so unassuming about it, she had
to believe him, even while every line of his posture
screamed don’t touch. She
didn’t miss the look he and Brady shot each other over the top of
everyone else’s heads. Brady looked down first, at Marisol, and
shot her a wink she didn’t think anybody else noticed.
Crap, she thought. Maybe
there was going to be a
problem.

“Detective Nield.” Something in Agent
Reyes’s tone, crisp enough to have an edge and firm enough to land
heavy, gave Marisol a reflexive jolt of dismay and resentment. She
swallowed it, as she always did; but, as always, it stuck partway
down her throat.

“Sir?”

“What I’m going to ask will go against your
instincts as a good police officer. But it may be essential to
catching this offender.”

Marisol stiffened. “I won’t break any regs.”
Rampart Division had learned that one the hard way: no short-term
collar was worth the long-term damage to the integrity of the
force, the respect the uniform should invoke.

Reyes lifted his chin, but not as if
he was making up for his height. She had the feeling he was looking
up to her physically and
intellectually. Easy,
Grasshopper, she said to the rush of pride and
excitement. Reyes had to know how much power he had to manipulate a
green Homicide cop.

“I wouldn’t ask it of you,” he answered
gravely. “How many people know about the rigor the bodies
displayed?”

It took her a moment to review. No, that
hadn’t been part of her argument that the seven deaths were
connected and should be worked as murders. “Just the medical
examiner, Dr. Fujiyama, and myself. Unless she’s mentioned it to
someone.” Then she remembered. “And Detective Tucker. We’ve been
partnered on several cases.” The habit of sharing info with her
partner had led her to grumble about the lieutenant’s reluctance to
add the deaths to Homicide’s caseload, and she’d gone on to mention
the rigor. “Extra-stiff stiffs?” Tucker had said, and she’d laughed
in spite of herself.

“I need you to keep it that way, and to ask
Dr. Fujiyama and Detective Tucker to do the same. We believe it’s
related to the killer’s signature. It’s unusual enough that it’s
likely to be mentioned as a curiosity, and even police officers
can’t always resist the temptation to talk to a sympathetic
journalist.”

As if the FBI were temptation-proof. Marisol
gritted her teeth as Reyes turned away, apparently assuming she’d
have no objection to following his orders. Then Brady caught her
eye again across the tarmac; he grinned and rolled his eyes. She
halfway returned the grin before she caught herself. “I’ve got
transport for you out front,” she said instead to the team at
large, and made for the terminal.

FBI trumped LAPD in jurisdiction and
resources. If the big blond agent decided his inclinations trumped
hers... Knowing she’d called them in herself was sure as hell no
consolation.

She worried about it all the way through the
airport, until she was getting in the Division minivan she’d
borrowed for the occasion and overheard a murmured conversation
between Villette and Worth, heads leaned together in the row behind
her.

“Harpy? Was the Cowboy just...
flirting with a woman?”

The woman snorted, pulling her hair back
into a slick, professional ponytail. She lowered her voice even
further, but Marisol had pretty good ears. “Oh, please. When he was
in the Army, he gave his rifle a boy’s name.”

Marisol bent over the steering wheel
to hide her smile, and kept her sigh of relief subvocal.
All right then. As she turned the
key, Brady slid into the front seat beside her. “So,” he said.
“Rampart Division. As seen on TV.”

“Still trying to live down the C.R.A.S.H.
scandal,” she said, so he wouldn’t.

He glanced at her, light eyes shadowed
by the streetlight from above. “I was thinking of
Adam 12.”

She snorted. “Of course you were.”

He laughed and pulled his seatbelt across.
“Relax, Detective. We’re here to make you look good, if you’ll let
us. And I can already tell we’re going to get along just fine.”

It was practiced charm, and she knew it. But
he had charisma like a wall, and it worked. As she put the car into
gear, she already felt herself breathing easier.
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Even if shift sergeant Carroll Reed hadn’t
had his radar out in anticipation, he would have known when Nield
walked in with four FBI agents in tow because the copshop bustle
hushed perceptibly. Only for a moment, but it was enough to let
Reed know his detectives felt themselves under observation. They
were pretty obviously FBI agents, too, two fit men and two fit
women in pressed suits with tidy hair and hip holsters. He came out
from behind the glass partition of his doorless office fixing his
own jacket selfconsciously, raking a hand through his hair.

“Nield,” he said, by way of acknowledgment,
and waited while she introduced him to Reyes, Falkner, Worth, and
Brady. Thank God they had name badges, or he’d never get them
sorted out. “I thought there would be six?”

“Our colleagues are on their way to the
M.E.,” Falkner said. She was spare and raw-boned and just like her
name. Reed caught her scanning the bullpen with an appraising eye,
and he waited until her attention came back to him.

“You’re over here,” he said. “I hope you
don’t mind sharing desks—”

“We probably won’t be using them much,”
Brady said from the back of the group. “But it’s good to have a
place to work from.”

Over Worth’s head, Reed saw the broad
shoulders and drawn face of Gangs and Narcotics’ Hector Person
closing, as if he’d been lying in wait. Odds were pretty good he
might have been, actually: Person had a sneaky head for politics.
He was a hell of a cop, though, and in large part responsible for
making sure Gangs and Narcotics hadn’t following in the footsteps
of the ill-fated C.R.A.S.H. program, an initiative so legendarily
corrupt Hollywood was still
using it as an inspiration for Bad Cop movies.

Reed didn’t miss the glare Nield gave
Person. He’d have to have a word with her about that; he understood
she was a new detective and fiercely territorial, and Person wasn’t
immune to pissing a circle around any case he considered his
bailiwick. But there wasn’t room for jurisdiction fights within the
same station house, as far as Reed was concerned.

Person didn’t wait for Reed—or Nield—to
handle an introduction. Instead he stuck his hand out to Reyes and
said, “You guys are the FBI team.”

“That’s what it says on the box,” Reyes
said. “And you are—?”

“Person. Hector Person. The O.D.s were my
case before they got transferred to Homicide. We were working them
as potential tainted goods before Fujiyama came up with her
theory.”

“You disagree?” Worth said.

Nield stuck her hands in her pockets.

Person shrugged. “If the serial thing
doesn’t pan out, it comes back to us. I’d like to liaise with your
team—share what we know, and vice versa, so if my guys wind up back
on this I know what’s been done.”

Reyes glanced at Reed and at Falkner. Reed
gave him a tiny chin bob, ignoring the daggers in Nield’s gaze.
She’d learn to play nice eventually, he figured. Or she’d move on
to a different career, which Reed thought would be a shame. She had
the grit and the observational skills to be a hell of a cop, if she
hung on that long.
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There were two FBI agents: a striking
pocket-sized Asian woman whose haircut was on the trendy side for a
government employee, and a very tall, brittle-feeling guy of about
thirty who had hazel eyes, or maybe light brown, and cheekbones to
die for. Very tall meaning, in this case, that Samantha was looking
him straight in the chin, and she wasn’t exactly little.

Daria ushered them into Samantha’s office
while the tall guy was still cramming the tag end of an energy bar
into his mouth. Despite his aura of prickliness, she felt sympathy:
all the glamor in the world didn’t pay for running so hard you
wound up skipping meals. She was already standing to greet them;
after they introduced themselves as Special Agents Lau and
Villette, she finished coming around her desk. “How about we have
this confab in the cafeteria? I haven’t had breakfast yet, and I
bet I’m not the only one.”

Villette—the tall one—blushed hard enough it
showed through his skin tone.

“Thank you, Dr. Fujiyama. That’d be kind,”
Lau said, without so much as glancing at her partner. “We’re not
squeamish.”

They were, apparently, hungry. When they
settled at a corner table in the small cafe, Villette had two
bananas, two orders of whole wheat toast with peanut butter, and
three helpings of oatmeal. Lau just had the oatmeal, in a standard
serving size, and an orange. The coffee came by the carafe—and,
between the three of them, vanished by the carafe as well.

“Dr. Fujiyama,” Villette said between bites,
“Detective Nield informs us that you were the one who caught the
pattern?”

She nodded, dissecting her eggs over easy so
the creamy yolk pooled on the plate. Because she was eating in
front of strangers, she tore bits of toast off and dropped them in
the puddle, swishing them around with her fork. “As I’m sure you
appreciate, due to the time factor, the bodies of the decedents
have been released to their families and either cremated or
interred.”

“What would it take to have the bodies
disinterred?” Villette asked. He apparently hadn’t overestimated
his appetite, as oatmeal was disappearing at a rate that would have
impressed Fujiyama’s Great Dane, Molly. She eyed his bony fingers
and stark jawline and wondered where he put it. Maybe he ran
marathons; he had the frame for it, but there was so much muscle in
his upper body she suspected cross-training. Triathlete?

“Court order,” she said. “They’ll have been
embalmed, anyway, which complicates a chemical analysis. Because
these were investigatable deaths, however, we’ve been able to
obtain tissue samples that were preserved in several cases. We’re
doing some additional testing on those—”

“And?”

“Not complete yet,” she said. “But they do
show a consistent chemical signature—lactic acid and fatigue
poisons, which suggests to me that the rigor does result from the
victims’ complete perimortem exhaustion. How they can fight or run
that hard without bruising themselves, I don’t know, however.”

Lau looked at Villette. Villette remained
expressionless. Chilly son of a bitch.

“If any more turn up—current ones—”
Lau said, “—we’ve got a pathologist at Johns Hopkins we’d like to
have look at them. This is not
a vote of non-confidence in you. But we have special needs
even as investigative units go, and she’s familiar with
them.”

Samantha sat on her resentment. Somehow, the
fact that Lau had anticipated her so accurately made her ashamed to
demonstrate it, as if she had been caught out. She cut off a bite
of sausage. “Who’s your doc?”

“Madeline Frost,” Lau said. “I don’t
know—”

“I’ve read a couple of her papers,”
Samantha admitted. She chewed the sausage slowly. Grease and salt,
the base of the food pyramid. “In The
American Journal of Forensic Medicine and Pathology.
And The Journal of Clinical
Path, I think. Obviously, if she knows your needs, you
should use her. But I think I can be of help.”

“You can,” said Villette. He looked to Lau
for leadership, Samantha noticed. Just the occasional glance. So
she was the senior agent, and he was okay with that. That made her
like him a little more. “You already have been. We’re concerned
there might be cases that have slipped by. I’d like to review your
files for the past couple of years.”

Her back went up. She put the fork down.
“Oof. Do you have any idea how many autopsies are carried out in
Los Angeles County in a year?”

“Thousands,” Villette said. “I know you
can’t review them all—and I also know that the majority of deaths
do not result in an autopsy. But if I can borrow a computer for a
few hours I should be able to get through them all.”

Samantha raised her eyebrows at him. He met
her gaze for a few seconds before glancing away, that blush even
brighter across his cheeks.

“I’ll be looking for a couple of very
specific patterns,” he said. “I just have to scan.”

Just because she found him unsettling didn’t
mean he wasn’t good at his job. “All right,” she said. “Let me
clear it with Dr. Sathyavagiswaran, the Chief Medical Examiner. But
I don’t think it’ll be a problem.” She set her knife down on the
edge of the plate. “After all, you are the FBI.”

Act II

There’s an aphorism in biology that runs,
“Under any given set of conditions, any given organism will do as
it damn well pleases.” The physical sciences are fortunate in their
reproducibility. That is to say, if you are an experimental
physicist or a chemist, you can be pretty well assured that
whenever you recreate an experiment, assuming you control the
variables tightly, you will get equivalent results. If you are
standing on the surface of Planet Earth, every time you open your
hand and drop a rock, the rock will fall to the ground at your feet
unless some outside force intervenes.

It is much harder to control the variables
when we’re talking about the conception, gestation, birth, and
upbringing of a human child. We are lousy experimental animals: we
take too long to mature, we breed too slowly, and we’re notorious
for lying to ourselves and others. Also, the world we live is
famously nonuniform and spongy.

But if we could make a thousand clones of
one serial killer and raise them in a variety of tightly controlled
environments, uniform except for their variables, we might see
which ones express their trauma through psychopathic sexual sadism.
We might have the beginnings of an experimental protocol.

The only problem there, aside from the sheer
unwieldiness of the operation, is that we would have to be
psychopathic sadists ourselves to carry it out.

So the nearest thing we can accomplish is
the in-depth study of the serial killers we have on hand—in their
native state, as it were—in an attempt to pick out the patterns
from the noise.

—Rupert Beale, Ph.D.,
Murder in the Second City, St.
Martin’s Press, 2001
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Philomena Szczepanski knew something
interesting was about to happen before she answered the bell. She’d
peeked at the bicycle mirror Gene had mounted beside the door and
seen a tall woman and a not-very-tall African-American man, both
well-dressed. She might have thought they were from the Publisher’s
Clearing House if it weren’t for the holstered guns on their
hips. More detectives, she
thought with a little thrill. Maybe
something’s finally broken.

She had to choke up on her excitement as she
opened the door. Dazzling fantasies floated through her head
anyway: they had finally decided to investigate Gene’s death as a
murder; they had a suspect in custody; Gene’s death was going to
bring down a major political figure who’d had him killed in a cover
up. She knew it was just her desire for his death to have meaning,
and she tried desperately not to invest in any of it.

But it didn’t stop some foolish part of her
brain from offering the images up.

“Dr. Szczepanski?” the woman asked,
holding up a gold badge that didn’t say City of Los Angeles on it. “I’m Esther Falkner;
this is Stephen Reyes. We’re with the FBI, and we need to ask you
some questions about your husband.”

That suppressed thrill matured into nauseous
excitement. Hope bloomed, though she already regretted it bitterly.
“Come in,” she said. “I’ve just made tea.”

She led them into the kitchen, which was
tolerably clean if you ignored the stack of research texts covering
two-thirds of the table, and told them to make themselves
comfortable. While Gene was alive, she’d done a better job of
keeping her “academic eggs” (as he called them) confined to the
study and the library. And beside the sofa, and on her side of the
bed. She busied herself with the whimsical china teapot (it looked
like an unmade bed, littered with breakfast tray and newspaper) and
three mugs. “Do you take cream and sugar?”

“Black is fine,” Reyes said. He had a deeper
voice than she’d anticipated. She admired the mirror polish on his
shoes and the knife-crease in his trousers as he pulled out a
chair. She set two mismatched mugs on the table and went back for
the teapot, tea cozy, and her own mug. As she sat, he sniffed the
steam from his mug appreciatively and sipped the hot fluid with
great care. “You make a good pot of tea.”

“Thanks,” she said. “It’s a green tea with
mint and ginger. It’s hard to get wrong.” She blew across her own.
“I never believed that Gene died of an O.D.”

The FBI agents glanced at one another. Like
an old married couple, Philomena thought with a pang. She wondered
how long they’d been partners.

Falkner turned her blue pottery mug with her
fingertips and looked Philomena in the eye. “Sergeant Person
mentioned that. We were wondering if you could give us an idea of
what Gene was working on when he died.”

Open-ended questions. Good interview
technique. She noticed Reyes turning his head slightly sideways to
read the titles of her books and journals, letting the silence hang
until she filled it.

Philomena said, “He shared everything with
me. A linguist and a reporter might seem like a weird match, but he
was interested in my work and I in his. When he was killed, he was
investigating some alleged misappropriation of funds at City Hall.
Before then, he did a series on the infrastructure of Los Angeles
County—budget issues, where the money comes from, what it gets used
for, how important things like fire and garbage are and how they’re
organized.”

Reyes looked up. “Did that involve any
concerns about organized crime?” He pulled a reporter’s notebook
from his breast pocket and fumbled with the cap of a rollerball
pen. That gave her a pang, too. She noticed that he was
left-handed.

“He was a crime reporter for years,” she
said. “But he was always interested in investigative reporting, and
he finally broke a big enough story that his editor let him
specialize out of the murder beat.” Her eyes stung, suddenly, but
she refused to sniffle. “The cops were always so mad when he
uncovered something they wanted to keep secret. I used to call him
Kolchak.”

Falkner laughed lightly. “Would you say you
had a good marriage?”

Her throat was too tight to drink the tea,
but Philomena cradled it for comfort. “We had our ups and downs,”
she said. “Especially when our son went away to school and we were
alone with each other again.” She shook her head.

“You had your ups and downs,” Falkner said.
“But you were a team, weren’t you?”

She had a gold ring on her wedding finger,
and large, plain, capable hands. Philomena liked her reflexively.
“We were a team,” she said. “I would have known if he was using
heroin. Thirty-four years. We both worked from home as often as
not. You get to know a person.”

Reyes shifted, looking around her. Into the
living room, she thought. She had a peculiar sense that he was
riffling through the contents of her skull. “Tell us everything you
can about Gene,” he said. “You never know what tiny detail may
click with something else. Where he went, who he saw, the regular
patterns of his day. Where he bought coffee. Where he bought gas.
Anything at all.”

Philomena kept her hand loose around
her stoneware cup, but she had a sense that this Reyes had seen
right through her. They’re looking for a
serial killer, she thought, and hid her nervous
swallow with a mouthful of tea. “Sure,” she said. “If it helps, I
can give you a copy of his calendar. He gave me access to
it.”
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Micaela Kane couldn’t stop feeling a
kind of fuzzy surreality—unreality, even—about having two federal agents
in her living room. The woman was solid and dark blond with a
character actor’s jawline; the man looked like a young Robert
Redford, sized up twice. The woman—Special Agent Worth—perched on
the edge of Micaela’s couch. The man—Brady—moved gently around the
room, examining her family photographs, the glamor shots from her
acting days, the girls’ school and pageant photos. He spent extra
time over Cleon’s Police Academy graduation shot. He’d been so lean
and handsome in his dark dress uniform—

“Ma’am?” the woman said.

Micaela realized she’d closed her
eyes. She opened them again. “I’m sorry,” she said, feeling the
shiver in her voice and wondering why, even now, she couldn’t
summon up an emotion without analyzing it. She couldn’t just
feel anything. She had to set it up,
contemplate it, and let it run.

Maybe that was why she’d never made it big
as an actress.

“Cleon,” Micaela said. She dabbed the corner
of her eye. “I was thinking of when we were young.” She waved in
the direction of the photos. Now that there were strangers
examining them closely, she was embarrassed by the shrinelike
nature of the display.

Her unease doubled as the big man set the
photo down again and turned his attention to her. “Something I
wanted to ask you about these, actually.” His sweeping gesture
gathered them all up. “I notice in these photos, you have the ones
of your husband separated out. Off to the side. And when there’s a
photo of you two and your daughters, you’re always between him and
them. Was there some reason for the girls not to feel safe around
him?”

Micaela felt the accusation like a punch in
the solar plexus. She doubled forward before forcing herself to sit
upright. “I think you’d better leave,” she said, trying for quiet
dignity.

The man was watching her face. “I thought
so,” he said. “Worth, I’ll be in the car. Ma’am, I’m very sorry
about that, but I had to know.”
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“Of course Rosa had enemies,” said Anton
Lenardi. “Everybody hates on the baby-snatcher.”

The little Asian Fed, Lau, kept up the
professional deadpan that all cops used to cover up surprise. The
tall brown one, who’d been introduced as Villette but who’d
probably been born Villa, frowned like a nun with a ruler. “We’re
looking for a motive for Ms. Rios’s murder, Mr. Lenardi, not for
the murder of every social worker in Los Angeles.”

Hot Agent Lau gave her partner a look, and
maybe her deadpan, too, because he stuck it on his face and wore it
like he meant it. Then she asked, “Mr. Lenardi, when the people in
her office heard Ms. Rios had died of an overdose, were they
surprised?”

Anton shrugged. “My job would be easier if I
could read minds.”

“Were you surprised?”

“We have to work with junkies and meth-heads
and drunks and dopers all day. They think they’ve got mad fronting
skills, but that’s just part of the bullshit. We spot ‘em the
second they walk in.”

Agent Lau shifted her weight, and suddenly
she was less hot and more pin-you-out-in-a-box-like-a-dead-bug.
“Does that mean you were surprised, or you weren’t?”

“I don’t know,” Anton admitted. “At first I
was surprised. Then I thought, if I was shooting smack, I’d know
what not to do. And so would she.”

“Part of her job was to get her clients off
drugs and into treatment,” Villette said, with about as much
expression in his voice as a big rock.

“We tell ‘em to stop gambling, to stay on
their meds, and eat five to eight servings of fucking vegetables a
day, too. Want to know how many Powerball tickets get bought in
this office?” Anton wondered what the two Feds would say if he
asked them if they’d ever broken a goddamn law.

“Look, Rosa could be a pain in the ass to
work with. Her desk was a mess, she spent half the day on the phone
to her sister, her mama, and her ex, she didn’t always file her
case docs on time, and she wasn’t a shining example about
maintaining confidentiality. Sometimes she fucked up. But sometimes
everybody fucks up. She wasn’t any better or worse than the rest of
us.”

“Fucked up how?” asked Villette, with no
sign that the bad word made him uncomfortable. Anton had to admit
that he mostly knew FBI guys from television.

“Pretty much everything we do makes somebody
miserable. Sometimes for life. If we’re lucky, it makes somebody
else safer, or less sick, or maybe even happy. If you go home from
this job every day feeling great about yourself, you’re an idiot.
Rosa’d had cases where things turned out more bad than good. So
does every counselor in this office. We try to fix things. But
we’re starting with some pretty screwed-up human beings. It doesn’t
always work.”

Something in Villette’s expression and the
set of his shoulders suddenly made Anton want to roll his chair as
far back from the Feds as possible.

“Let’s talk specifics, Mr. Lenardi,” Agent
Lau said cheerfully. Maybe she was a little worried about his
safety, too. “Tell us about the cases Ms. Rios didn’t fix.”

He wanted to gnaw his cheek, or maybe his
knuckles. Something to ease the pressure of Villette’s laserlike
stare. Maybe he could give them enough to get them to go away.

“There was one a little before she died,” he
said. “A kid died. Rosa—the mom was an addict.”

Villette wasn’t looking any easier. If
anything, the metaphorical thunderheads gathering behind him had
started to throw lightning bolts.

“And?” Lau said, as Villette bounced to his
feet and stationed himself five feet back, next to the gap in
Anton’s cube wall.

“Rosa gave her the kids back,” Anton said.
“The little girl fell out the window while the mom was checked
out.” He spread his hands. “Rosa was really broken up about it. It
made the papers.”

Hot Agent Lau sent her partner a worried
look. Anton gave in to the urge to chew his cheek. Maybe there was
something more going on here than an overacting bad cop. “Thank
you,” she said. She put a card on his desk. “Call me if you think
of anything else, please.”
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The Feds came and went throughout the
day with more urgency than pattern, but Marisol would have had to
be a pretty lousy detective indeed not to have noticed the firmness
of Villette’s step when he came back in around eight, or the
restraint with which he closed the conference room door behind
him. Bad interview, she
guessed, and resolved to give him five minutes before she went in
to bring him the results of her seemingly endless string of phone
calls.

Tucker, however, was not known for his
sensitivity and tact. She saw him shuffle papers together and shove
them into a manila folder as he stood, and wasn’t quite fast enough
to intercept him before he made it halfway across the bullpen.
After that, it would have been obvious, and she could see Villette
through the glass, arms folded, shoulders hunched, watching them
come. So she followed Tucker into the conference room, desperately
trying to think of some useful scrap of information from her
afternoon to justify her presence there.

When the door opened, though, Villette
lifted his chin, straightened his spine, and regarded them with a
chilly professionalism that made Marisol swallow her worry with a
chaser of embarrassment. Of course you didn’t get to be an FBI
agent if you couldn’t maintain a facade.

But as Tucker started spreading paperwork
out on the table and Villette met his comments with brittle
reserve, she couldn’t help but wonder what exactly had happened out
there today.
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“It’s simply impossible that Mr. Clay
was using heroin,” Sara Clawson told the mismatched pair of Federal
agents seated on the other side of her desk. “We’re talking about a
Bank of America regional manager, a respected community figure,
successful at work and at home.” God damn
you, Bob, she thought as she recited the mantra for
the who-knew-how-many-eth time. If you
weren’t already dead, I’d kill you myself. “I’m sure
the employees in the county coroner’s office work hard, but with
all the budget cuts, it’s much more likely that some mistake was
made.”

She tried again to figure out which of the
agents was in charge. The tall, austere woman had a lot of
authority in her face and voice and bearing. But Sara doubted a
woman would be placed over a man in a government law enforcement
job, Janet Napolitano aside. On the other hand, the man in question
was black and Hispanic, which changed the equation.

The black agent, Reyes, leaned forward and
clasped his hands between his knees. No, he had to be the ranking
agent. Either that or he made his money elsewhere, based on the cut
of that suit. “Ms. Clawson, I think you’ve misunderstood our reason
for coming. We’re investigating Mr. Clay’s death as a murder.”

Sara’s son Michael worked for a special
effects company, and was hell to watch a movie with. He was always
complaining about the way Hollywood showed the effects of gunshots.
“People don’t fly backwards when they’re shot,” he’d growl. “They
just drop, like their strings are cut.” The word “murder” was like
a bullet, then. Sara felt as if she couldn’t have lifted her body
from her desk chair if her life were at stake.

“Did Mr. Clay have any enemies?” the
tall woman asked. Falkner—her name was Falkner. That question was
probably one of her mantras,
but she made it sound as if she really cared about the answer.
Well, that was her job, wasn’t it?

Enemies: the word made Sara think of
unsigned threatening letters or middle-of-the-night phone calls or
horse’s heads left in beds. Not real life. “Mr. Clay was
well-liked. A respected member of the business community.”

Reyes straighted sharply in his chair.
“Robert Clay had direct or indirect control over millions of
dollars of bank transactions and thousands of employees. No one who
fits that description is universally loved.”

Falkner added, “We need more than the
corporate press release version of events, Ms. Clawson.” She turned
her head slightly, as if she were an eagle and Sara were a mouse
she was thinking about catching.

“He was...” Sara swallowed, and caught her
breath. She wasn’t stupid enough to think she couldn’t be fired for
being honest with the FBI.

“And we’re not reporting to banking
regulatory agencies,” Reyes said, drier than a martini. She met his
satirical gaze and wondered how the hell he’d read her mind.

“BoA was hit as hard as anyone in the mess
at the end of 2008. Bob Clay was brought in to tighten the
tourniquet. He pushed everything from zero tolerance on overdrafts
to pulling out of investments in marginal neighborhoods.” Sara
realized she’d been gripping the arms of her desk chair; she let go
and massaged her fingers. “The business community is conservative
even in an expanding financial environment. Right now— The more of
a crocodile Bob was, the more confidence corporate investors had in
the company.”

“He was respected for being a son of a
bitch,” Reyes summed up, almost gently.

Sara nodded. “It was his job. You
understand. He wasn’t a bad person.”

“Do you know if he was acquainted with Judge
Corinne Aster, or Esteban Alcarez in the L.A. County prosecutor’s
office, or Gene Szczepanski, the journalist?” Agent Falkner seemed
relaxed—and why not? She had the whip hand here—but Sara felt the
intensity radiating off her, even so.

“I don’t know. I don’t think— I can’t think
of any kind of professional relationship. He might have known them
outside of work. Fundraisers, maybe; he and his wife were something
of a fixture at those hundred-dollar-a-plate candidate
dinners.”

Sara couldn’t read anything from the way
Falkner and Reyes met each other’s eyes. She still couldn’t tell
which of them was in charge.
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Marisol’s stomach was letting her know
she’d skipped lunch and
dinner when the last FBI interview team reported back in. She
was wondering if she should go join them when Worth appeared at the
door of the conference room they’d been ceded for their maps and
charts, waving her in.

She rose from her desk in the humming
station house as Agent Worth’s broad gesture scooped her up. She
shot a glance at Tucker: he was already on his feet, unearthing a
notepad from a pile of clutter. She beat him to the aisle by a
couple of steps, sacrificing her lead to hold the door for him when
they got to the conference room. Inside, all six FBI agents were
arranged around the long table—Villette standing up at the front of
the room, and the other five seated. She walked to the back of the
room and dropped into the chair beside Reyes, to prove to herself
she wasn’t afraid of him. Tucker sat down more carefully across
from her.

Villette carefully shut the door. Marisol
noticed that the blinds were drawn.

“I have a preliminary victimology,” he said.
“Based on the first two dozen or so interviews and the three new
potential victims I unearthed in the coroner’s reports, the one
consistent trend is that most of them were somehow linked to law
enforcement. We have Gene Szczepanski, a crime reporter who was
known for his somewhat antagonistic relationship with the
department. We have Cleon Greene, a police officer who took the job
out on his kids. We have Corinne Aster, a judge with a reputation
for hanging ‘em high, who oversaw several high profile cases and
handed down more than one controversial decision. We have a
prosecutor, Esteban Alcarez, most notable for his work on the Joy
serial killer case five years ago. But then we have the oddies,
such as Robert Clay, banker. Rosa Rios, social worker. And not yet
enough information to see how they might link.”

He looked tired. When he picked up his giant
Starbucks cup, Marisol caught a whiff of chocolate. A long pull
seemed to perk him up.

“However, there’s something that does link
the Clay and Rios cases. Rios returned a child to her mother. The
mother was an addict, and the kid, Stephanie Baxter, died in a fall
while unsupervised. Clay allowed a collections agency to clean out
the bank account of a customer, Hal Fienemann, who later killed
himself.”

“Two deaths,” Worth said. “Revenge
motive?”

“Wait. What does the law enforcement angle
tell us?” Marisol asked.

“Not too much, unfortunately,” Reyes
answered. “That the killer may also have a relationship to law
enforcement—a lot of serial killers are cop groupies. That he or
she has been keeping very close tabs on the investigation, and may
already have been interviewed—or may have volunteered help with the
case. But that’s such a basic part of the profile it’s almost a
given. He’s likely to be intelligent, and know it—he’s organized
and meticulous, and the elaborate, symbolic method of murder
suggests arrogance. He wants us to know he’s smarter than we
are.”

Brady laced his hands together and leaned
forward over the table top. “We also know he wants his victim’s
reputations destroyed,” he said. “Which suggests that he’s an
injustice collector—somebody who holds grudges for all kinds of
slights, real or imagined. He may be a drug addict himself, or he
may have been close to somebody who was addicted.”

Marisol noticed Villette’s wince, and didn’t
think it was because his chocolate was too hot. Since everybody on
his team very carefully ignored the reaction, she figured she
probably should, too. Everybody had trigger issues.

“So where do we go from here?” Tucker
asked.

Worth sighed. “More interviews. We need to
find the threads that link all of these people. Somewhere, somehow,
each of them crossed the killer’s path and drew his or her
attention. These murders are not random.”

Act III

On the night of September
28, 2005, Herman Toleschak and his wife Gina watched
The Tonight Show together. Then, as
usual, Gina went upstairs to bed while Herman went out to the ham
radio shack he’d built in the backyard of their suburban Wichita
home.

Toleschak had been a ham radio enthusiast
since he was a boy. Now he was 89, afflicted with arthritis and
heart disease; amateur radio was the last passion of a long, active
life. Gina Toleschak often came downstairs in the morning to find
her husband had been at his radio all night, and when she’d go out
to fetch him, she’d find him asleep, his head pillowed on his
crossed arms on his desk, his headphones still cupping his
ears.

On the morning of the 29th, Gina came
downstairs to find Herman still in his shack. In her housecoat and
slippers, she crossed the yard to the building’s unlocked door and
found Herman in his chair at the desk. She couldn’t wake him.

Gina had often said to neighbors that she
expected Herman to pass on there at his radio. She was grieved, but
not surprised.

Until she looked closer. Her husband hadn’t
had a heart attack or a stroke. Herman Toleschak had been strangled
with a thin wire, yanked with such force that it nearly severed his
windpipe. The only thing missing from the little building, besides
Toleschak’s life, was his radio logbook, in which he had recorded
the contacts he’d made with radio enthusiasts all over the
world.

Toleschak died alone, but his death, it
turned out, wasn’t isolated. Eighteen people, most elderly, all but
two male, had died as he had in the past two years. The victims
lived sometimes hundreds of miles from each other, in Missouri,
Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas.

All were ham radio hobbyists. All had died
within steps of their broadcasting gear. And all their logbooks
were missing.

The FBI’s geographic profiling techniques
were vital to catching what the media belatedly named the Radio
Killer. Because their jurisdiction extends across state lines, and
because they are expert at gathering and analyzing patterns of data
from reported crimes databases, the Bureau’s agents recognized what
united the locations of the murders: they were all within ten miles
of Interstate 35.

Law enforcement in the four states were
instructed to focus on professional travelers: truck drivers,
salesmen, seasonal specialty workers. They were looking for someone
with considerable upper-body strength, male, neat, pleasant,
well-spoken, and with at least a high-school education. He would
have radio equipment in his vehicle capable of sending and
receiving amateur radio frequency broadcasts. It was possible the
killer had taken the logbooks because he had talked to his victims
by radio, winning their confidence and home addresses. The logs
might have led police to him.

Police departments disseminated the profile
through the thousands of small towns along I-35. Ham radio
enthusiasts spread the word via their microphones. So it was that
the Radio Killer’s career was ended by a coalition of professional
law enforcement and a savvy amateur.

On January 2, 2006, Officers Gary Schieley
and Nola White were patrolling the fringes of Cameron, Missouri
when they heard pistol shots. They thought immediately of Samuel
Charters, a retired Navy radio operator, whose ham radio antenna
rose above his converted garden shed and neighbors’ roof peaks.

The officers arrived at the Charters home
and heard another shot from the back of the house. They ran toward
it to find Charters, on the ground outside his radio hut,
struggling with an assailant. Charters had managed to get one hand
between the assailant’s wire and his throat, but the wire was so
tight it had cut Charters’s hand to the bone.

In Charters’s other hand was a short-muzzled
.357 revolver. He had shot his assailant three times.

The officers ordered the unknown man to let
go of Charters and lie face down on the ground. Instead he shoved
Charters aside, staggered to his feet, and ran for a gray four-door
sedan parked down the block. After another warning, the officers
opened fire.

Their target, Karl Patchette, was a regional
salesman for a company selling commercial irrigation and septic
system parts. He had an excellent sales record, and his territory
had been expanded repeatedly. Customers liked his warm manner, his
easy conversation, his neat appearance.

In Patchette’s car, police
found the eighteen missing ham radio logs. The profile was correct
in every item save one: Patchette’s car had no radio
at all. The factory-installed unit in the
dash had been ripped out, cracking the plastic surround. When FBI
agents searched Patchette’s tidy bungalow in Kansas City, they
found no amateur radio equipment, no stereo system, no clock radio,
not even an MP3 player.

Patchette sustained six gunshot wounds to
the abdomen. His liver and large and small intestines were in
tatters. Still, he lived for three days in the hospital, dying on
the table during his second surgery. His mind may have been
affected by pain medication. But the detectives who interviewed him
at his bedside said he seemed clear-headed, if angry. He insisted
he could hear the radio amateurs broadcasting as he approached
town. “They said terrible things. I had to stop them.”

Karl Patchette was probably delusional. Many
mental conditions cause their sufferers to hear voices, and though
Patchette was never diagnosed with any of them, that’s the most
likely explanation for his belief that he heard the ham radio
operators as he passed their towns.

What it doesn’t explain is
how he found his victims.
None of them had ever been heard to broadcast their street
addresses. And none of their radio antennas were visible from the
interstate where Karl Patchette made his lonely commercial
pilgrimages through the darkness...

—Rupert Beale, Ph.D.,
Long Haul: Into the Mind of the Traveling
Killer. St. Martin’s Press, 2008

 


Los Angeles, CA, April 4, 2010 (Easter
Sunday)

Micky Fuentes staggered when Curly
lurched forward against the pull of the leash. How the hell much do obedience classes cost? Be worth it to
teach the damn mutt to heel. He thumbed the release
button on the leash reel instead and let Curly have another couple
feet.

He felt a little guilty for bitching when
the dog woke him up. Sure, his story was that Curly was Lucia’s,
and he was sticking to it. But grumbling about midnight walks, vet
bills, and the price of dog food was just reflex now, and he was
pretty sure Lucia knew it. Truth was, he didn’t know what he’d do
without the stupid dog.

Now here he was in the grassy-smelling moist
night, the glow of the city overhead, the park and the neighborhood
quiet on a holiday weekend. Come noon he’d be at Lucia’s folks,
surrounded by nieces and nephews wired up on Easter candy. But
right now, in the cool darkness, he had a few peaceful minutes to
be just a man and his dog.

Curly whined and slammed forward against the
leash again. Micky tripped over a sidewalk crack and barely got his
other foot down before he fell. “Goddamnit, sit—”

He caught an odor—like a wino with food
poisoning, vomit and shit and not exactly either—and recoiled.
Curly must have eaten rotten meat or a dead squirrel, to poop
something that nasty.

But Curly wasn’t squatting. His silly black
ball-nose was pushed into the grass, snuffling, and he was making
little whiny noises in his throat.

Micky tugged the plastic grocery bag off his
wrist, pulled the pooper scooper out of it, and squatted beside the
dog. That was when he realized the thing in the shadows at his feet
wasn’t a cluster of turds, but a clenched human hand.
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“Hey Nield! You’re gonna want to look at
this one.”

It was kindness, after a fashion, and
Marisol tried to embrace it as such. But when her phone rang and
the I.D. came up Tucker, she always had to hide a wince. He was big
and bluff and had no volume control or social graces. And she
thought he might have
romantic designs on her.

But he meant well. And he proved it by
calling her at home at two a.m. on Easter Sunday to tell her he’d
caught a homicide that, while it bore no surface resemblance to her
possibly imaginary serial, did have one freaky thing in common. A
dog walker had all but tripped over a body in MacArthur Park, and
that body displayed complete cadaveric spasm. She’d fumbled for her
glasses and said, “Call the FBI guys,” and that was that.

The City of Los Angeles had two kinds of
parks. The first, which came in a range of sizes for all needs, was
flat, grassy, studded with playground equipment, picnic tables,
barbeque grills, and conveniently-located trees that provided shade
and a few vertical lines to break up the horizon. The bigger ones
offered baseball diamonds and soccer fields and basketball
courts.

The second kind was mountain wilderness,
eucalyptus and oak and manzanita threaded with dusty trails that
climbed or descended or disappeared unexpectedly when winter rains
washed them out. Locals mostly had the sense to treat them with the
respect they’d offer a neighborhood crime boss. Being ten minutes
from your back door didn’t mean you were immune to a broken ankle
and death from exposure.

Every cop in town knew more dead people were
found in the first kind than in the second. Which might just mean
that in the second, they were harder to find.

MacArthur Park was one of the first kind,
its green grass sloping gently down to the lake in the middle. It
looked like a decayed relic of the optimism of early-20th-century
urban planners, which it was. By day, it was full of mostly black
and Hispanic families picnicking, having birthday parties, throwing
Frisbees and footballs. By night, its reputation as a drug market
and gang battleground kept it mostly empty.

Which made it a lousy market and a quiet
battleground. The City Council was right, Marisol reflected: crime
has a negative impact on business.

So here she was freezing her toes off in the
first pair of shoes she’d grabbed, watching the scene team mill
around under the floodlights, wishing she’d stopped for coffee.
They hadn’t moved the body yet; they were waiting for Fujiyama. And
the Fibbies. Marisol had been so intent on not letting Reyes’ team
beat her here that she hadn’t even pulled up to a a McDonald’s
drive-through for her caffeine, and now she was bitterly regretting
it. Tucker was off by the scene tape at the edge of the lake,
booming questions at a medium-sized guy with a bored-looking
standard poodle on a leash. The dog had flopped down and put his
head on his paws. The man, shoulders hunched defensively, looked
like he wanted to put his hands over his ears.

The profilers arrived en masse, making
her wonder if they got hung up on a rack at night, like robots. Or
spat out of a dispenser. Surely, they’d be more uniform if that
were the case. Still, as they piled out of the black SUV they had
arrived packed into, she heard Brady’s unmistakable voice rising
above the rest to comment, “Driving defensively does not mean being
defensive about your driving, Chaz—” and Villette’s
“Hey!” in
response.

She figured they’d make a beeline for the
body, but instead Lau came up to her and held out a white paper
bag. Mystified, Marisol took it. It was warm and heavy.

“Figured you wouldn’t stop,” Lau said.
“Didn’t know how you took it, so I got those packet things.” She
shrugged, as Marisol peeled open the crumpled paper to reveal an
extra-large coffee and a selection of sugar and half-and-half
containers.

She pried the lid up with her thumbs. It had
cooled off enough to drink, and she slugged the top inch black to
make room for heroic quantities of cream and sugar. Substitute for
sleep and warm socks. Which, judging by the sympathetic look Lau
was giving her, was obvious.

“Bless you, girl,” Marisol said. “How much
do I owe you?”

“On the house,” Lau said. “What have we
got?”

The rest of her team was already moving
toward the body, Agent Worth in the fore. She didn’t move the body,
but Marisol saw her test an arm for rigor and nod, looking up at
Falkner with a frown. From the expression, Marisol would bet she
had a medical background.

“Male, white, mid-thirties. Looks like
C.O.D. was a disembowelment, but of course we won’t be sure until
the autopsy.” Marisol wrapped her hands around the coffee cup for
the warmth. “He’s got the—”

“—accelerated rigor, yeah. Your loud
guy said on the phone. That’s not what’s bugging you.”

Distantly, Marisol heard Brady say, “Dog
walkers, God love ‘em. Probably solve more damn homicides in a damn
year than the entire damn FBI.” and Worth answer, “I’ll go have a
word with him when that cop’s done.” Her doubtful glance at looming
cop and cringing civilian almost made Marisol spray coffee across
the lawn.

“This doesn’t fit the current killer’s
victimology.”

“But it fits the victimology of another
case?”

Marisol said, “We had a serial killer out
here five years ago. I was still on the beat. Not directly
involved.”

“Right,” Lau said. “I remember it. You had a
BAU consult. They caught the guy, didn’t they? Joy. John Mitchell.
He’s on death row.”

“He cut up gay men, lower socioeconomic
status. Hustlers, mostly. A few cruisers. This was his comfort zone
and his M.O. Except the bit about the rigor.”

“How sure are we they got the right
guy?”

Marisol said, “Well, he fit the profile”

“You know profiling can’t identify a
specific offender. All it can do is suggest where to look to find
him. When it comes to finding needles in haystacks, it’s a filter,
not a magnet.”

“Yeah. He also had pieces of several of the
victims’ internal organs in a chest freezer.”

“That’s a little more conclusive.” Lau
turned away from her, frowning at her team. Or maybe just staring
unseeing across the grass in the direction of the body. “Huh.”

“Yeah.” Marisol slugged more coffee, feeling
her fingertips tingle. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

Lau nodded. Shadows chased across her face,
and Marisol thought only some of them were from the scene team
walking through the floodlights.

“The reason we got a whole pile of FBI
agents for this, when for the Joy thing we got one profiler and a
pile of paperwork? It’s not just that C.I.R.G. budget got kicked
up, is it?”

Lau shood her head without looking away from
the activity by the body. “Not exactly, no.”

“It’s something to do with the nature of the
crimes themselves, isn’t it?” When she didn’t answer, Marisol
pushed. “The accelerated rigor.”

“We’re a subunit of the BAU. The Bureau
calls us the Anomalous Crimes Task Force.”

“You’re the Weird Shit team?”

“We hunt boogeymen,” Lau said, and now she
looked at Marisol, long enough to make a Halloween monster face.
“But that’s a secret.”

Marisol made a lip-zipping motion. There was
still coffee in the cup, and Marisol drank some. “So what do you
think a four-year-old serial case has to do with a brand-new
one?”

Lau said, “I think we’re going to find
out.”

As she started away, Marisol thought of
something. “Hey.”

Lau checked her stride. “Yes?”

“The Bureau calls you that. What do you call
yourself?”

Lau grinned and shook her hair off her face.
Whatever had haunted her before was wiped away. “The WTF.”

Shit, Marisol
thought. I have got to tell Samantha about
this. Out loud, she said, “This is some... damn,
what’s his name? The ex-cop who writes those weird-shit books.
Sam—Dr. Fujiyama—loves them.”

“Beale,” Lau said tiredly. Then she moved
away again, leaving Marisol to hurry after.

“Hey, Lau,” she called.

Lau turned her head, but didn’t stop
walking. That was okay, because her hesitation gave Marisol enough
time to run three steps and catch up.

“We’re organizing an intensive canvass
immediately,” Marisol said. “Hunt for the weapon, see if any of the
neighbors saw or heard something.” Oh,
Marisol. The FBI agent knows
what to canvass for. With an effort of will, she kept
herself from stuffing her hands in her pockets and ducking her
head. “Can I count on your guys to provide additional bodies for
the house-to-house?”

Lau sighed like she was wishing she’d
brought an extra coffee for herself, as well. “Wouldn’t miss
it.”
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Kris Pocheta swung her flashlight in
rhythm with her slow steps, her gaze following the beam. They were
looking for a knife, most likely, or a box cutter. But you didn’t
look for something. You just
looked, so you’d see what was in front of you. Perps left the
damndest things in their wake.

The beam that met hers at the end of its arc
to her right belonged to the brown-haired Fibbie. Kris approved her
technique: methodical, quiet, focused. Kris had kind of hoped to be
side by side with the cute Asian one, but Detective Nield had asked
her to work the house-to-house. And really, was Kris going to ask
her if she wanted to get coffee after the search? So not. Uniforms
don’t bat their eyes at visiting FBI agents.

The grass at the end of the park needed
mowing: four inches high in spots, plenty enough to hide used
condoms, used needles, broken glass, or a discarded blade. Damned
budget cuts. Well, better the city should put off mowing the parks
if it meant no police and fire layoffs.

A shaggy little bush loomed ahead, just left
of center. Kris felt as if she ought to know what kind of bush it
was. That was what happened when you lived with Vivi. Okay, that
and a lot of fresh tomatoes, peppers, and squash. Kris had thought
she hated salad before she moved in with Vivi.

She didn’t rush; she searched her beam of
light back and forth through the grass at her feet, patient. When
she got to the bush, she crouched down to illuminate the tangle
of—trunks? Stems? She should ask Vivi—and rank tall grass at its
base.

Even so, she almost missed it. The handle
scales were wood, close to the color of the plant stems, and the
rivets were tarnished dark. It had no quillon to interrupt the
vertical line. And the blade was thrust deep in the dirt among the
stems, the angle of insertion matching the angle at which the plant
rose out of the grass.

“Knife!” she called, pitching her voice so
it would carry to the searchers, but not to the buildings around
the park.

The brown-haired FBI agent was beside her so
fast she could have been a genie. “Oh, good work!” she said, in a
way that made Kris think it wasn’t just what Feds said to local
cops to encourage them. She felt a little silly about the warm
satisfaction it gave her.

The Fibbie blinked her light three times to
summon the crime scene team and crouched again to peer at the
knife. “He’s a sneaky bastard, isn’t he?” she said. “And yeah, he’s
got mixed feelings about what he did. He kills Torres and
transports the body, taking the murder weapon with him. Maybe he
thought he wanted a trophy, or just planned to dispose of it away
from the crime scene.”

“Then he goes and leaves it at the dump
site?” Kris said. She’d seen plenty of crazy and stupid in her
years on the job, but they still pissed her off.

“Nope, he hides it. He doesn’t want it on him anymore. But
he’s cold-blooded enough to stop and conceal it, rather than just
throw it away. Is that a kitchen knife?”

“Looks a lot like the sandwich knife
in my girlfriend’s big-ass knife block,” Kris agreed. And realized
what she’d said when the Fibbie turned and smiled at her, not just
pleasant, but friendly. Well,
damn.

“Until a few years ago, my wife and I had
exactly two kitchen knives, and used whichever one wasn’t lying
dirty in the sink.”

Kris chuckled. “If I left a knife in the
sink, Vivi would scalp me with it.”

She heard the thump and rattle of the scene
team arriving from behind them. The Fibbie straightened up. “Unless
there’s a lot of this going around in MacArthur Park, I think
Officer Pocheta’s found our weapon.”
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Peter didn’t show up for Easter supper, and
his phone went to voicemail without ringing. Karen Torres had known
there was no chance of him coming to Mass—ever since he’d told her
he was gay, after his friend Joey was killed, he’d refused to go to
church. She didn’t worry about Peter being gay. God could forgive
anything, if you asked Him to, and more and more she was thinking
that being gay was nothing that He needed to forgive.

But she worried about him not going to
Mass. Because God could
forgive anything, but He didn’t do it unless you asked. She
lit candles for Joey and for Peter every Sunday, hoping it was okay
if somebody who loved them asked for them.

She knew Peter did other things that needed
more forgiveness than who he loved. She didn’t want to know about
those, and Peter didn’t tell her. And he didn’t come to Mass, even
on Easter Sunday.

But he always came to supper. So even when
the rest of the family sat down without him and Karen led her adult
children and their families in grace, she still kept looking out
the kitchen window, waiting for Peter to pull up to the curb in his
old sun-faded Taurus. Torres’s Taurus, he’d joke.

When the sun went down and he still didn’t
answer his phone, and her other sons and her daughter went home
with their families—her daughter with a few sympathetic words for
Peter’s behavior, as always—Karen knew something was wrong. She
knew from the TV that you shouldn’t report somebody missing until
they had been gone for twenty-four hours, and she knew Peter was
probably just being Peter. It wasn’t like he was responsible. Or
reliable. He couldn’t hold down a job and half the time he dodged
her calls, even when it wasn’t about church—maybe he was spending
the weekend drunk or high—but no matter how many excuses she made
for him, she kept getting madder and madder.

Until one more compulsive check out the
kitchen window to the dim-lit street below showed not Peter, but a
police car, with two dark uniforms emerging from it.

Even before the hard, official knock bounced
her door against the frame, she knew. She knew, and she refused to
embarrass her son by crying.

Peter always hated it when she cried over
him.
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When Marisol came back to the scene command
truck just a little after sunrise, she found Tucker bent over maps
with Hector Person, the sergeant in Gangs and Narcotics who’d been
so damned possessive of the case when she had it moved to homicide.
But now it didn’t look like they were fighting. Instead, they were
bent together over a map of the city, drawing circles on it with
colored markers and sharing a bag of—God help her—pork rinds.
Tucker’s new Atkins kick was taking the weight off, but it didn’t
help him smell any better.

Marisol went straight for the coffeepot.

“It’s burned,” Person said, friendlier than
usual.

“I won’t taste it anyway,” Marisol said. She
crossed the cramped interior of the van to join the men. “What are
you doing here, Hector?”

“Tucker called me,” he said. “Turns out your
vic has a link to a solved case.”

A pressure wave of certainty filled her.
“John Mitchell Joy,” she said tiredly.

“Huh.” Person looked at her with something
that could have been surprised respect, touched with a faintly
patronizing air. Or maybe she was just oversensitive, as more than
one commanding officer had insinuated. She didn’t actually believe
it, any more than she believed she’d deserved anything that had
happened to her. But that didn’t stop the powers-that-be from
trying to make you feel it. “So maybe I’m not bringing you guys any
news?”

The daylight outside the van windows was
chill and slanted. It was barely morning.

“Maybe you are,” Marisol said. “Only one way
to find out.” She propped her hip against the coffee cart and
sucked too-hot, overcooked coffee mixed with cooling air over her
tongue. “Possible weapon found at the scene was a kitchen knife,
like the one Joy used. Unlike Joy, the killer didn’t carry the
knife away.”

Person grunted and hitched up his gun belt.
“Joy used one that belonged to his mamma. Pleasant associations and
all that sick shit.”

Marisol grimaced in sympathy. “Victim’s
wallet was missing, no cell phone, but he was wearing a medic alert
bracelet for asthma, and his name was on it.”

“Peter Torres,” Person finished for her. The
corners of his mouth crimped down in his sagging cheeks, as if he
was holding something behind his lips. Anger? Disappointment? If
Person was an open book to anybody, she wasn’t one of the bodies.
“Torres’s boyfriend, Joey Oram, was one of Joy’s victims,” Person
said. “Second or third to last? Torres testified at Joy’s
sentencing hearing. Look, I heard your federales wanted an
interview with Joy?”

“Because of the M.O.,” she said. “We hadn’t
caught on that there was a personal link as well. What, are you
flagging Joy’s case?”

Person shrugged. “When I was in homicide, I
was on it before it went to the task force. When something calls up
an old case, you have to take an interest. What brought you
in?”

She shook her head. Tucker, still bent over
the map, waved her on. Reluctantly, not wanting to engage in
another pissing match, she said, “Tucker thought there might be a
link to the O.D.s.”

But Hector seemed to have changed his tune.
“Damn,” he said. “Well, if I can help at all, let me know.”

He stood. Marisol stepped aside to let him
exit the van. As the door shut behind him, Tucker set down a
highlighter. “Hey,” he said cheerfully. “Only another gazillion
square inches to go. You want a pork rind?”
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This was not the first time Samantha had
done a postmortem before observers, but it was the first time she’d
had two FBI agents in her autopsy suite, and one of them was big
enough that even when he settled himself back on his heels and
folded his arms, he took up an awful lot of psychic space. Sam
hoped neither one of them was squeamish. This were considerably
more intimidating that Lau and Villette. Samantha had responded by
instantly forgetting both their names.

The woman, at least, had a good knowledge of
medical terminology, which might bode well. And if not, well, an
autopsy suite by its nature was well-supplied with plastic
buckets.

She lowered her face shield, pulled on a
fresh pair of nitrile gloves, and clicked on the digital voice
recorder. Her name, the decedent’s name, the date. The case number.
And then she pulled the clean white sheet off the subject and began
her external examination. The forensics team had already removed
his clothes. The body had not been washed, and despite the smells
of cold steak and spilt bowels, she leaned close. She’d examine him
with a hand lens and an ultraviolet light before she began the
dissection.

Or finished it. The murderer had already
given it a pretty good start. “White male,” she noted, as the FBI
agents craned their necks to see over the raised sides of the
dissection table. “Mid thirties, apparent good health. Gross
injuries apparent include a perimortem incision. Apparent direction
of the incision is from pelvic to thoracic along the abdomen,
roughly following the center line. This appears at first glance to
be the proximate cause of death. Body is in full rigor, positioning
consistent with having originally lain on his right side. The body
was recovered on its back, and overlapping patterns of livor mortis
as well as the blood streaking from the wound confirm the
likelihood that the corpse was repositioned after death.”

She continued with the hand lens, covering
every inch of his body, with special attention to the ankles and
wrists. “There are no signs of bruising consistent with restraints,
leading to the question of how such a slow method of death could
have been accomplished with the victim free to move about. Victim
does have a number of piercings, including both nipples and
multiple jewelry in the penis and scrotum—”

A low whistle interrupted her. Samantha
looked over at the special agents. The big blond guy’s lips were
pursed, in awe or horror Samantha could not tell.

“Damn,” he said. “That’s a lot of junk in
his junk. If you know what I mean.”

She wasn’t about to say so, but it was an
apt observation. She fixed him with a look that should ensure there
were no further interruptions. He grimaced wryly and spread his
hands in acknowledgment.

The woman said, “So cause of death looks
like the disembowelment?”

Samantha shrugged. “Too soon to tell for
sure until I crack him, and there’s toxicology—but it’s the only
apparent injury. And it would be consistent with the M.O. of John
Mitchell Joy. But there’s the lack of restraints to consider.”

“There have been no marks of apparent
restraint on any of the O.D.s, either.”

“True. It’s unclear what this tells us. And
also—” she hesitated “—this victim does not appear to have been
sexually assaulted. But there’s another thing, see here?” Gently,
she pried the victim’s clenched hand open. “Perimortem burns.”

The woman glanced away, then caught herself
and leaned forward for a better view. “Those were part of Joy’s
signature?”

Samantha nodded. “And we never released that
detail to the press. Even the book on Joy doesn’t mention them. We
kept that one very close to the chest.”

“Huh. So that’s definitely insider
information.” The big guy was even pretty when he frowned. Sam kept
her mind on the job.

“Do you need help turning the body?”

“Eventually.” Samantha rubbed her
fingers together, feeling the nitrile catch and slip against skin.
“It’s not unclear what this
tells us?”

The woman sighed. She wasn’t gloved; she
chewed a thumbnail. “It tells us it looks like the manifestation
and the means of death are separate.”

Samantha switched to ultraviolet
examination. With a fine brush and a pair of forceps, she picked
out the threads and specks of matter that only now became evident.
“Manifestation? I’m not familiar with that term.”

The woman hesitated. The man said, “Whatever
the UNSUB is doing to cause the accelerated rigor. The as-yet
uncomprehended mechanism.”

“Ah,” Samantha said. She hesitated, because
she didn’t want to look unprofessional in front of the FBI agents.
But she couldn’t resist. She shut off the recorder, noting that she
was pausing it, and said, “So have either of you read this guy
Rupert Beale?”

They shared a look again, some unspoken
communication. The woman smiled faintly. The big guy nodded.
“Sometimes he consults with us.”

A thrill ran through her, the tingling
sensation she associated with taut investigations and cop movies
with Morgan Freeman in them. Her heartbeat quickened. “I see,” she
said quietly, proud that her voice didn’t shake. “So is there
anything in particular I should be looking out for?”
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It had been a very long time since John
Mitchell Joy had spoken to a woman. Not that he had ever liked them
much. And he certainly didn’t miss the ones like this one, with her
dark hair pulled back in the most uptight ponytail imaginable and
hard, contemptuous eyes. He didn’t like the way she sat down across
from him, either, like she owned the room. If he wasn’t
shackled—

“Mr. Joy,” she said. “I am FBI Special Agent
Falkner. I’m with the Behavioral Analysis Unit. Do you know what we
do?”

“Sure,” he said. “You sent some bitch with
dreadlocks out to nail me not too long ago.”

She smiled a little. “Dr. Marshall,” she
said. “Yes, I’ve spoken with her. She said there was no evidence to
indicate that you had a partner. Those men you killed—”

“Faggots,” he said.

“Those men you raped and killed. You did that all on your
own.”

John’s stomach knotted around nausea and
self-loathing. Bad enough to sit through the trial and listen to
that uppity black cunt talk about utter bullshit like repressed
homosexuality. He hated fags. And he knew exactly why his mother
had burned his hands on the stove when she caught him looking at
pictures and touching himself. Those thoughts were evil, and they
needed to be pulled out, rooted out, burned away to make him
pure.

He steadied his shackled, shaking hands on
the chair edge. “I don’t need any help to take out some
pencil-necked queer.”

“No,” she said. “I can see you don’t.”

She paused. He waited. He was a panther: he
could outwait any broad with a badge.

Eventually she nodded, trying to make him
think his silence had been all her idea. And then she steepled her
fingers and said, “So how do you feel about somebody stealing your
game?”

Act IV

Nikki was always on time, except when she
couldn’t be, and then she called to let you know about it. So Dana
Kinney had left the apartment with lots of time to spare, because
she didn’t want Nikki to sit alone at a table waiting for her.

Of course, that meant Dana pulled into the
parking lot behind The Griddle twenty minutes early. The 405
freeway was like one of those vending machines by the doors of
supermarkets. You put in a quarter, turned the knob, and hoped
you’d get a non-lame prize. Today was a blue sparkly triceratops
day, apparently.

The line was short, and the table that
opened up was a booth at the back. Dana ordered a large French
press coffee and two cups, and told the black-t-shirted waiter with
the smiling blue eyes that she’d order when her friend got here.
She weighed the evidence as he headed for the kitchen.
Wannabe director. Surfs in the
afternoons.

God damn living in a town that makes
everyone wish they were twenty-five.

Dana wiped her palms on the thighs of her
skinny trousers. As soon as Nikki got here, she’d be all right.
This awkwardness was temporary and situational.

Even in Los Angeles, jam-packed with
Model-Actress-Whatevers and MAW wannabes, Nikki turned heads. Dana
saw them turn. Then Nikki squeezed past the six-pack of hipsters
consulting their iPhones near the door, spotted Dana, and slalomed
between tables at hair-raising speed.

Dana stood just in time to have her ribcage
wrapped tight with Nikki-ness, warm and lively and breathtakingly
strong. She tried to match that energy and love in the circle of
her own arms around Nikki’s shoulders.

Nikki popped free at last and skidded
her butt into the booth across from Dana. “Thank god you could do
lunch, chica.” She tucked a
wing of her hair behind one ear. An unconsidered fidget, and one
Dana associated with Nikki since she’d met her. “We’re chin-deep in
this case, and the only reason I’m not eating cold takeout at a
copshop is that we don’t have an event clock to race
yet.”

A race was Nikki’s natural environment. As
long as Dana had known her, she’d been on the hunt for things to
pit herself against. Things, not people, unless the other party
pushed the issue. And Nikki, far from competing with her friends,
had always preferred to pull them along with her.

Dana missed living at the eye of Hurricane
Nikki. Her friend had given her a sanctuary at the center of a blur
of activity, a place both breathtaking and safe. She could make her
own safety now, and her own fun. But sometimes she longed for
Nikki’s strength to lean on.

Right now she had amends to make. “I’m so
sorry I missed the funeral.”

What crossed Nikki’s face was a
reverse flinch: an instant of stillness and something stricken
around the eyes. Then she reached out and laid a hand over Dana’s.
“Life doesn’t stop, chica. We
all understood.”

“Even your mom?”

That banished the last tension in Nikki’s
face. “Even? Dude, she always lets you get away with stuff.”

“How is she?”

“Haven’t you visited?”

“Sure. But, well...” Dana ducked her left
ear and shoulder toward each other. “Family. You know.”

Their waiter arrived with the French press
pot, two cups, and his order pad. “Veggie chili omelette,” Nikki
said, without a glance at the menu. “Whole wheat toast. And a large
O.J.”

“You know you can’t eat all that, right?”
the waiter said. Dana thought it had been startled out of him.

“Don’t worry. If I can’t, I’ve got a friend
who can.”

Dana ordered multigrain pancakes with
strawberries (and real maple syrup). Nikki swatted her hand away
when she reached to push the plunger down on the coffee pot.

“Not long enough. Mom’s... She hasn’t
found her feet yet. She doesn’t want anyone to find them
for her, but I think she wishes
someone would show up and make everything okay. Which she knows
isn’t how it works, so she’s mad at herself for wanting
it.”

“In other words, ouch.”

“Oh, yeah.” Nikki raked her fingers through
her hair—not a gesture Dana recognized—and ended with both elbows
on the table. “I’m a professional fixer, man. It’s making me crazy
that I can’t solve anything for her.”

Dana felt a twist of fear in her stomach.
She squashed it, because it was a reflex, a response to a wobble in
her personal universe. That Nikki could solve everything was an
article of faith. But if Dana couldn’t deal with a wobble now and
then, what was therapy for? “The brothers?”

Nikki’s mouth pinched at the corners. “Don’t
bother the menfolk with stuff like that. They’ve got work to
do.”

“Like you don’t?” Dana said, a little too
hotly.

Nikki smiled, and if it wasn’t quite as
cheerful as she tried to make it, Dana wasn’t going to say so.
“It’s okay. The brothers know better. They’re helping.” She laid
her palm over the ball end of the plunger and pressed slowly.
“Coffee is squeezed,” she announced, and poured for both of
them.

“Anything I can do?” Dana always asked if
there was anything she could do to help. Nikki’s answer was always
some version of “Nope.”

So when Nikki instead drew a long breath and
rolled her shoulder joints, it was as jarring as a fender-bender.
“Just— Stay in touch with her, I guess.”

“Well, what about for
you?”

Nikki looked blank. “Me?”

“Yeah, you. Hello, he was your father.”

Again, the anti-flinch, as if she’d been
thinking so hard about the effects that she’d forgotten the cause.
“I don’t know. I guess... I don’t know.”

The world wobbled, then returned to its
sensible, predictable course. Dana had faith in that. She would
cling to that faith, even in the face of the bleak look she’d
caught in Nikki’s eyes just before their waiter returned, cheerful
and flirting, with their food.
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A parking space, for godsake, only a block
from the apartment building. And a level one, too. Shania Clark was
sure the old Ford’s hand brake was going to let go one of these
days and smash some poor Mini Cooper flat. But she didn’t have a
lot of on-street parking to choose from in Los Feliz. She turned
the wheel until the tires bumped the curb and got out, remembering
to swing the heavy steel door hard. Half the time she didn’t slam
it, and had to go back and make sure the door was really shut. This
time she got it just right, though, and didn’t have to fix it with
a hip-check.

Her purse over her shoulder, the plastic
sack of groceries in her hand, she approached the narrow front
door. The cops were swarming, which was never a good sign, and she
just wanted to get into her apartment and lock the door, and eat
some scrambled eggs in front of the TV. She’d counted at least two
prowl cars at each intersection, and a whole bunch of TV news
crews, and now there were a couple of cops hanging around her
apartment building’s door.

She hoped they’d let her in. She’d just have
to brazen it out.

One of them did touch her arm lightly as she
was moving to put her key in the door. “Miss?” he said, “May I ask
your business here?”

She drew back. “I live here,” she said. She
wanted to show him some defiance, but her voice came out a mumble.
She stared at her shoes. She showed him her sack. “I need to put my
groceries away.”

“What’s your name?”

She didn’t have to tell him. But if
she didn’t, wouldn’t he think she was hiding something? Everything
she’d done wrong in the past twenty-three years flashed before her
eyes, and she very carefully tried to blank her thoughts before he
could somehow pick the image of Tony, pantsless in a pool of blood,
out of them. He had it coming. And anyway,
that was almost ten years ago.

“Shania Clark,” she said. “I work at the
Von’s—”

He dropped his hand and nodded. She thought
about bolting as he said “Wait just a second,” and turned slightly
away. He spoke into his radio, and Shania knew that if she was
going to run, now would be the time. But she just stood rooted on
the spot, feeling water condense on the quart of milk and run down
the waxed skin inside the plastic bag that kept it from actually
making her skin wet.

When he turned back, he said, “Somebody will
be down in just a second to escort you up.”

And it was way too late to walk away.

She wasn’t expecting the tall woman who came
down and introduced herself as Agent Falkner of the FBI. She had a
motherly air and a worry wrinkle between her brows, her graying
hair slicked back into a strict ponytail. She was as out of place
in the front hall with its scuffed plaster and stained brown carpet
and faint smell of mildew as a racehorse in a cow barn. “Ms.
Clark,” she said. “I understand you live in 4B?”

Shania nodded, barely remembering to
nod to the cops as the FBI agent
led her inside the apartment building. They stopped by the
elevator, which was good because Shania’s feet hurt from a ten-hour
shift. Scrambled eggs and C.S.I., that was all she’d been planning on. And
now—

“What’s going on?” she asked, as the
elevator door slid open, because she had to say something.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news,” Agent
Falkner said. “Peter Torres?”

“He lives next do—” The fallen look on
Falkner’s face told her everything she needed to know. The elevator
might have left her belly in the basement. “Oh god, did somebody
break into his apartment?”

Agent Falkner shook her head. “His body was
discovered in MacArthur Park very early this morning. We’re going
through his apartment now. But I’d also like to ask you some
questions.”

The elevator door dinged open. Shania
stumbled out by reflex. More cops in the hallway, but with Falkner
at her side they let her pass.

“Sure,” Shania said. “Just let me open this
door.”

She fumbled with keys, got the door open,
and let the woman in—aware the whole time that Shania had her back
to her, that the woman was scanning Shania’s tiny, cluttered space
with a critical eye. It hadn’t been swept in weeks, and Shania was
painfully aware of the smell of the catbox.

Behind her, the agent shut the door. Vaquero
and Vicente came running from atop the daybed, meowing, their
little dark feet like thunder. “I have to—”

“Go ahead and feed the cats,” Falkner said.
“And put the milk in the fridge. Is it okay if I pet them?”

Hands shaking, all-but-mute with adrenaline,
Shania nodded. She walked around the half-height partition to the
tiny apartment fridge and started putting away milk, eggs,
tomatoes.

“Those will taste better if you leave them
on the counter,” the agent said.

Shania jumped. She hadn’t heard her come up
behind. “I’m sorry?”

The agent was holding Vaquero, seeming not
to care that he shed black hairs all over her white blouse. He
headbutted, rubbing her cheek with his head, and Shania could hear
his purr across the room. By her knees, Vicente cried his
kitten-cry and rubbed against her.

“The tomatoes,” Falkner said. “They get
plasticky if you refrigerate them.”

Shania looked at the red ball in her hand.
“You’re right.” She put it on the counter, retrieved the one she’d
already tucked into the fridge, and shut the door as she stood up.
“Sorry. I’m just a little nervous about talking to the cops. Do you
want coffee?”

“Everybody is,” Falkner said. “And coffee
would be very nice.”

While Shania measured grounds into the
filter, Falkner leaned against the wall, arms folded. “Was Mr.
Torres seeing anyone?”

Of course. They always looked at family
first, didn’t they? “He lost somebody a few years ago,” Shania
said. “Before I lived here. I don’t think he ever got over it.”

She ran water into the pot. As she poured it
into the machine, the agent said, “I notice he didn’t have a
land-line in his apartment.”

“He had a cell,” Shania said. “Prepaid, I
think. Most everybody does.”

“Do you have the number?”

“I think so. In my phone. I’ll check as soon
as this is on.” She hit the switch and went to get her purse off
the counter. A moment later, she had it, and the agent was writing
it down.

“Thank you,” the agent said.

“Ms. Falkner?”

Falkner lifted her pen from the paper and
looked up. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Can you tell me what happened to him?”

She knew he was dead. Of course he was dead,
and it must be in some horrible fashion, because the FBI didn’t
come around for nothing. But that wasn’t what she was asking,
exactly. What she was trying to find a way to ask for was
reassurance.

And the FBI lady didn’t have it to give. But
she did smile grimly and gesture with her phone. “Just let me call
this in and I’ll have a few more questions for you.”

Shania nodded, trying to decide how much to
share and how much to hold back. Should she let the agent think she
and Peter had barely known each other? Or tell her about the times
they’d stayed up all night, with a little beer and a little reefer,
and all the things Peter had told her in confidence.

Except that might lead them to wonder
what she had told him. Blood all over the
floor—

No. Best to keep that to herself. Surely it
wasn’t important, was it?

The coffee tinkled into the pot, and the
woman turned away. “Hi,” Shania heard her say. “No joy from Joy. I
don’t think he knows who the culprit is. But I’m at Torres’
apartment now, and his neighbor just gave me his phone number—”
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For the canvass, Marisol had wound up paired
with Stephen Reyes. She wasn’t sure if this was because he’d angled
for her or because everybody else had ducked him. She still found
him intimidating as hell—he had the habit of saying short,
incisive, tactless things that laid a problem open to the bone.

But Marisol found she didn’t mind. He kept
his hands to himself and never so much as raised a flirtatious
eyebrow, and that was good enough for her. Whether she’d actually
managed to soften him up in those crucial first moments, she was
uncertain. Whatever the cause—chemistry or lack of significant
history—they worked well together, and if she’d expected to find
herself condescended to she was pleasantly surprised.

Tucker still had the command center, so she
was free to pound the pavement. And there was a lot of pavement to
pound. They were looking for Torres’s phone, which should have been
in his surprisingly spare and—except for the messy manner of
death—tidy apartment, since it wasn’t on his body or anywhere else
in MacArthur Park that a damned good search could turn up. And they
were looking for witnesses to the movements of a stranger in the
neighborhood, for anyone who’d heard an argument or a struggle in
Torres’s place—and Marisol was pretty sure you shouldn’t be able to
burn somebody’s hands to the bone on the electric stove, or slice
his belly open, without him making some kind of noise—

—basically, they were looking for what the
Scooby team would call clues.

She must have chuckled to herself, because
the sidelong glance Reyes shot her spoke volumes. She’d been
watching him—and watching the way the female members of his team
interacted with him—but that didn’t stop the rising thread of
unease that followed his attention. “Ruh roh, Raggy,” she said,
apologetically, leading him up the walk to a ramshackle block house
all but overgrown with neglected palms and bird-of-paradise,
glimpses of peeling white paint barely visible through withered
greenery.

He snorted. “I don’t actually eat people,
Detective.”

She didn’t look over. “Never hurts to be too
careful. Are you Good Cop or Bad Cop?”

“You start the interview,” he said.
“Sometimes people are more willing to talk to a woman.”

He stayed behind her, too, as she
pushed the doorbell—no sound emerged—and rapped hard on the door.
She knew what a cop’s knock sounded like from the inside, but she
hid her cringe. Behind her, a pair of uniformed officers started
going through the trash on the curb, while a prowl car rolled
slowly up the street. Great. That would make everybody inside the
house extra
cooperative.

The door jerked open with as much aggression
as she’d anticipated, but the person holding the handle was a
skinny, shirtless brown boy who couldn’t have been over sixteen.
“Whaddaya want?” he growled.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Detective Nield and
this is Agent Reyes. We’re murder police: we’re not interested in
drugs or immigration. We’d like to ask you a couple of
questions—”

 


•

 


Officer Anita Delgado hadn’t really wanted
to get paired up with one of the Fibbies. But if she had to, she
guessed the young one—Villette, cadaverous and unprepossessing—was
the one least likely to cramp her style. There wasn’t much she
loved less than a good dumpster dive seasoned liberally with busted
bottles and hypodermics, so she was just as happy that her partner
seemed wrapped up in his own world.

He worked hard, though. If she’d been
worried that some fancy back-East G-man wouldn’t pull his weight,
she’d reckoned without his willingness to crawl under a tarpaulined
boat on his elbows. He didn’t talk much, though, and she got the
impression that he wasn’t much interested in talking. Maybe he was
shy. Or maybe he was just kind of a prick. It was hard to tell.

She left him shoveling garbage back into a
trashcan with gloved hands and stepped down the driveway to report
the results of the search—nada—and scan up and down the block for
other officers. There were dozens within line of sight,
plainclothes and uniforms both, the detectives and the feds all out
peeking under cars, checking storm grates, and rummaging through
trash bins alongside rows of midnight poly-cotton-clad cops.

It was a full-scale neighborhood search,
here and near MacArthur Park. Delgado knew the MacArthur team had
found the weapon, which threw her. She would have said that her
team had a better chance at it. She’d heard through the grapevine
that there was blood in Torres’ apartment—a lot of blood—and she
knew how unlikely it was that a perp would hang onto the murder
weapon any longer than necessary. There was a human urge to get rid
of the things, the way she figured it: the incontrovertible
evidence of a monstrous act. The sooner you could get the bloody
knife out of your hands, the sooner you could get on with
pretending it never happened.

People were really good at pretending, when
it suited them.

Finding the weapon, though, didn’t mean they
could stop looking for the phone. The things were gold mines when
it came to murder investigations. Photos, personal information, who
called or texted whom and what they said when they left a message.
Gold mines. And a smart perp might dump phone and weapon in
different places, or even sell the phone, mess up the backtrail
with some third party’s data.

She had just checked off their grid
square—she could have done it by radio, but the sarge was standing
right there—and was walking back to Villette with their next
assignment when the ground grated and pitched under her feet like a
shaken blanket. She fell forward, got her hands up in time to
protect her face, and reflexively curled into a ball and rolled.
Glass shattered nearby. Something heavy and metallic landed with a
hollow clang, and what sounded like flower pots smashed on
pavement. She was out in the open, away from a structure—she’d be
okay until she got to her feet.

She wasn’t expecting somebody to crouch
beside her while the ground was still moving, hands touching her
gently—skull, ribs.

“Officer Delgado?” Villette’s scratchy
tenor, barely audible under the wail of car alarms all along the
block.

“Okay.” She lifted her face from her arms to
see him rising from a crouch, one hand still extended to pull her
up if necessary. “Just managed to be off-balance when the roller
hit.”

“I saw you fall,” he said. “I was afraid
you’d hit your head.”

She showed him her stung palms, scraped and
bleeding. “It was pretty close,” she admitted. Then she grinned.
“Hey, did the earth move for you, too?”

He rolled his eyes, taking her by the wrist
to lift her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get those hands
disinfected and get back to our canvass. People will be out in the
street for a while.”

“Small blessings,” she said ironically and
led him back to the R&P, where she kept her first aid kit.
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Benjamin Cronfeldt was enjoying the
unexpected company of a nice young lady who said she was an FBI
agent—he hadn’t caught her name—when the ground kicked against the
soles of their shoes and dropped hard. They fell a sudden few
inches.

Benjamin caught at the railing bordering his
low stoop. It creaked under his grip. The young lady put her hand
on his shoulder to steady him, her dark blond ponytail flopping
forward. She had made a startled noise when they first fell, but
quieted herself quickly. “Sorry,” she said.

“No problem,” he answered. He blinked,
staring about himself. “Was that a quake?”

“I think so,” she said. “Maybe we should
step out from under the roof, Mr. Cronfeldt—”

“Maybe we should go inside,” he said. His
bottle was inside, still mostly full. He could use a drink after
that. He stopped, frowning at her. “What did you say your name was,
Officer?”

“Agent,” she said. “Special Agent
Worth.”

Two uniformed cops hustling down the
block caught his attention. There were police everywhere.
Dragnet, he thought.

“Hey.” He reached out and put his hand on
her shoulder. She ducked a little, trying to hide that she’d
flinched from his breath. He stepped back, face burning. He knew
his breath was bad. His teeth hurt all the time. That’s why he
drank.

“Women FBI,” he said, as she led him out
into the sun. “What will they think of next?”

She moved his hand gently off her shoulder
and let him go. “Mr. Cronfeldt, if you could just try to focus for
a moment.”

“I am focused,” he said. “Officer Worth.” He
grinned. “My name is Friday. I carry a badge.”

“Mr. Cronfeldt—”

“Just the facts, Ma’am. Isn’t that
right?”

“That’s what I’m aiming for,” she said,
pinching the bridge of her nose.
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The motherfucking car would not
motherfucking start. And Dante Barrington had about had it with the
whole fucking mess. Best of all, all the cops in the motherfucking
world were at the end of the block and all the way around the
neighborhood, cars blocking intersections, uniforms stopping
anybody walking down the street, fucking city workers in orange and
white hard hats pulling up manhole covers and climbing down under
the street.

He knew what was going on. Somebody was
dead, and LA fucking PD was going to bust any asshole they found on
the block while they were out here looking for the murder weapon or
the bloody clothes. He felt the crinkle of plastic behind sweaty
balls, where he’d slipped his stash, and tried to figure out how
not to attract attention. Or any more attention than he already had
with the high grinding whine of the starter.

Too late. Two tall guys in suits, one white
and one maybe Chicano, maybe something else, were coming over to
him, with a woman cop in uniform two steps ahead. He knew the cop:
Delgado, who’d grown up around here. He knew her sister. Maybe he
could work that and not give them probable cause, keep their hands
off his junk.

He resolved to be polite and
cooperative.

Delgado leaned in the window. “Hey, D-Bar,”
she said. “Engine trouble?”

“The motherfucker won’t turn over,” he said.
He kept his hands on the steering wheel.

“You need a ride?” she asked.

“Not downtown,” he answered.

She laughed. “Hey,” she said, “Agents Brady
and Villette have a couple of questions they want to ask you about
last night. You mind stepping out of the car?”

Some female cops got brassy and extra
tough, and you knew you didn’t fuck with them because they had the
world to prove. Delgado was polite and disarming, and Dante
wouldn’t fuck with her for the world. Fuck her, maybe. She was a fine piece of ass in
those uniform pants.

She stepped back, and he got out of the car
into the puddle of light under a streetlamp, hoping you couldn’t
hear the plastic in his boxers crinkle. “Happy to help,” he said,
fear sweat sharp on his palms. “What you want to know?”

Just then, Delgado’s radio crackled. It was
that cop squawk you had to have pig’s ears to understand, but he
saw Delgado’s face change. She looked at the feds. “Torres had
matching kitchen knives,” she said. “One missing.”

“So he didn’t bring it with him,” said the
Chicano guy.

“Does that mean I can go?” Dante asked. The
sweat was running down his thighs, too.

“Just a couple of quick questions,” said the
white guy. “Did you see anybody last night or this morning on the
block you didn’t recognize? Somebody who seemed out of place?”

Dante breathed a small sigh of relief. He
knew how to answer these questions. He’d done it a thousand times
before. Everything was going to be just fine.
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Shania looked at the business card on the
kitchen counter for the thirty-second time. For the thirty-second
time she pushed it away. Was it worth it to go to jail forever, to
give the FBI one tiny clue about Peter that probably wouldn’t help
at all?

They probably wouldn’t look into her past.
They probably wouldn’t notice anything weird if they did.

What if they found out she knew something
and didn’t tell them? Then they’d look for sure. Then they’d look
for a way to hang her.

Dammit.

She picked up her phone. She dialed the FBI
lady’s number.

“Agent Falkner?” she said. “It’s Shania
Clark. I just remembered something Peter told me one time that
might not be important....”

“Any little thing might help,” Falkner said.
She sounded bone-tired.

“You know his boyfriend, that got murdered
by that serial killer.”

“I do,” Falkner said.

Shania imagined her held breath, her hand
scrabbling for a pen. Shania said, “Peter told me one time that he
lied about where they’d been the night Joey got killed. Because
they were maybe dealing a little coke, and he didn’t want to go to
jail. He said they were out in MacArthur Park.”

“Oh,” Falkner said. “Thank you. That might
be important, yes.”
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As they walked away from the car, leaving
D-Bar holding his pants up with one hand, Villette made a sound
that snapped Anita’s head around.

“Joy,” he said, when she looked at him
funny.

“I assume you mean the guy rotting in San
Quentin, and not tidings of comfort and?”

He nodded. “Joy’s the common denominator,”
he said. “Not for all of the victims. But for a significant
minority. Szczepanski made his career on leaked details about the
case. Torres was the boyfriend of a victim, and he didn’t come
clean with the task force when they first interviewed him. And
Torres got killed the way Joy’s victims did, except no rape and no
signs of a struggle.” Villette’s expression looked like he was
reading text off the backs of his eyeballs. Anita prepared to grab
his arm if he tripped over a rough patch of sidewalk. “No sign of
forced entry at Torres’s apartment. Torres knew the killer. He let
him in.” Villette’s eyes focused again, on Brady. Maybe it was a
handoff; maybe he was saying something Anita couldn’t read.

Brady said, “We know the UNSUB has access to
a private vehicle, because the victim was transported. We know he
felt remorse about Torres. He wouldn’t have tried to tidy him up,
or been so eager to get rid of the knife otherwise. He would have
carried it away and ditched it somewhere safer. He didn’t just
pitch it because he was scared—he hid it smart. We know he’s
careful, methodical. Organized. He brings a murder kit. Heroin, a
needle. But not this time.”

Villette was nodding. The partner mind-meld
would have pissed Anita off, except it was fascinating to watch
them break down the series of events.

“This time—I think he didn’t plan to kill
Torres. I think he got mad at Torres while he was meeting with him
for some other reason, and the, ah...” Brady glanced at Villette,
visibly editing what he had been about to say.

“He lost control of his temper?” Villette
said, dryly.

Brady laughed. Anita felt like the joke had
gone high and wide, but she wasn’t going to interrupt. Not when
she’d realized something else.

“Not just Joy,” Anita said slowly.
“People who screwed something up, who delayed resolution of the
case. Or people who screwed with other people’s lives, right? That
banker, the whole city knew he was an asshole. This is a goddamned
Dirty Harry vendetta, isn’t
it?”

She looked from one to the other,
watching what their faces did when she said Dirty Harry. Her stomach lurched as she realized
they already knew what she’d just figured out—just blurted
out. It’s a fucking cop.

“Yeah,” Villette said. “Hang on to your
horses. I have to make a call.”
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Tucker wasn’t intimidated by Special Agent
Brady, and he thought that threw the big Texan for a bit of a loop.
Even here, pulled aside behind the incident command truck for a
little man-to-man, he was not going to let the bastard loom over
him. Tucker was just as tall, and he had ten years experience on
Mr. FBI.

So when Brady said, “Tell me what you know
about the Joy investigation. Everything you know about it,” Tucker
wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of wiping his palms on
his legs.

“I worked it,” he said. “So did most of the
department, at least at first. Once your Dr. Mitchell got here, she
recommended we separate off a dedicated task force, and send most
of the district back to their regular jobs.”

Brady nodded. “It seems like it took a while
for you guys to catch on you had a serial killer.”

“Homosexual males,” Tucker said, “have a
high rate of domestic violence. Usually involving knives.”

“And when they’re hustling, things happen?”
Tucker couldn’t miss the anger in Brady’s voice. He took it
personally, Tucker realized.

“Look,” he said. “We treat a murdered
prostitute like any other victim—”

Brady snorted. He made a hatchet-handed
gesture. “Don’t stand in the goddamned rain and tell me I’m pissing
on your leg, Tucker.”

“All right,” Tucker said. “Yeah. Yeah, we
could have figured it out sooner. But once we figured it out, we
gave it the same attention we’d give any high-profile case. And we
got the right guy. The physical evidence was overwhelming. And
Marshall cracked him. She got a confession.”

“I know you got the right guy,” Brady said.
“But I’m getting a sense that somebody doesn’t think you got him
fast enough.”
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The canvassing wasn’t over just because
they’d found the murder weapon and the abduction site, but
apparently the Federales thought they had enough to go on, and
shortly before sunrise Marisol got included in the party bus when
Lau swung by in a black Suburban with Brady and Chaz in the back
seat to pick up Reyes and bring him back to the cop shop. She
settled into the rear middle seat with a sigh, sucking her
shoulders in so they wouldn’t touch the men on either side. Reyes,
of course, rode shotgun.

Villette looked at her weird. When she
looked back, he handed her a Snickers bar and a cup of coffee. “I
hope you don’t mind black.”

“I’m this far from being a beat cop,” she
said. “I’ll drink diesel fuel, if it’s hot.”

“Do you miss it?” he asked. “Something a
little less complicated?”

She shrugged. “You don’t have to wear a
uniform to serve.”

In the front seat, Lau made an unladylike
noise. “You think you could explain that to my mom?”

Villette laughed and leaned forward to talk
to Reyes over Reyes’ shoulder. “What are the odds that the UNSUB
hung onto Torres’ phone? As a trophy?”

“You’re the statistician,” Reyes said,
already opening his own phone. “Falkner,” he said, by way of
explanation, while it rang. Someone answered, and he said, “No sign
of the phone. Call Worth in. I want everybody back at the house for
a council of war.”

“You have a plan,” Villette said.

Reyes turned his head, just enough to smile
mysteriously.

On Marisol’s other side, Brady shifted and
snorted. “Crap. Well, that’s the end of that conversation.”

“What else do you want to talk about?” Lau
said. She hit her turn signal and changed lanes smoothly, without
lights or sirens. Marisol saw Villette twitch and bite his lip. She
recognized the symptoms of a jonesing back-seat driver.

She said, “I’m still pissed off that it took
so long to get attention to the Joy case.”

“Cruisers,” Brady said bitterly. “Who cares
what some homo gets? He was out there looking for it—”

“Sex in public parks is illegal,” Marisol
said. “But it shouldn’t carry the death sentence.”

Brady nodded. She watched the streetlights
move across his face in the darkness. He gasped and held it, making
her think of the last breath you cram into the balloon before it
explodes.

Gently, not letting herself think too hard
about what she was doing, Marisol put a hand on his arm.

The air came out of him with a rush. “Ah,
shit,” he said. “Why does every fucking thing have to be so
complicated? I think of sex as being like steak. If it’s any good,
why bury it under a lot of crap? And if it’s lousy, piling
mushrooms on top is not going to help.”

From the driver’s seat floated Lau’s
snicker. “Good. I’ll take your mushrooms.”

Marisol felt the tension go out of Brady’s
stone-hard forearm. He breathed in again, normally this time.
“They’ll have meat germs.”

Villette took a long pull of his own coffee,
a transparent substitute for whatever his reaction had been.

Until Lau said, “Tell the cook to put a
condom on the steak,” and Villette started choking, hard and thick,
until Marisol reached over and slapped him between the
shoulders.

Act V

As a cop, it’s very easy to get jaded. Cops
see people in extremes. While it is true that sometimes people
under pressure are forged into something better than what they
began as, it’s unfortunately even more true—and more common—for
them to fail spectacularly. Law enforcement officers are far too
familiar with the very nadir of human action. As a police officer,
I worked very hard to hold on to that good, to find ways to
reaffirm my faith in humanity. I suspect most cops do.

We find it in the damnedest places.

It seemed at first glance like a perfectly
normal—if particularly heinous—crime of passion. January 10th, 1986
began with a bitterly cold morning in Brooklyn. Around 3 am,
residents in a lower-middle-class brownstone neighborhood heard
Moses Warren, age 26, and Sheila Giansanti, age 27, both of
Brooklyn, fighting on the sidewalk.

Voices were raised. Accusations of
infidelity were shouted.

There were no eyewitnesses, but a number of
residents heard the shouting metamorphosis into screaming. The
young man had apparently been set aflame by his enraged girlfriend.
Burning, wailing, he ran into the lobby of a nearby apartment
building.

One of the building’s residents, a former
Army Ranger named Solomon Todd, responded heroically. Despite
suffering second-degree burns himself, he attempted to extinguish
Mr. Warren and restrain Ms. Giansanti. In the ensuing struggle,
Giansanti apparently suffered a massive coronary. The autopsy found
that she was severely underweight, and suggested that she may have
been emotionally unstable as a result of anorexia nervosa, which
could also explain her heart failure.

You may want to keep that little item in
mind as we explore further incidents.

Unfortunately, Mr. Todd’s intervention
occurred too late. Not only was he badly burned himself, but Mr.
Warren never emerged from the hospital.

This incident took place in New York, and I
was in no way directly involved, except in that it suits the scope
of the book. I include it here, however, as an example of the way
you have to choose your focus when you deal with murder, rape,
assault, and so forth on a regular basis. I could focus on Mr.
Warren’s infidelity, or Ms. Giansanti’s overreaction, or on the
indifference of literally thousands of bystanders to a murder
taking place right under their noses. Or I could focus on the
failure of Mr. Todd’s efforts to save Warren.

But I choose instead to focus on the fact
that one man did attempt to intervene, at great risk to himself.
When I was a cop, it told me that something in humanity was worth
protecting, no matter how much evidence accrues to the
contrary.

Now, as a reader, I can hear you
asking—sure, this crime is grotesque, even gruesome. But what makes
it enigmatic, confounding, or bizarre?

Well, you see, human bodies don’t burn that
easily. They’re very wet, for one thing, and it takes a fire of
great intensity to make one burn—as innumerable murderers have
discovered to their sorrow. And there were no traces of accelerant
recovered from Mr. Warren’s body, nor any source of fire recovered
from Ms. Giansanti’s. I’ve interviewed Mr. Todd, and found him to
be a reliable witness—as you’d expect from a seasoned reporter—and
according to him, only the timely arrival of the NYFD and the
fortunate happenstance of its being of masonry construction kept
the apartment building from going up in flames.

And then there’s the curious coincidence of
Ms. Giansanti’s physical condition, on which more in chapter
3...

—Rupert Beale, Ph.D.,
Enigma: A Brief History of Bizarre and
Confounding Crimes in 20th Century America, St,
Martin’s Press, 2004
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Marisol sat on her hands to keep from
twisting them nervously. She was the representative for the LAPD in
a conference room full of FBI, but what should have been an honor
felt like betrayal. She thought she could feel the rest of Rampart
on the other side of the wall, and beyond that every beat cop,
detective, and desk jockey in the city. One of our own. One of them had done the
unforgivable, then kept it secret from his fellow officers. Now
Marisol had to keep the hunt secret, too. All her training and
instinct cried out against it.

“We found Torres,” Reyes said when the door
was closed, when his team was settled and attentive around the
conference room table. “We identified him, we found the murder
weapon, we found his apartment and identified it as the scene of
the murder.”

Where Torres was
overpowered without a struggle, Marisol reminded
herself. She didn’t say it out loud, because everyone in the room
took it as a given. They knew something she was probably never
going to be told. More secrets. WTF, no
shit.

Reyes continued, “The host knew we’d track
him that far. He’s confident we can’t get any closer to him than
that. Because he carried away the clue that would connect him to
Torres.”

“The phone,” Lau said, with a nod. “He knows
we can get a warrant for Torres’s call records, so he doesn’t care
about that. It’s got to be about Torres’s saved contacts list.”

“So just how cocky is this bastard?” Brady
leaned back in his chair and made it creak. “We think he hasn’t
wiped it?”

“Detective Nield,” Reyes said, and made her
jump in spite of herself. “If you have no objection, I’d like to
get our local field office techs to try to locate the phone. If the
killer has underestimated us, he’s left the battery installed.”

Some current of discomfort rippled
through the FBI team: not an exchange of glances so much as a
refusal to meet each other’s eyes. Why
would a tower triangulation make them all twitch? “Go
for it,” she told Reyes.

Falkner already had her phone to her
ear.
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Marisol went to the squad room for coffee,
not because it was any better than what the FBI team had, but
because she found she couldn’t sit waiting with them for the
results one more minute. That twitchy undercurrent of discomfort
and frustration in the Feds got closer to the surface the longer
Agent Falkner’s phone was silent.

She poured burned-smelling tar-colored
liquid into a styrofoam cup and wondered if it was worth wasting
half-and-half on.

“Hey, Nield!”

Marisol turned to find Hector Person
stumping in the door with an empty mug. “Hector. I bet this stuff
tastes better without extra styrofoam.”

“Oh, not enough to notice. How are they
doing in there?”

“Waiting,” Marisol said. She stopped
herself before she said what for. Damn.
Does instinct always try to sneak past good sense? Pay attention,
girl.

Hector crumpled his mouth as if he already
had a mouthful of bad coffee. “They’re used to sitting at their
desks plugging our legwork into their formulas. This shit gets
solved walking, not sitting.”

“The big one, Brady, worked Homicide in
Dallas.” Why did she leap to defend the Feds? It was the “them”
versus “us” that Hector used, Marisol realized. She remembered what
being a “them” was like. And the Feds were on the same job she was,
working it hard.

Hector nodded. “Yeah, he’s all right. All of
‘em, really. But I’ve got manpower I can throw at this thing, and
I’m itching to do it.”

“Because of what happened in the Joy
case?”

She saw his shoulders hike up stiff under
his baggy suit jacket. “Because I don’t like seeing a scumbag get
away.”

Brady filled the doorway of the squad room,
as if talking about him could materialize that much human being in
a blink. He met Marisol’s gaze and tipped his head sharply back
toward the conference room.

She dumped her coffee down the sink; she
knew her stomach was jumping too much to put up with it. “I gotta
go.”

Hector nodded and stepped aside.

When she walked in the conference room door,
the Feds turned to her; her stomach got worse by a factor of ten.
It was Reyes who spoke when she’d closed it behind her.

“Our techs were able to place the phone
within a few yards. It’s inside the Rampart station.”

Villette’s mouth went crooked, and his eyes
were sympathetic when he said, “The WTF goes all the way down.”

Here. She was
stunned into silence; and she wasn’t surprised at all. “The first
victim tells you the most,” she said through numb lips. “It’s
someone who worked the original serial.” Suddenly information
gushed and roiled through her brain like the river after a
cloudburst. Arrogant, proud of his own cleverness. “I think... I
think I know where to look.”
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Luis Mendoza unlocked the evidence
room door for the two plainclothes and pushed the log toward them.
Homicide, he saw, peering past the girl’s scrawling fingers.
Little girls in Homicide, Luis
thought. Hijo de puta, I’m getting
old.

“Detective Nield,” she said, with a nod as
crisp as a captain’s. Luis felt his spine straighten in spite of
himself. “And this is Special Agent Villette of the FBI. We need
access to the evidence from the John Mitchell Joy
investigation.”

Luis slid his readers down his nose. “A lot
of that going on lately.”

The FBI agent practically went on point like
a hunting dog. An underfed wolfhound kind of hunting dog. Didn’t
Feds have to comb their hair anymore? “Who, and when?”

The detective, Nield, was already on
the log, sliding her finger down looking for a date. Apparently she
found it; her hand stuck at a line, and her face went dirty gray.
Luis had learned to read upside down years ago. Tucker.

Nield locked eyes with the FBI guy as if she
didn’t much want to. “There’s no... He left the case number
off.”

“A lot of ‘em do,” Luis said in his own
defense.

Nield’s jaw stuck out suddenly. “In the Joy
case— Who was the victim after Oram? The one they might have saved
if—”

“Yes. The
Brody Kaufman murder,” the FBI guy snapped at Luis, and rattled out
the case number. Nield blinked and stared at him as if she hadn’t
expected that.

Luis led them to the shelf and to the
carton, corners bashed and lid dusty. Except, of course, the cop,
Tucker, had disturbed the dust when he’d opened it. He handed it
down to the two suits and waited. FBI or not, nobody handled stored
evidence without him standing witness.

He was surprised when Nield put on her
gloves to dig through the files and bags. The FBI guy asked, “Do
you remember the officer asking for this box?”

Luis shook his head. “My day off.”

Nield made a funny noise and held up an
evidence bag. It had a crappy pay-as-you-go cellphone inside. “No
phone on the inventory list for this box.”

The FBI guy gave a big wolfy grin. “Ten
points for you. Hand it over,” he said, and proceeded to glove
up.

“You know we don’t kick about
contamination in solved cases, right?” Luis said, because
Jesús y Maria, did these brats learn
the job by watching TV?

Neither the chica nor the wolfhound paid him
any attention. The latter powered up the phone and started scanning
stuff on the little screen as fast as it would scroll. And stopped,
and held out the display to Nield.

“Son of a bitch,” she breathed. “Son
of a fucking bitch, he gave a fake name. Because he
knew if I found the log entry it
would goddamn hurt
me.”

She was so fired up Luis wanted to ask,
“What, what?” But nobody ever told him the ends of these
searches.

The FBI guy dropped the phone into the bag.
“Let’s go hurt him back.”
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Patrolman Jimmy Kandinski shifted from foot
to foot inside the station’s front door. “So I’m supposed to tell
the Captain he’s not allowed to leave? What the fuck, pardon my
French, do I do if the Chief decides to drop by?”

Sergeant Morrissey grinned. “Tell him he’s
not allowed to come in.”

“Yeah, I’m all over that one. Would you mind
very much, sir, if I left that to you?”

“If I’m around.”

Jimmy felt that sand-draining-out-his-ass
sensation that meant he was about to get stuck holding the bag. “I
thought the deal was, we have two officers on each door. The Feds
were pretty serious about the danger this guy poses.”

Morrissey rolled his eyes. “We’ve got a perp
loose in the station—you think he’s going to try to jog out the
fucking front door? All you gotta do is stand here and look like a
cop.”

Yep, here he was, bag in hand. Time for a
transfer, damn it. Or the sergeant’s exam, so he could learn to be
an asshole just like Morrissey. “I’ll do that, sir.”

“Look, I’m not leaving you alone with this.
I’m gonna go take a piss and come right back. So don’t start
composing that letter to Internal Affairs just yet, all right?”

“No, sir.” Jimmy knew he’d turned brick-red
by the heat in his face. He’d take a lot of crap from a superior,
but Morrissey had just halfway called him a snitch. Jimmy was
pretty sure he’d never done anything to deserve that. He wore the
suit, he did the job, and he stood by his brother officers.

Unlike Morrissey, who was already halfway
down the hall.

At the corner of his eye, someone closed
fast across the open space of the lobby. He recognized Kelly Henson
from Dispatch, her wild red spring-coiled hair knotted on top of
her head and her uniform blouse covered by a black hoodie. She
smiled at him. “Kandinski, right?”

Jimmy nodded. “What can I do for you?”

“I know we’re not supposed to leave the
house. But my kids are going to be home from school in twenty
minutes, and their dad can’t leave work to pick ‘em up. I really
have to be there.”

Morrissey, I fucking hope
you’ve got hemorrhoids. “Sorry. I can’t make that
call.”

“Jesus. Do you seriously think—”

“Hell, I don’t think at all, seriously or
otherwise. I just do my job. Sorry,” he said to her retreating
back.

“Why is it when you say, ‘Nobody gets to
leave,’ everybody hears, ‘Oh, except you, Snowflake?’”

Jimmy turned to find one of the Gangs and
Narcotics squad had ambled up to him, hands in his pockets.
Whatsisname—there was a joke the beat cops made behind the guy’s
back, and the detectives made to his face. Person or Persons
Unknown, they called him. Maybe he was an asshole, but he’d never
been one to Jimmy. “Why ask me? You’re the detective.” Jimmy
couldn’t help smiling. “Crack that one and they’ll make you
Captain.”

“That’s one for the G-men psych heroes
upstairs. Wonder how they’d like being locked down in the Hoover
Building?”

Jimmy could imagine. “Wish they’d come down
and guard the place.”

Person scowled over Jimmy’s shoulder toward
the glass doors, and sounded as if his pension had just been cut
when he said, “Hey, who the hell is that?”

Jimmy turned fast. Somehow he managed
to get his right foot hooked with one of Person’s. Momentum carried
his face toward the door, and he had time to think,
This’ll look great on my record,
before he felt Person’s grip on his forearms.

“Jesus, you okay?” Person asked.

“Yeah,” Jimmy said. Except he wasn’t okay.
His legs shook like he’d run a couple of 10Ks back-to-back. Then
they gave up, and he went to his knees on the rubber-backed carpet
runner. In boxing, when a guy was hit hard in the liver, he’d stay
up for two seconds, maybe three. Then he’d drop like his whole
lower body had gone into shock. Jimmy wondered if this was what it
felt like.

He clutched at Person’s wrists, trying
to pull himself up. But his fingers slid loose, and he couldn’t
lift his arms anymore. He was too tired to hold up his
damned head. “What the fuck—”
he began, but he couldn’t get any push behind it; it wasn’t much
louder than a whisper.

Person lowered him to the floor. He’d call
for somebody now. There had to be EMTs somewhere in the
building.

But Person didn’t call out. He stepped over
Jimmy, toward the doors. The doors no one was supposed to leave
by.

Jimmy heard a shout from across the
lobby. I can’t let you pass,
he tried to say, even as he knew it was bone-stupid. He felt
running footsteps through his cheek where it lay on the tiles. He
saw light flash, reflected off the glass of the front door as it
swung closed behind Person.

Two shadows rolled over him as two officers
pursued Person out the door. Someone else picked Jimmy up from
behind, propped him to about half-sitting. He could see the ceiling
past the faces of strangers in business clothes. They were cop
faces, in spite of the suits. The Feds.

One of them, dark-skinned with gray in his
hair, straightened up suddenly and said, “His manifestation
requires contact with bare flesh. Glove up, all of you. Tell all
the officers to glove up. Bottle him up but do not approach.”

Someone was taking Jimmy’s pulse. He
wondered what it was like. Every word the Fed said was in English,
but made no sense.

And all he could think, for no good
reason, was, If the perp’s out of the
barn, someone should tell Henson she can go home.
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Marisol pounded across West Sixth dodging
cars like T.J. Hooker, watching Villette jump up and slide across
their hoods before they could tap him and Brady stop them cold, by
sheer force of personality. They were way out ahead. Lau was only a
few strides in front of her, and Marisol was determined that she,
at least, wasn’t going to beat her down the block. Behind her, she
heard sirens, and knew the R&Ps were rolling and the uniforms
were on their way, responding to a call of officer down. That was a
comfort. A prowl car made a pretty good hand to hand weapon.

Hector was lucky she wasn’t driving one. She
would have run it up on the sidewalk and squashed him.

Right now, she just ran.

“I got him,” Villette yelped from the front
of the pack. He screeched to a halt and pointed as Brady and then
Lau drew up beside him. “Empty storefront next to the Thai food
place. He busted out the window and went inside.”

“Well,” said Marisol, stopping behind Lau as
a phalanx of cruisers swept down the road like sharks, closing it
to civilian traffic, “he’s gotta know we’re coming.”

“We need to contain him,” Brady said. He
spoke into his radio mike. “Suspect has entered 1440 West Sixth. We
need to send the patrol cars around back to keep him
contained.”

“Acknowledged,” somebody said back. Kelly in
Dispatch, probably.

Marisol watched as several of the cruisers
peeled off and encircled the building. She said, “It used to be a
video store.”

“We’ve got to evacuate that Thai
restaurant,” said Lau. “And clear the street.”

Behind them, other police were arriving,
uniforms and plainclothes, and the rest of the Fibbies except
Worth. Reyes and Falkner were both out of breath. Falkner tapped
her face shield. “And find some cover. We don’t know what he’s
packing.”
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“Son of a bitch,” Tucker breathed. It was
the softest voice Marisol had ever heard him use.

She popped the trunk and handed him his
vest. “We’re sure he’s still in the bottle?”

“Fool me twice, fuck me sideways. Anybody
who gets the shot has already been ordered to take it. And Agent
Brady said to me, kind of off the record like, that it might take
more than one shot to put him down. What the fuck is this?”

WTF, Marisol
thought, but didn’t say it. It felt like holding out on Tucker, but
it also felt like something Lau had told her in confidence, and she
couldn’t betray that. Besides, she was just so damned giddy, dizzy,
happy to have Tucker back she didn’t trust herself to say anything.
After this was over, she decided, she’d take him out and get them
both drunk and tell him about Iraq, and apologize for the sickening
ten minutes when she’d thought he’d turned out just like her dad,
and Captain Billings, and every other goddamned man she’d ever
looked up to.

She’d never told anybody about Iraq. Maybe
it was time. Maybe she could trust Tucker.

You never knew until you tried, right? “You
okay?”

“No,” he said, quietly. “Shit. I feel
like—you don’t do what he did to Torres unless you’re carrying
around something twisted up in your gut, you know what I mean?”

“The Joy case fucked everybody up,” she
said.

Tucker yanked his strapping tighter and
checked his gun. “Not like Hector.”

He was silent for a minute. Marisol
almost said No, apparently
not, but Tucker took a breath and continued, “He took
it really personally, you know? He wanted to be in on the kill real
bad, and instead he wasn’t even on the team anymore when they
brought Joy in. And he told me once he promised Torres he was going
to find whoever killed Joey Oram. Torres’s boyfriend.”

Marisol waited. Yeah, she was going to tell
Tucker all about Iraq. She had to.

Tucker said, “He was too green to know
better.”

“He shouldn’t have made that promise.”
You told the family you were moving heaven and earth. You told them
you were doing everything. You never made a promise that might be a
lie.

“No,” Tucker said. “He shouldn’t. But he
did. So he, what, he lifts part of some dealer’s stash and goes
vigilante with it?”

“Stranger things happen.” Marisol slammed
the trunk lid. “You ready to go in?”

There was a scratch of Velcro. Tucker nodded
and unsnapped his gun. “Let’s go find those Fibbies.”
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They went in like a SWAT team, and Marisol
didn’t really understand why it was her and Tucker and the
Fibbies—all six of them now—and not a real tactical unit. But here
she was, sweating into her ballistic vest, slinking along behind
Reyes and Falkner like she knew what she was doing. The back door
was barred, the restaurant next door evacuated. Hector was in here
somewhere.

He stepped out of the doorless lavatory the
instant the group’s footsteps started crunching over broken glass,
in fact, and stood there visible from the mid-chest among the empty
video and DVD racks. He had his Colt in his left hand and a quiet,
confident smile on his face.

Shit, Marisol
thought. He’s really going to make us do
it.

Until Reyes moved around Falkner,
nitrile-gloved hands wide, weapon holstered at his hip, and stepped
in to Hector and his gun. Marisol heard Brady under his
breath—”Reyes, Reyes, no!”
but then Reyes was clear and forward of everyone else, in her line
of fire, in everybody’s line of fire. Including—and
especially—Person’s.

Ixnay on the
eroics-hay, Marisol thought, aware that it was the
single dumbest thing ever to cross her mind.

“One more step,” Hector said, “And I’ll
splash your brain all over that wall.”

Reyes’s hands just went higher. “Take me as
a hostage,” he said quietly, tipping his head to indicate the wall
of law enforcement behind him. “You know as well as I do that it’s
the only way you’re getting out of this building alive.”

“Reyes,” Falkner said. Her tone of command
would have stopped Marisol in her tracks, but Reyes took another
slow step forward.

Hector stared at him, the thin bands
of his irises ringed with white in eyes dilated by adrenaline.
Despite herself, despite the sweat-warmed grip of her sidearm
trained, shuddering, on her fellow officer, Marisol’s thoughts
still ran in fragmented circles. Wide-eyed, wild-eyed, staring mad—

“No closer,” he said.

“Hostage,” Reyes answered. “You know it’s
the only way.”

Marisol heard somebody’s sharp intake of
breath. Villette? Lau? Herself?

“Hector,” Marisol said. “If you walk out of
here with a hostage, it’s a situation for the snipers. Don’t do
this.”

She knew she was working at cross
purposes to Reyes, but Reyes was crazy.

Hector’s chest rose and fell with heavy
gasps, and his gaze fixed itself on Reyes. “Take out your gun,” he
said. “With two fingers. Lay it on the shelf and slide it to
me.”

Quietly, with small gestures, Reyes did as
Hector instructed. Except when his gloved hand touched the gun,
Marisol saw him take a quick, desperate breath. Hector might have
missed it. Hector’s eyes were on the sidearm.

Reyes shoved it away, hard enough that it
skidded across the empty shelf with a harsh scraping sound. And
Hector’s eyes followed.

Marisol knew what happened next. She
knew what had to happen next, but though she understood the
sequence intellectually, it happened so fast she also knew she was
reconstructing what happened by what she knew must have happened.

Reyes crossed the distance in one
quick lunge. He didn’t grab Hector’s gun hand. Rather, he stuck
cross-body with his left hand, forcing the gun off-line. Then he
grabbed Hector’s left wrist right-handed and stepped in with a
hard, straight left to Hector’s jaw. Hector’s head snapped back, a
line of blood spraying from his open mouth. He didn’t sag, though
Marisol knew from her experience that that blow would have
put her on her knees, and
knocked a few teeth loose as well. But Reyes’ left hand was already
pulling back, grabbing the gun by the top of the barrel, twisting
up.

Hector shouted and quick, red blood
covered both men’s hands. Marisol knew Reyes had broken the finger
caught inside the trigger guard and driven the sharp top of the
grip into the web of Hector’s hand. Marisol’s chest cavity jumped
and her ears rang from a sound so loud it was a sensation.
Reyes, she thought, moving forward
now, aware that fragments raining from the ceiling overhead meant
that maybe the Special Agent
wasn’t shot. Brady was right beside her, Lau on the left as Reyes
pistol-whipped Hector across the face.

Hector staggered but caught himself,
and somehow, impossibly, was still standing, moving on Reyes.
Marisol froze where she was and slid her finger inside the trigger
guard. She didn’t have time to aim and pull before
Reyes moved, toward Hector, not
crossing her line of fire but still too fucking close for comfort.
Reyes had Hector’s gun in his right hand, some other metal object
in the left. He raised the sidearm; Hector grabbed for
it.

No.

Hector grabbed for the strip of Reyes’s
naked wrist visible between his glove and his shirt-cuff.

The agent swayed on his feet, a lunge
converted to a stumble. He went to his knees, the hand—with gun—in
Hector’s grip still lifted. His other hand hit the floor and
bounced open, spilling a black plastic object—a hand taser, small
and seemingly inoffensive—onto the rug. It bounced twice, end over
end, and landed.

Damn! Marisol
was closest. Without thinking—if anything, her conscious mind three
steps behind, yelling at her to slow down—she lunged for the taser.
Hector was bending Reyes backwards, about to reclaim the gun. The
whole world stank of cordite and fear-sweat.

Marisol felt her knees hit the floor.

Reyes screwed up his face like a man making
a superhuman effort and swung his left hand, flailing wildly. He
slammed his fist into Hector’s floating ribs. Hector let go, and
Reyes fell back, rolling heavily aside.

Marisol got her hands on the taser and
shoved it into Hector’s underarm.

There was a sharp crack and
Hector screamed. He fell
forward, rigid, arching, arms locked across his chest. Marisol
smelled burned hair, burned fabric, ozone. His scream stopped when
he hit the floor, interrupted by a meaty thump. He thrashed for a
second and fell still.

Reyes heaved himself up and dropped atop
Hector, one knee in the small of his back. Marisol kept the taser
handy, her gun still in her off hand. She could shoot off-handed if
she had to.

“Worth!” Reyes shouted. “Brady!”

The agents lunged past Marisol, who stepped
forward slowly, her firearm still trained on the back of Hector’s
head. Lau was right beside her, doing the same. Neither one of them
dropped their stance as Brady wrenched Hector’s arms behind his
back with nitrile-gloved hands and Worth crouched beside his head.
She groped along his collar with blue fingers, grimacing. Then she
turned and stared at Reyes, her expression smooth and
unreadable.

“He has a pulse,” she said. “Are
you...?”

“Feel like I just went fifteen rounds with
Muhammad Ali,” Reyes said. He heaved a limp sigh and stood—more or
less—staggering back on rubber legs to allow Brady room to finish
handcuffing Hector and patting him down. Marisol could see Reyes’
hands shaking, his chest bucking in and out from across the room.
He was still breathing like a man who’d just finished climbing a
mountain when Brady stood and turned to him, head shaking.

Brady blew air out between pursed
lips, too out of breath to quite manage a whistle. He straightened
his spine and loomed down at Reyes while Worth attended to the
prisoner. “Respectfully, sir? You are a flaming, batshit
nutbar.”

Reyes gave a shaky laugh. “No argument.” He
sat down on the edge of the counter behind him with a thump that
spoke of profound exhaustion. “Guess it’s definitely skin contact,
huh? Falkner, tell the transport team.”

Marisol almost moved toward him, but she
thought she saw him catch her eyes and shake his head before he
leaned back on his elbows. And then Worth was there, stripping off
her own gloves to take his pulse. “You’re going to the hospital
too.”

“I just need a minute—”

“You need an I.V.,” she said, no-nonsense.
“I’m not going to have you dying of exhaustion the first time
Todd’s not here to babysit you. I’d never live it down.”

“Fine,” he said. “But I don’t think I can
walk out of here.”

Worth caught Marisol’s eye and nodded.
Marisol was already pulling her radio to her mouth. “We need medics
in here with a stretcher,” she said. “And we have a prisoner for
transport, too.”

Lau jerked her chin at Hector, who lay
moaning softly on the floor. “Why the hell did he do it?”

Reyes barked laughter, short and harsh, but
didn’t answer. Instead, he looked at Villette.

And Villette looked at Brady.

Holstering his sidearm, Brady said,
“Law enforcement, you know? You get so fucking tired.”
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...seems likely that Hakes
drew his inspiration as much from horror films and games
(Andromeda Strain? Resident Evil?) as from the medical literature. However, under the
influence of his mother’s obsession, he did grow up absolutely
steeped in medical terminology, etc. Compulsive behavior
(hers/his). Attention-seeking (hers/his). He talks to us because
we’re literally the only contact he has.

Contrast McCain. No need for public
recognition. Entirely internalized—despite the fact that the
motivating force arises from his rejection by his father/brother.
Attachment disorder? Profoundness of lack of self-worth: he thinks
he is a poison so he becomes one. (attached file, notes and
photographs of supporting documentation. Newspaper reports, missing
persons, his brother’s ‘miraculous’ cures. Power of suggestion.
Power of self-suggestion.)

McCain’s medical knowledge much less than
Hakes, though general knowledge base broader.

(attached documentation, Hakes childhood
medical records, reports of sessions with Reyes, others. Reyes
post-incident medical report. Hadn’t seen that knee x-ray before.
Ow, Steve. Ow.)

Conclusion: some jammers know what they are
doing and how they are doing it. Some just do it. No help there.
Except the ones who have that
detachment/alienation/externalization—McCain, Villette—also seem
better able to adapt their manifestation to changing scenarios.
Grow new powers. Conscious competence v. unconscious competence?
Hakes thinks of himself as the virus (in fairness, so do I). McCain
thought of himself as a channel for a higher power. Q—if Greenwood
can alienate her power, can she gain better control of it?

—Solomon Todd, unpublished notes, April
2010

 


•

 


Betty Lau stood in the slate-flagged front
hall of her house, watching out the open door as her only daughter
said good-bye to her oldest son in the driveway. She assumed the
two were saying good-bye, at least. Nikki was leaning in the
passenger-side window of Robert’s Tacoma, talking and gesturing,
and Robert had said he was due home for dinner in half an hour, so
how much more needed to be said than, “Good-bye, see you soon”? It
wasn’t as if Nikki would never be here again.

At that, the bottom dropped out from under
Betty’s feet, and she clutched at the doorknob. It was almost like
the earthquake they’d just had, except this was inside her, a
personal upheaval.

Wasn’t that what anyone would have said
about Robert Senior? “It’s not as if we won’t be back.” “It’s not
as if we won’t see you again.”

And then he was gone. And Betty was left to
go through the subsequent weeks and months and, likely, years in a
way utterly different from the one she’d envisioned whenever she’d
considered the future.

The place you meant to set your foot or your
hand could shift, or even vanish. Every time she was reminded of
it, the earth of her courage gave way.

Nikki stepped back at last, and Robert’s
truck rolled forward, and Betty waved from the door as if
everything were all right. As if she didn’t feel her heart begin to
hammer whenever anyone she loved disappeared from view. Nikki
didn’t stand and watch the Tacoma out of sight, the way Betty
needed to; she turned her back on the road and walked to the front
porch with her too-long boy’s stride.

“So,” she said when she reached the door.
“Want me to be your sous-chef for dinner?”

“I don’t even know what that is.”
Betty heard the petulance in her own voice. You’re not a child, she scolded herself.
Don’t act like one. But her daughter
stood before her, so fearless and full of energy; for all her
cleverness she hadn’t realized that life and happiness could snap
like a dry stick. Then she’d regret every hour she took lightly,
every happy, heedless minute her memory offered up in the dark when
she couldn’t sleep.

Nikki’s smile widened and stiffened. “Sure
you do. I chop, you cook. You know if we try it the other way,
we’ll end up having to call for takeout.”

She’s humoring me. As if I
can’t control my own emotions. “You know, if you
didn’t want to learn to cook from me, you could have found someone
else to teach you.”

“I guess that proves I just didn’t want to
learn to cook.”

“A woman should know how to feed people.” It
was the wrong thing to say. She knew it by the sharpening of her
daughter’s jaw.

Nikki patted a pocket of her cargo pants.
“Smartphone. I know the address of every pizza place in a
twenty-mile radius.”

That was the heart of it, the thing that
made Betty want to cry and shake something. Nikki always had a
solution. It was always the wrong solution. And it still fixed the
problem.

Betty’s mother had left China at sixteen
because she had to. When she’d died in February of 2001, she was
still Chinese, an exile, not an American. It drove Betty nuts.
Betty was an American woman, damn it, smart and modern and
independent. She ran her home while her husband was on deployment,
flying missions, risking his life. If she were her mother, she’d
have gone to pieces.

Except this time Bob wasn’t coming home. And
she felt as if she’d become her mother after all.

Here was her daughter—smart, pretty,
and capable as a whole quartermaster corps, born to run her own
career and house. Betty was proud of her. So why could she think of
nothing except, A daughter should stay
home and be a support to her mother. A widow has nothing to lean on
but her unmarried daughters and her daughters-in-law.
Her daughters-in-law were being leaned on by her sons. Who
was left for her?

“I’ll make rice and beans,” she said briskly
and a little too loud. One made noise to drive out the demons of
fear and melancholy. “You can do the salad.”

“All over it,” said Nikki, and they trooped
past the living room into the long, narrow kitchen.

Awkward, trying to work around someone else
in that space. Bob and the boys would dash in, zigzag around her to
the refrigerator, and escape with whatever they’d come for. If
Nikki had wanted to learn to cook, there wouldn’t have been room
for it. Guilt poked Betty in the ribs like a finger.

She started the rice cooker as Nikki turned
a tomato into deliberate wedges. “How are things at work?” Betty
asked her.

“Same old same old, really.”

Betty was used to cheerful circumlocution
and people who kept secrets that weren’t theirs. “Any promotion on
the horizon?”

“Man, I hope not. That would mean something
had happened to the three people senior to me.”

“I thought you said one agent retired.”

“Yeah, but nobody can take Agent Todd’s
place.” This time Nikki’s grin was whole-hearted.

Betty poured a little olive oil into the
cast iron bean pot and turned up the flame under it. “What about
another unit?”

“Huh?”

“You might be more visible in a field
office.”

Nikki laid down the knife and turned, her
hip bumping the base cabinets. “Like Los Angeles.”

Betty ignored the thread of warning in her
daughter’s voice. She reached down the dried oregano from the
cupboard and shook a tablespoon’s worth into the oil. “It would be
a good assignment.”

It would. Betty had made an effort
over the years to fill in her knowledge of her daughter’s career.
She knew from talking to people who weren’t Nikki that the Anomalous Crimes Task
Force was anything but high-profile. She added, “In L.A., the
Justice Department might notice you exist.”

“We do good work. Work that needs
doing. I’m happy where I
am.”

“Are you?”

In the moment of silence, in the meeting of
their eyes, Betty felt a moment’s vertigo. She stood on one side of
a crack in the earth just too wide to step across, miles deep. And
Nikki stood on the opposite side, where others lived who were like
her, who saw the world in the same detail.

The gap that had always lain between Betty
and Bob.

“I am, Mom,” Nikki said, so gently, as if
breaking bad news. “You don’t have to wear a uniform to serve.”

“If you’re happy, that’s all that matters,”
Betty said, and swept chopped onions and garlic into the pot. She
was proud that her voice didn’t wobble.

They sat in the kitchen to eat, at the table
crammed in the end of the room with only space for two. When Bob
was alive and the kids visited, they’d had to use the dining
room.

When Bob was alive, he and Betty ate dinner
in the kitchen often, and drank their breakfast coffee there
together.

As if Nikki could read her thoughts, she
said suddenly, “I miss him.”

“I know you do, honey,” Betty replied,
because she could tell there was more, and that it wasn’t easy.

“I wanted... It doesn’t matter. You guys
taught me to do my best for my sake, not for anyone else. But...”
She shrugged, tucked her fork into her rice, and lifted it. Then
she put that scoop back on the plate and forked up another. That
one didn’t make it to her mouth, either.

“But what?” Betty asked, expecting cheerful
negation.

“I wanted to impress him.” Nikki’s voice was
thin and tight. She put food in her mouth as if using it to keep
words from getting out.

“Oh, honey.” Betty dropped her fork. Nikki
flinched, but Betty put her hand over her daughter’s anyway. They
all tried so damned hard. When had she given her kids the idea they
had to be perfect every minute? “He was so proud of you. He told me
once the boys had turned out great, but you were something
special.”

Betty thought at first that Nikki was
choking. But it was tears, the kind of crying that sounded as if it
was torn out of the flesh of the lungs and throat. A man’s
tears.

She closed her fingers tighter over Nikki’s
hand. “So there’s nothing to regret. It’s all right.”

But those weren’t tears of relief.

Nikki drew a hard, sharp-edged breath, wiped
her eyes with the paper napkin, and blew her nose. Betty filled a
glass with water at the sink, and set it before her. Nikki nodded
and drank.

She looked up, her eyes pink and swollen,
and smiled crookedly. “Smart mom. You’re right. It’s okay now.”

“You can still miss him,” Betty said, and
took her hand again.

Nikki turned her palm up, so she could grip
back. “So can you. I’ve been thinking about ways to help,
actually.”

Betty felt her brows draw together. Afraid
to breathe, she made herself ask anyway, “What have you been
thinking?”

“Well, you know. It seems to me as if the
best thing would be for Tim to move home. He’s already on the West
Coast, and he’s not making a lot of money as a starving artist
traveling road show. He might be grateful for the excuse. And it
would be good for both of you.”

Tim. Betty
wondered why she hadn’t thought of that. Because I’m a widow with an unmarried daughter
“I think that would be good, if Tim doesn’t mind living in
the Valley with his mother.”

“Hah. We just have to figure out how we’re
going to make him feel like a returning hero for coming home.”

Betty smiled, and thought,
It’s not okay. The crack in the
earth still lay between them. She hoped the people on Nikki’s side
of the chasm understood her daughter, and loved her enough to
help.


 


Cage

 


Ashton, VA, Spring 2010

You wake up in a cage. It’s pretty
obviously a cage, too—straight out of some science fiction movie or
maybe The Silence of the
Lambs, with three white walls and one transparent one.
There’s a built-in twin bed, basically just a shelf in the wall.
You’re lying on it, so you know the mattress is good. Memory
foam.

You lie on it for a few moments, pretending
you’re not awake yet, getting the lay of the land. There’s a desk
built into the far wall, and a plastic lawn chair with a couple of
cushions thrown on it. There’s a pile of books on the desk, some
writing paper, and a couple of felt-tip pens. There’s a toilet.

There’s a window with bars on the inside,
too close together to reach a hand through. It’s open a crack,
letting in a breath of crisp, moist spring air and the smell of
green things. The air, more than anything, tells you that you’re
not in California anymore.

Everything seems clean but a little worn, as
if you’re not the first person to be caged up here.

Something moves on the other side of the
transparent wall. Supervisory Special Agent Reyes, sitting in a
better chair than the one you get, hunched forward with his elbows
on his knees, absorbed in a paperback novel. He frowns, licks a
finger, turns a page. He holds it so he doesn’t break the
spine.

When you clear your throat, he glances up,
straightens, and makes the book disappear into the pocket of his
suitcoat.

“Good afternoon, Hector,” he says. “I trust
you’re feeling better?”

You have a drug hangover and a series of
bruises and a bitten tongue, and the taser burns under your arm
sting and itch.

You grunt and turn your back to him, pulling
the covers over your head.
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He’s not there every day. Or even every
other one. It’s hard to keep track, here where the days are all the
same and there are no clocks. The food arrives on a regular
schedule. The staff don’t really carry on conversations. The only
people who talk to you regularly are Dr. Allison and Dr.
Ramachandran. They talk to you, but you don’t talk to them.

You start keeping a calendar on the
white paper they give you—as much of it as you want. You take up
designing crossword puzzles, just for something to do. You finally
read Moby Dick and
Don Quixote. Every day, you are
escorted by hazard-suited men to an otherwise-empty gymnasium where
you can exercise, and every two days they bring you to a
shower.

You discover you can’t anticipate Reyes’s
schedule. Sometimes he comes two days in a row. Sometimes he’s
absent for ten or eleven.

All the sore places heal. The food keeps
coming. And Allison, and Ramachandran, with their quiet questions
and their listening expressions. “We want to help you, Hector,”
Allison says. “We have strategies to help you control the Anomaly.
But they only work with your cooperation.”

You sit with your back to the
transparent cage wall and read The
Innocents Abroad for the third time.
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You hold out until Reyes vanishes for
a long time—over thirty days—and comes back with fresh bruises
black-purple on his dark cheek and forehead, a split lip, and
swollen ear. He sits there, reading a book—the title is
Oolong Dead, and not to judge by the
cover but it looks absolutely terrible—as if he’s got all day, a
hundred years, just to sit in a room with you and ignore you over
the top of a novel.

You can’t stand it anymore. You push the
plastic chair back—at least it makes a good scrape—and you scuff
across the floor in your scrubs and carpet slippers until you stand
in front of the bulletproof glass, fingertips pushing into the
airholes as if you could octopus through and reach him.

You sigh heavily and say, “So, did you bring
him back alive?”

Gingerly, Reyes probes his cheek. “No,” he
says. He winces, but you don’t think it’s from the tenderness of
the bruises. “Not this time. We try, but usually we don’t.”

Establishing a rapport with a confidence,
you know. But you also know it’s working. Understanding interview
technique doesn’t render you immune to it, especially when you
spend your whole life alone in a room with a glass wall.

He puts the book in his pocket. “I think you
were a good cop, Hector.”

“Gee. Thanks.” You’d spit on the floor,
except nobody but you will clean it up. “And the next question is,
‘What happened?’”

He shakes his head. “I know what happened.
Peter Torres lied to you about where he and Joey Oram were on the
night Joey got murdered, and you believed him when you should have
checked it out. And because of that, Brody Kaufman died. And you
got pulled off the case. And it kept happening, didn’t it? People
who had a responsibility—to each other, to the system—kept taking
the easy way out, and innocent people kept dying because of it. You
were tired of it, weren’t you? Bone-tired. You just wanted to show
them what it was like.”

You take a step back from the glass, though
your hands stay pressed against it. You lock your elbows and lean
heavily, knowing it won’t budge. “How long have you been a
fed?”

Reyes shrugs. “Twenty-odd years now. I came
on board not too long after grad school.”

“How come?”

“Academia disappointed me,” he says. He
meets your gaze. He doesn’t look down. “The same way the legal
system disappointed you. Well, not exactly the same way. I only
thought about killing people.”

“Killing people.”

Reyes smiles, then winces when his swollen
lips stretches. “My thesis advisor. My ex-wife. Pretty normal under
the circumstances. Who doesn’t have a homicidal ideation once in a
while?”

“So you want to know where I learned how to
make people tired.”

He shrugs. “We probably understand it better
than you do, at this point. If you work with us, I can walk you
through it. But you have to show some compliance.”

“Sure,” you say. “You follow the rules you
get privileges. Can I have a job in the prison laundry?”

“It’s not a prison,” he says. “It’s a
treatment facility.”

You push on the glass wall with your left
hand. It doesn’t rattle. You say, “I thought you weren’t coming
back.”

He touches the lip again. “Sooner or later,
I probably won’t.”

This time, you look down. You turn away,
halfway, so you don’t have to look him in the face but you can keep
him in your peripheral vision.

He says, “So. Was Raoul Perkins the first
person you killed?”

The name runs up your spine like
electricity. “Perkins was a C.I.,” you say, automatically. “He
O.D.ed.”

“And somebody lifted his stash,” Reyes
finishes. “I know. I also know he was your C.I. And you and your
partner discovered his body. Are you really gonna try to tell me
you had nothing to do with that?”

You have to reach out and grab the plastic
chair, spin it around so you can straddle it, and sit. He’s looking
at you with a gentle expression when you finally meet his eyes.

“It was an accident,” you say. “He was
holding out on me. I got mad—”

You shrug.

Reyes nods. “Go on. You grabbed him.”

“I grabbed his shirt collar. I was just
going to scare him a little. But there was this thing. A sensation.
Like...roomspins. And then he just fell down. And the next thing I
knew, the needle was in his vein.”

“And you pushed the plunger down.”

You shake your head. “It wasn’t like I
decided to. It just...happened. Like somebody else was moving my
hands.”

His eyebrows rise. He sits back. He folds
his hands. “Believe it or not,” he says, “that might be a very good
sign...”
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Ashton, VA, 2002

Wilson Currey was 31 and working as a Bank
of America branch manager when he was tried and acquitted for the
murder of his 58-year-old mother, with whom he was living. It was
easy to prove that Currey killed her in self defense; all the
evidence at the scene, as well as on the body and on Currey,
indicated his mother had attacked him with a kitchen knife. She was
known to be verbally abusive and unreasonably demanding, and the
neighbors testified her behavior had been erratic for the past
month. The coroner didn’t find any sign of brain deterioration
leading to dementia, but he didn’t rule it out.

Currey would never have appeared on the
ACTF’s radar if he’d stopped there. But he was involved in another
self-defense killing a year later. This time the would- be
assailant was Currey’s girlfriend of six months, Ellie Mendoza, and
the weapon was a broken beer bottle.

In both cases, cause of death was a crushed
windpipe. Currey was larger and stronger than either assailant, but
was unarmed, and testified that he tried to disarm his mother and
Ms. Mendoza, but failed. The defensive wounds on his hands and arms
supported that statement.

When he killed his next-door neighbor six
months later, again in self defense, the ACTF entered the
investigation and determined that Currey was provoking violent,
delusional behavior in his victims. This gave him justification for
the murders he wanted to commit, and a legal defense against
prosecution. His first murder freed him from the influence of his
abusive mother and allowed him to inherit her property. After that,
murder became Currey’s solution to any interpersonal conflict.

He was the only child of his parents, who
divorced when he was eleven. He was subsequently raised by his
mother, who bullied him and manipulated him into continuing to live
with her. Shortly before his mother’s murder, the woman Currey had
been dating for three months broke up with him, citing his
relationship with his mother as the reason.

Wilson Currey was the fifth anomalous host
taken alive, and the first to be committed directly to Idlewood. He
also became one of the treatment program’s tragedies. He died
shortly after admission of cranial trauma, when he provoked an
orderly who had been insufficiently briefed on Currey’s condition
and the precautionary procedures related to it.

Currey’s death, and the subsequent death of
orderly Tony Clifford, prompted a complete overhaul of the
management, training, and security at Idlewood.

—from the notes of Supervisory Special Agent
Stephen Reyes


 


 Big Brothers

 


J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington D.C.,
October 2010

Chaz, the
e-mail says. So how do you know if a boy
likes you?

Chaz Villette bangs his head lightly on his
desk once, then again and again.

Daphne Worth looks up on the third hit and
eases a hand between his high forehead and the crumb-spattered
laminate board. “Platypus?”

There’s a hesitation in her voice. He looks
up. She’s actually worried. He cuts it out tout de suite and leans
back in his chair, making the wheels squeak; puts on a smile so she
knows that nobody died. “I’m ruined. Mom’s eldest is asking me for
boy advice.”

“Oh man,” Daphne says, and removes her hand
from between him and a slow-cooked concussion. “So if you don’t
show up to work next week, we ask Mom where the body is?”

“You’d never find it,” he says, and stares
at the screen. The letters blur after a few seconds. It’s evening
already and aside from the office being most of the way empty, that
means the green, energy-saving, blisteringly bright institutional
light fixtures are working at full force. “I should have stuck to
sending her recipes.”

“I dunno,” Daphne says, and circles the
desk, tugging her own chair behind her. “Better she’s asking you
than Yahoo Answers. Or Dr. Phil.”

Chaz snorts. “Or Duke.”

“Or Dad.”

“’UNSUB shows signs of sweaty palms,
dilated pupils, and varies between avoidance and pursuit of his
target,’” Chaz intones, and laughs, one sharp chuckle before it’s
not funny anymore. He gives a quick glance over his shoulder,
making sure again that Reyes’s door is still shut. Chaz wouldn’t
put it past him to have bugged the entire office on the off chance
of catching stray impressions on government time. “What do I tell
her?”

Daphne shrugs and flops into her chair. “I
don’t know. What do I know from teenage boys?” She waggles her
eyebrows like Groucho Marx. It doesn’t cheer him up.

“You’re a profiler.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she says, and opens his
second drawer to rummage briefly. She comes up with a Clif Bar,
tosses it to him, claims one for herself. “The evidence is already
contaminated. If she likes the guy, she’s only seeing what she
wants to see anyway. Teenage girls are like that.”

Chaz tears open the wrapper precisely.
“Yeah,” he says. “Grown men are like that.”

Daphne nods. “So what’re you going to tell
her?”

“I dunno. Take witness statements?
Victimology on previous girlfriends? Get your friendly neighborhood
beta to lurk outside your high school like a child predator and
profile him?”

Worth raises an eyebrow. It doesn’t go down.
She keeps looking at him.

“What?” he says.

“I think that’s the first time you’ve ever
joked about that,” she replies, mildly.

Chaz fights the urge to duck his head,
to look at the autopsy reports scattered on his desk or the e-mail
waiting patiently on his screen. Of course he didn’t mean
profile, and of course she knew it.
The best camo in the world, spots or shed coats or army-issue gear,
fails with someone who’s already got your scent.

“Guess so,” he says through a throat that’s
inexplicably dry.

She pats him on the shoulder when she gets
up, just glancingly, and then drags her chair back around the nest
of desks to her own little perch. Leaving him with the e-mail.

He doesn’t leave it too long; Chaz remembers
being fifteen, and how minutes took hours back then. Especially
when there was a girl involved.

So ask him,
he types, and hits send.


 


 Rites of Passage

 


Silver Spring, MD, 2007

There’s a river outside Shaare Tefila; no,
more a creek, drifting and bubbling down a muddy incline at the end
of a brush-lined path. That’s where Esther Falkner finds her
daughter half an hour before the Saturday morning service on the
day of her bat mitzvah.

She’ll get mud on the
dress, Falkner thinks, uncontrolled. Rebekah has broad
shoulders, a woman’s shoulders; they had to cross state lines to
find that dress. Thank God her grandmother isn’t seeing this. What
she says instead: “Ready to go?”

Rebekah turns around. It startles
Falkner; even though Ben leaned over the makeup artist’s shoulder,
emanating a paternal aura of go
easy, she isn’t used to seeing lipstick on her
daughter’s mouth. That mouth’s twisted with nerves; the carefully
outlined eyes—her sister’s eyes—big and dark, are blinking a bit
too fast.

“Sweetheart?” she asks, and picks her way
closer on her wobbly new black pumps.

“Mom,” she says, and Falkner can tell
she’s nervous because it’s not Ma
or Mother. “I
can’t.”

“What’s wrong, honey?” Combat pressure is
what’s wrong. She’s got that fidgety look people acquire when
they’re going into something big, something crucial, and feeling
desperately unprepared.

“I just—” her face twists; panic and agony.
“It’s all gone. I had it memorized and I can’t remember any of it
now.”

“It’ll come back, Rebekah.”

“What if I forget it in front of
everyone?”

“The rabbi will help you find the place
again.”

“But if I screw up—”

“Then you will,” she says, and Rebekah looks
up at her, startled. “That’s part of what being an adult is,
Penguin,” she adds gently. “That you get up in front of people and
sometimes you fail. And you pick yourself up and start again.”

Her daughter is silent for a moment. A robin
sings sharp somewhere in the trees above them, and the creek
mutters in the slight, chill morning. It’s good weather. The sky is
brilliant blue.

“Ready to go?” she asks after a minute more.
Rebekah will be wanted by her friends and cousins and family.
Falkner will be wanted by Ben, who she can’t leave holding the bag
of both sides of the family forever.

Slowly, hesitant, Rebekah Falkner nods.

 


•

 


Esther Falkner will remember this later, in
bad spots. Watching a truck overturning, slow and inevitable, in
the sunny summertime of a New York expressway. Staring down a
hallway of booby traps, the floor sticky with blood.

Sometimes you fail.

This is how you become an adult in the
community.

 


•

 


But this morning, this day, she helps her
daughter up the rough and dirty slope and walks with her through
the parking lot, to the doors of Shaare Tefila. Ben turns and
greets them with a raised eyebrow, over Rebekah’s head, as the bat
mitzvah girl is swept into the fussing embrace of her Aunt Chana
and away, through the doors, into a crowd of guests.

Esther Falkner nods, once. Ben lets out a
breath.

This morning her daughter climbs the steps
to the bimah and sings her Torah portion in a voice that’s shaky
but clear, that hits each note clean. And afterwards there’s a
great roar of applause, and Rebekah stares out under her
pastel-striped tallis with a dazed, grinning look on her face. The
pins are already coming out of her hair. Then there’s a small
luncheon and photographs and all the business of the party that
night.

People hug Falkner, shake her hand. This is
a rite of passage for her and Ben too: the ceding of religious
responsibility for their firstborn. The raising of their
daughter—if not in a legal or modern sense just yet—to
adulthood.

“We did it,” she says, head leaning against
Ben’s shoulder, his arm about her waist, turning each other lazily
about the dance floor to the sobbing, rising chords of “Unchained
Melody.”

“We did,” he says, and presses his lips
light against the part of her hair.

 


•

 


She remembers this too.

The wind ruffles her hair on the bridge.
Panicked breath ruffles her hair in the hallway, in the dark.

Esther Falkner holds tight to it and raises
her gun.


 


“Ligature” by Elizabeth Bear,
featuring Emma Bull

 


“Someone else’s rain comes
down but no rain can touch me now.” —The
Magnetic Fields, “Smoke & Mirrors”

 


The murdered woman’s scream sounds like a
teakettle. It starts high and gets higher, a sound nothing
human—nothing living—should be able to make.

It tears from your throat. It savages your
ears. The flesh of her face pulls and peels around the scream,
coming apart like something out of nightmare, those anxiety dreams
where your teeth are wobbling loose and the skin slides off your
skull.

She’s dying. She’s dying, and you hate her
for it.

Because while she’s dying, you are being
born.

Act I

J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building,
Washington, D.C., September, 2010

It was kind of weird coming in to work on a
Monday morning to find Stephen Reyes’ office dark, the door locked,
the blinds drawn. Even though she knew he was on leave, Daphne
Worth hadn’t quite reconciled herself to the reality of it.

She dropped her bag and jacket on her chair
and meandered towards the kitchenette, from whence emanated
reassuring sounds of coffee grinding. By the time she arrived, Chaz
Villette stooped like a comma over the counter, measuring grounds
into a filter with a steady hand.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” he answered. He pulled a small brown
vial from his pocket and measured a capful into the grounds. The
smell of vanilla filled the little room. “What are you doing here
so early?”

“T. had to get up early to finish some
grading,” she said. “So I opted for domestic solidarity. I like a
man who travels with his own spices.”

He flashed a smile over his shoulder.
“Something to make up for the decaf.”

The smile went through her like the
sharpest knife you’d never feel. She punched him on the shoulder so
he wouldn’t see the flinch. It wasn’t that his liver and kidney
function were coming up bad,
exactly. But not great was
new, and she resented it bitterly. “How’s the diet
coming?”

“It’s the field that’s going to be tricky.
Trying to get enough calories and stay off the caffeine when I’m
jamming full-time, eating takeout, and not sleeping enough should
be fun. Other than that—” He shrugged, and she stuffed her hands in
her pockets so she wouldn’t hug him, “—it’s just more of what I was
already doing. And I don’t... “ he trailed off into a noise like a
drowning man. “I don’t miss the doughnuts. You know?”

His phone jingled the
Wonder Woman theme a half-second
before hers started in on Vienna Teng’s “The Tower.” They both
jumped, Chaz reaching for his pants pocket with a grimace. Daphne
pulled hers out, already knowing what she would see—a text message
from Nikki Lau that read simply WTF.

Daphne glanced over her shoulder. “She’s
in?”

“Maybe she’s Down The Hall?” Chaz hit the
button on the coffee pot and turned around, moving past Daphne to
cross the kitchenette in one and a half quick strides. He leaned
out, scanning the bullpen. “No sign of her at her desk—”

But then a trim, dark-clad figure stood
framed in the hall door as Lau paused to swipe her badge. She
entered the bullpen with crisp footsteps, head still bent over her
phone, but Chaz’s movement must have caught her eye. She glanced
up.

“Oh, hey. I was just—”

Chaz held up his phone. “WTF.”

“Falkner just called,” Lau said. “Looks like
you picked the wrong week to quit drinking coffee.”

A glance between Chaz and Daphne read the
whole litany of “Airplane” jokes into the brief pause that
followed. Lau saw it too, but the twist of her mouth told Daphne
that nothing was funny this morning.

“Bad?” Daphne asked, because Chaz was
folding his armor around himself like a porcupine’s spines.

“Vitriolage,” Lau said, lips thinning white
after the word. “Four cases. All in public. And nobody can give a
description of the perp. Including the women. All of whom
survived.”

“Shit,” Daphne said, as Chaz’s left hand
pressed his face.

Lau looked down at her phone again. “’Scuse
me,” she said. “I’m calling Duke in.”

 


•

 


Twenty minutes later, Daphne sat in the
briefing closet with her back to the wall, arms folded, trying not
to feel as if there was too much space on either side of her.
Without Hafidha, with Reyes in Chicago, a space that should have
felt cramped seemed to echo. At least Solomon Todd was here,
casually dressed in a cardigan and corduroys, looking more rested
than Daphne could remember having felt in ages. It filled up a
little of the void.

Esther Falkner moved around in front of the
white board and projection screen while Lau dealt out file folders.
Brady was already going through his, face professionally impassive
as he assessed 8.5” by 11” printouts of clinical photos Daphne
could imagine. The dull, grayish dead color of a full-thickness
chemical burn. The clouded corneas. The stretched, shiny,
burn-scarred skin.

Falkner said, “Harriett Rutz. Loraine
Ippolito. Sharron DeGarmo. Liza Ruland. Four women with nothing,
apparently, in common—except that over the course of the last six
months, every one of them was accosted in a crowded public place in
Seattle—Pike Place Market, the Seattle Aquarium, Seattle Center,
Waterfront Park—by an unknown assailant and doused with sulfuric
acid.”

“It’s called vitriolage,” Chaz said. “It’s exceedingly
uncommon in the United States.”

Todd rattled pages. “But not so elsewhere.
In India, Pakistan, Afghanistan—” he took a breath “—southeast
Asia, it’s a popular way of punishing romantic rivals.”

“Or a woman some asshole thinks has spurned
him.” Brady slurped coffee, swished it around in his mouth as if
killing a bad taste.

Daphne dug her fingernails under the edge of
her jacket and flipped it open. Nothing inside surprised her,
except—

—the photos.

Daphne said, “These women were
beautiful.”

“Exceptionally,” Todd said. He pulled the
photos out and lined them up in front of himself. “And I’d say it’s
the only demographic link. One African-American, three white.
Various socioeconomic backgrounds and lines of work. Two from in
and around Seattle. Two who were in town, one on business, one as a
tourist. Do we think the UNSUB is choosing them at random?”

“Way too early for a solid hypothesis,” Chaz
said. “But I’d guess, given the public nature of the locations in
which they were attacked—”

“High-risk,” Lau said.

“—I suspect the most likely answer is
that the UNSUB is choosing targets of opportunity. Which is weird,
because vitriolage is an intensely
personal crime. And Down The Hall thinks this is ours because
nobody is getting a good look at him or her?”

“Eyewitness reports,” Todd said.
“Notoriously—”

“—unreliable.” Falkner nodded. “No,
Down The Hall thinks it’s ours because in two of the cases, the
eyewitness reports indicated that the woman who was assaulted
was assaulted by someone who looked just
like her.”

Daphne swallowed. “Doppelganger.”

“These places have to be under video
surveillance,” Chaz said. Daphne admired the way he didn’t glance
toward the empty chair closest the door. “Who’s our inviting
agency? Can we get the footage before we get on the plane?”

“Seattle P.D.,” Lau said. “And yeah, I
already have it. Celentano’s been downright helpful.” She sighed. “Unlike the—well, you’ll
see.”

“Right,” Falkner said. “We fly in an hour.
Brady, you’re anchorman this time.”

Brady’s chair creaked as he lifted his head,
but it was the only sign of a reaction. “Right,” he said. “What do
I tell Reyes if he calls?”

Falkner sighed visibly.
“If he calls,” she said.
“Tell him where we went.”

 


•

 


Celentano. Helpful. Unlike
the footage. Chaz sat, chewing his finger, watching
the grainy digitized images of Sharron DeGarmo and Liza Rutland
being assaulted for the fifth time running. Finally, he sat back,
rubbing his eyes. Across the plane’s comfortably wide aisle, Todd
and Lau were drawing up victimology charts, correspondences and
differences.

Chaz cleared his throat, waiting until they
turned to him before he said, “Well, it tells us something about
the UNSUB’s manifestation.”

He gestured to the image he’d frozen on the
screen: a person of average height, slender, wearing a hoodie and
sunglasses over baggy, concealing clothing.

“It doesn’t fool the cameras,” Lau said, as
Falkner and Worth came over to join the conversation. “And I’m
guessing you can tell us something about the UNSUB now, too?”

Chaz nodded. “Female,” he said. “Five foot
five. Medium-large frame, skinny enough to be a gamma. I’m guessing
one hundred ten, given how big her hands are. I could do better in
person, but. Skin tone is fair. She’s left-handed, unsurprisingly.
And here’s a thing.”

He hit play on Sharron DeGarmo’s footage. An
African-American woman stood in the midst of a crowd, a purse
looped over her arm. She shifted from foot to foot, obviously
waiting for someone as the Pike Place Market crowd swirled around
her. Chaz’s abdominal muscles tensed helplessly as a figure in a
gray hoodie approached her and touched her arm.

DeGarmo turned, stepping back. And Chaz
forced himself not to watch her, to watch instead the slighter
figure clinging to her sleeve. His finger followed the arc of the
UNSUB’s left arm as it came up, the shift of motion, the moment
when she leaned away from her own movement.

“There.” He paused again, drew circles and
arrows with his forefinger on the laptop’s screen. His own left
shoulder ached in sympathy. “Daphs, do you see it?”

“She can’t move the shoulder joint
properly,” Daphne said. She stepped back, involuntarily crowding
Falkner. Falkner put a hand on her shoulder to steady her.

“The hoodie,” Todd said. “You think—”

“I think she’s a victim of some disfiguring
and disabling injury herself,” Chaz said. “And I bet it’s chemical
burns.”

“Industrial accident?” Falkner asked.

Todd nodded. “Domestic abuse. All kinds of
possibilities.”

“Now what?” Lau asked.

“Now I send ahead to Seattle for hospital
records,” Daphne said.

Todd tapped his palmtop. “And I start
reading back issues of Sulfuric Acid
Today.”

Falkner said, “You’re kidding.”

Todd’s eyebrows rose. “Trade rag. When would
I ever kid?”
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Detective Sergeant Christian Lattimer met
them at SEATAC. He was a dry, balding, willowy sort of guy who
reminded Daphne a lot of Minneapolis’s bulldog-brained Saul
Zingermann, and as they walked through the airport she spent a few
minutes trying to figure out when she’d been doing this for so long
that all the cops started to look like each other. He ushered them
into a minivan with municipal plates; there was plenty of room for
the five of them.

“We got something new this morning,” he
said, as he pulled onto the highway. “I figured you’d want to know
before we got to the house.”

Falkner, in the front passenger seat, said,
“What is it?”

“Communication,” he said. He handed her a
sheet of notepaper, grimy with fingerprint powder, in a plastic
page protector. Daphne leaned forward over her shoulder to
read.

Or rather, view.

It looked like a page torn from a high
school girl’s notebook—hanging chads still attached along the
margin, smudgy idealized pencil-sketches of pretty girls. And their
names, written in round schoolgirl letters. Sharron. Harriett. Loraine. Liza. There was a
second page protector, with a hand-addressed envelope. Seattle
postmark.

“If this is from her, and not a fan, she
bothers to learn their names,” Falkner said. “From media,
afterwards?”

“Or she’s not choosing them at random,”
Lattimer said. “But from the video, it looks like she’s wandering
at random until she encounters somebody who triggers her.”

Chaz said, “I spent some time tracking her
on that footage, and I concur. May I see the drawing?”

Falkner handed them to Daphne, who
passed them back. Chaz was scrunched up between his knees like a
cricket. She heard him sigh as he leaned back. “This is really
immature handwriting,” he said. “Big round bubble letters.
Is dotted with circles. And these
ligatures look like they’re right out of a copybook.”

“I didn’t think the FBI believed in
graphology,” Lattimer said dubiously.

“We don’t,” Chaz said. “Forensic document
analysis isn’t quite the same thing. In this case, juvenile
handwriting tends to suggest that the UNSUB is emotionally or
physically young, inexperienced, or hasn’t spent a lot of time
writing. They suggest she hasn’t really differentiated, in other
words. And she’s repaired her victim’s faces. That suggests
remorse. Assuming it’s actually her work. Which I think is a fair
bet.”

“So she doesn’t want to scar people for
life?”

“She could be acting under a compulsion,”
Chaz said. “Did you pull any good prints?”

“Several,” Lattimer said. “No matches.”

Daphne said, “What are the odds
she wants to be
caught?”

Falkner’s shoulders rose and fell. “Pretty
good, I’d say. If this was really her work.” She craned her neck,
sweeping her team up with a glance. “Sergeant, is Liza Rutland
still in the hospital?”

“She is.”

“Can we swing by there on our way to the
house? I’d like for Worth and Todd to start by interviewing
her.”

“Me?” Todd said. “I’m just a
consultant.”

“Interview a witness,” Falkner said. “Not
the same thing as going in with a tac squad, Sol.”
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They had a small side room with the
usual complement of white boards, cork boards, dry-erase markers,
push pins, and a conference table without enough chairs. Falkner
handed out interview assignments and chose, herself, to go with Lau
to meet DeGarmo and Rutz. Chaz asked if he could stay behind—”I
have an idea I want to chase,” he said—and Falkner knew enough
about the fragility of unformed hunches to nod judiciously and
leave him there, going over still more security camera footage,
looking for glimpses of their UNSUB hunting on days when she
had not found a
victim.

Serial killers, like any predator, hunted
far more often than they killed. It was a metric likely to apply to
this UNSUB as well.

Sharron DeGarmo and her husband Ray had an
apartment in a complex of circa-1950s three-story brick buildings
in Ballard. They’d warmed the off-white rectilinear living area
with squashy oversize furniture in autumn colors, a bright quilt
hung on the wall, and photos in clever handcrafted frames. Lots of
photos. Falkner catalogued them while pretending not to notice
them: wedding photo; both sets of parents; Sharron with two women
who had to be her sisters; Raymond with his father and either an
uncle or a much older brother. Travel photos. A professional
portrait of Sharron and Ray, against a backdrop of coastline and
ocean.

Early days yet. But Sharron hadn’t
immediately deleted the images of her old face from her daily life.
Was that a sign of courage, or of denial?

“What a beautiful quilt,” Lau said. “Where
is it from?”

“Sharron made it.” Falkner could hear the
pride in Ray DeGarmo’s voice. He looked at Sharron as he said it,
and rubbed his big thumb over the back of her hand as he held it on
his knee, his dark olive skin a subtle contrast to her more ruddy
brown. She had lovely cared-for hands, with oval nails. Raymond’s
fingers had rough, whitened cuticles and one red scraped
knuckle.

Look, Falkner
ordered herself. She’ll spot it if you
don’t. So she gazed square into Sharron’s half-ruined
face.

Burns from flame had graduated edges:
blackened to blistered to scorched, and beyond, healthy skin where
the heat hadn’t reached. Flesh burned by a hot object took the
impression like paper marked by a destroying rubber stamp. But the
acid had splashed and spattered, and the damage recorded the liquid
like a negative of a coffee stain on white linen. It had missed the
left half of her mouth and chin. The left side of her nose was
untouched, but her left cheekbone was streaked with scarring.

The right side of her face was a shroud of
thickened, curdled gray.

Sharron’s throat worked. “The doctors say
it’s not as bad as it looks.” Her words were blurred by the
stiffness of the right side of her lips. “Nerves and muscles
underneath—some are okay. I’m a candidate for reconstructive
surgery.”

Ray thrust out his chin and watched
Falkner’s face for her reaction. It’s
going to be okay, that chin said. And
Please make it be okay.

Nothing she could say would answer either of
those. She nodded, crisp and matter-of-fact, and settled into the
rituals of her work.

Halfway through the unrewarding and
gutwrenching interview, her phone played a tinny version of “Viva
Las Vegas.” She winced. “I’m sorry,” she said. “One moment—”

She left them with Lau, who’d do just fine,
and stepped out into the hallway of the apartment building.
“Chaz?”

“I can pull anonymized cell phone GPS
tracking records from much of greater Seattle,” he said, his voice
throbbing with tension and excitement. “I need your okay to do
so.”

He was five steps ahead, and he didn’t
always recognize when other people needed the gaps filled in. She
said, “How’s that going to help us?”

He made a noise she recognized, one that
meant he was organizing whatever multidimensional information
lattices inhabited his mental space into linear strings amenable to
transmission through that inadequate medium, language. It was a
noise of equal parts frustration and acceptance.

He said, “Seattle is one of the cities
where carriers provided anonymized cell phone data to researchers
studying the daily movements of urban populations. The researchers
didn’t care who they were
studying, just how any given individual moved around. They
discovered that ninety-three percent of most people’s motions
follow a daily pattern. Even the most random of us—the outliers—are
predictable eighty percent of the time. But the important thing is,
this data exists. I can pull a warrant for it. And I can’t do it as
fast as, as Hafidha could, but I can brute force my way through it
and find out if any of the people tracked were in all the right
places at all the right times.”

“We still won’t know who it is, though,”
Falkner said.

“No,” said Chaz. “But we’ll know where she
hangs out. And we can be there too.”

“Do it,” she said. “Dammit, I wish—”

“Me too,” he said. “It’s taking me forever
to go through these videos. Are you getting anything from
DeGarmo?”

“She said she got a good look at the woman
who attacked her,” Falkner said. “She didn’t see anybody in a
hoodie and glasses. A blonde, she said. Very pretty.”

“Visual illusions,” Chaz said. “She changes
her own appearance. She steals the faces of the women she
disfigures. People look up when they hear the screaming, and see
the stolen face. DeGarmo saw a previous one.”

Falkner lowered her voice. “I think so,
yes.”

He said, “I have Daphne’s medical records
dump here,” he said. “Want me to call her?”

“She can do those after she interviews
Ippolito,” Falkner said. “I’ll tell her when she calls with her
report. Anything else?”

Her phone blipped. Call waiting. Brady.

“Nothing,” he said. “Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

He hung up, and the call from Brady
connected. “Falkner?”

“Right here. If you’re looking for work,
Chaz has some medical records he and Worth could use help
with.”

“I’ll get on it,” he said. “But that’s not
why I’m calling.”

She sucked on her cheek. It tasted like old
coffee. “Reyes checked in.”

“He said to tell you he’d be there by
suppertime. You should send him to his room without any.”

“If I had the pay grade,” she said. “You
know I would.”

Brady’s sigh gusted. “I’ll call Chaz. Oh,
Todd emailed me a list of industries that use concentrated sulfuric
acid. The stuff is schedule II as a drug precursor. I’m gonna run
down thefts and missing inventory. Maybe we can figure out where
the UNSUB is getting it from.”

“If she got hurt at work,” Falkner said,
“that would make sense. Where are you starting?”

“Electronics and paper manufacture,”
he said tiredly. “In Washington State.”

Act II

It was impossible to tell what Liza Rutland
had looked like before the attack—or what she was going to look
like when the bandages came off. She lay crumpled up in her
hospital bed, awake but on a ventilator to compensate for the
pulmonary edema brought on by her savage burns. Her face and upper
body were a swathe of bandages; she peered at them through one
swollen eye.

Daphne kept her expression sympathetic,
neutral. Without looking, she knew Todd’s was the mirror of her
own. She knew too much about sulfuric acid, how it burned because
it drew the water out of any carbohydrate, from sugar crystals to
human skin, converting warm flesh to gray peeling rot and charred
carbon.

She let him start the interview. Odds were
pretty good he’d bring it home all by himself, as well.

He pulled up a chair beside the bed and
settled down. She admired the way he kept his nostrils from flaring
at the stench of antiseptic and whatever else.

“Dr. Rutland?” He touched her unbandaged
hand, lightly enough that she could pull away easily if she didn’t
want the contact. “I’m Solomon Todd. I’m working with the FBI
investigating your case. This is Special Agent Daphne Worth.”

From the way he glanced down at his hand,
Daphne could tell she’d squeezed his fingers. He smiled
encouragingly.

Rutland’s eyes found Daphne’s. Daphne waved.
“We’re going to do everything we can to find the person who did
this to you.”

Rutland closed her visible eye. She
was a thoracic surgeon, Daphne knew from the file. Unmarried,
considered brilliant by her peers. The before photos had shown a high-cheekboned woman
with flyaway light brown hair, a dimpled chin, and freckles across
cheeks crossed by laugh lines. Vivacious. Outdoorsy, in that
wholesome manner you found all over the Pacific
Northwest.

Gorgeous,
Daphne had thought upon seeing her, in a Title Nine catalogue model
kind of way. She looked like she kayaked.

That, at least, the UNSUB had not taken away
from her. That, or her medical knowledge, or her strength.

Just her pretty face.

It could have been
worse, Daphne thought, and felt ashamed. She held up a
pen and a narrow hard-backed notepad, one of Duke’s ever-present
reporter’s pads. “Do you feel well enough to write?”

The way Rutland’s eye lit up made Daphne
want to hit a wall. And hit, and hit, and hit again.
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Chaz swam through pages of printouts,
skimming line after line of data, looking for a few simple
patterns: date, place, time; date, place, time. Whenever he found
one, he pulled that sheet out and set it aside. He had four piles,
theoretically, though there were only pages in two of them so far:
the one for records with one hit, and the one for records with
two.

The no-hitters went on the floor.

The data merged into a string of numbers, a
matrix in his head. He tuned out, letting his eyes and his gift do
the work for him, tasting the tinny metal flavor of too much
jamming. Every so often, somebody came in and brought him
food—Daphne with a loaf of bread and peanut butter; Todd with a
gallon of milk and several boxes of Newtons in assorted
flavors.

His eyes grew gritty. He drank more milk. He
had to finish it before it got warm. The unchecked pages towered
around him in several piles. The discards piled in drifts around
his chair legs.

Chaz glanced up as the door swung open. He
blinked at the brown, dignified countenance of Stephen Reyes.
“You’re on leave.”

“Thought you could use some help,” Reyes
said. He pulled a chair over. He sat down.

Chaz blinked at him for three whole seconds
before he thought to push a heap of unsorted files in front of him.
“I’m highlighting hits,” he said. “This pile for one. This pile for
two. Here’s a list of the tower codes we’re looking for, and the
time frames. I’ve found some other windows when the UNSUB showed up
on security tapes, when she must have been hunting but she didn’t
find what she was looking for.”

“There’s only three twos?”

“So far.”

“Well, that’s a small mercy.” Reyes scrubbed
a hand across his thinning hair and lifted the first printout off
the pile.

He didn’t get through them as fast as Chaz
did, having to check each line against the list of codes instead of
holding them all in his head. But he did get through them, and
pretty soon they were working side by side, heads bent, Reyes
tapping out a complicated syncopation on the tabletop with the
fingers and thumb of his left hand.
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When Daphne and Todd arrived back at the cop
shop, Stephen Reyes was skulking in the shadows between the
floodlights by the front doors, arguing with his cellphone in low,
urgent tones. Daphne looked at Todd. Todd nodded, and they stopped
a polite ten feet away as Reyes held a finger up to them and turned
his shoulder.

“Yes, Victor,” he said. “I understand
that. But the difference is, MAOA-L isn’t actually killing anyone. Don’t you think if we
could just broadcast an accurate
profile, it might—”

Victor Celentano very rarely raised his
voice, and he certainly hadn’t now. But whatever he said must have
had the air of finality, because Reyes rocked his head back, sighed
silently, and said, “Yes, Victor,” one more time. “All right. I’ll
keep you apprised.”

He thumbed the thing off and stared at its
glowing screen until the power-save blanked it. That was apparently
enough time for him to get his temper under control, because the
muscle in his cheek had stopped jumping creepily in the stark light
from below.

“Unit Chief Celentano,” he said
quietly, sliding the phone into his tailored trousers, “still
thinks that any public acknowledgement of the existence of the
anomaly puts us somewhere between the men who stare at goats and
the hysteria over the so-called Warrior Gene. And he doesn’t seem
to accept that But Victor, people are
always violently stupid about science: just ask Hypatia and
Galileo! is a valid argument.”

She and Todd stared at him. He smiled wryly
back. The silence stretched.

“Hypatia was flayed alive by Christians with
potsherds,” Daphne said, more in a tone of apology than
explanation. But she still wanted to clap both hands over her mouth
a split second after the words were irrevocable.

Reyes still watched her, and for a moment
her heart sank. Until that bitter smile cracked into an even more
bitter chuckle, and he said, “You know, when I hired you, I did a
hell of a lot better than I figured on.”
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Chaz was pulling out his AOP to call Falkner
when Reyes came back in from his phone break with Daphne and Todd.
Daphne was on her phone; he heard her say, “Bye, sweetie,” before
she thumbed it off.

“Eating?” she said.

Chaz nodded at the crumpled bagel bags
strewn across the table between the piles of reports. “All the
Husnak. Everywhere. Well, except I saved a blueberry bagel for Lau,
and salt for you and Falkner. Reyes already ate his.”

Todd made a hound-dog face. Chaz threw him
the emptiest bag. “Onion bialy.”

“Bless your heart,” Todd said, and went
rummaging for some cream cheese and a plastic knife. “Tell me you
found something.”

“No,” Chaz said. He reached out and pulled a
sheet from an otherwise barren stretch of table. It was the one
with all the pink highlighter on it. “Reyes did.”

He held it out to Todd, but Todd was peeling
the lid off a single-serve cream cheese tub with his teeth and
Daphne intercepted.

“Shit,” she said, as Chaz found the bag with
the salt bagels and pulled one out. “This has gotta be her. This is
fucking awesome. You’ve got her down to what, an acre or so all day
long.”

“She is hunting in tourist areas, outside of her
normal range as a townie,” Chaz said. “She lives in Capitol Hill.
Not the rich part, unfortunately, because the population density is
lower. We’ve got it down to three or four blocks of apartments,
though—”

He didn’t say, Hafidha would have nailed it. Neither did Daphs.
Their eyes just met, with that electric shock of perfect
understanding he used to mistake for chemistry before he figured
out it was something older, and deeper, and less complicated. He
wondered, for just a second, if she remembered that first trip to
Los Angeles, remembered the totally reprehensible way he’d tried to
fuck with her on the plane. Or if it was washed out of her merciful
human memory by now.

“I smell a stakeout,” Todd said.

“We don’t have a warrant,” Worth said. “And
we don’t know where to get one for. Not that we could, without a
lot more probable cause than we’ve got going for us.”

“Under control,” Todd said. He ducked under
the worktable Chaz and Reyes had been sharing. Chaz heard the sound
of go bags sliding. His voice was muffled as he continued. “Some of
us learned to do this without warrants. Though I suppose a FOIA
request bears some similarities.”

When Todd came up, he had something pink and
rubber in his hands. Daphne’s eyebrows lifted.

“Journalism 101.” Todd stretched one of the
dishpan gloves over his left hand until it snapped. Slow and
savage, he smiled. “At last! My right arm is complete again!”

Daphne blinked.

“What, you never dove in a dumpster before?
When I was after the Argentinian racehorse, it was stable middens.
Which are actually less horrible in a lot of ways.”

Chaz pulled around the map he’d marked up
while Reyes was fighting with Celentano. “She’s here, here, or
here—and if she isn’t, she will be.”

“Tourist traps?” Todd asked.

“She’s been hanging out at the Ballard
Locks,” Chaz said. “Mornings and afternoons. I deduce she doesn’t
hold down a day job.”

“Sleep,” Reyes said.

As one, three heads swiveled. For a moment,
Chaz wondered if they had been choreographed. “Dumpster in
morning,” Reyes said. “Hotel. No excuses. Sleep now. It’s 9 p.m.
Pacific and I know when you lot swiped in this morning. Or am I
sending you out on upwards of twenty hours awake to get killed by a
gamma you’re too tired to see coming?”

“Are you calling in Falkner?” Todd
asked.

Reyes snorted. “If she and Lau aren’t
already at the hotel, I’m putting a reprimand in both their
files.”
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The sun rose behind wet clouds, failing to
shine down on a Daphne Worth up to her elbows in other people’s
rain-soaked garbage, the rest of her team—and Lattimer, and a cadre
of uniforms—spread out all over the block. Reyes and Falkner were
handling interviews, armed with a profile of a quiet woman,
striking in appearance, who kept to herself.

Daphne was really, painfully aware that
there was no way on earth the UNSUB could miss law enforcement
crawling all over four square blocks of Seattle. She was even more
painfully aware of Lau and Chaz, a functional million miles away
from backup, playing tourist couple and staking out the Ballard
Locks.

She overhauled the contents of dumpsters,
flipping through discarded mail and old food and—the absolute
worst—bags of diapers and kitty litter. At one point she found
herself across a parking lot from Todd. She looked up at him and
said, “You did this for a living?”

“I love the smell of sour milk in the
morning,” he said.

“That’s not what victory smells like, Duke,”
she answered. He burst out in punch-drunk laughter.

They tended to leapfrog each other, because
the instructions they had given Lattimer and the uniforms were
necessarily vague. Lunch was a hurried, unpleasant affair:
everybody stank, except Falkner and Reyes, and of course Brady, who
was on speaker on Falkner’s phone.

Between bites of his salami hero, Lattimer
said, “She didn’t hunt near home.” Count on Brady. Three thousand
miles away, and he still managed to comment dryly: “Smart UNSUBs
don’t wipe their asses on their sleeves.” Lattimer grimaced. “But
she’s not a serial killer.”

“UNSUB doesn’t just refer to serial killers.
And even if it did, Christian,” Daphne said, “the horrible thing is
that serial killers are just like everybody else.”

“Wednesday Addams,” said Latimer.

“No, it’s not that they
look like everybody else. But—well,
here, let me give you an example. Did you ever spend time psyching
yourself up to call somebody you were romantically interested in?
Thinking about it, imagining the conversation, thinking about how
it would be? Building fantasy scenarios in your head and planning
it out so you’d have the courage to ask for the date?”

Todd shifted in his seat.

Lattimer said, “Well, sure. It’s gotta be a
universal human experience. Fear of rejection and so on.”

“Did you plan out the first kiss, too?
Imagine what it would be like, dwell on it? Think about how the
object of your affection would smell and feel?”

“Maybe a little.”

“Your serial killer does the same thing.
Except he’s building a fantasy world in which he’s imagining what
your entrails will smell and feel like when he shows them to you.
He builds that fantasy, and he plays it over and over again in his
head, and eventually he tries to duplicate it. Just like somebody
falling in love, projecting a romantic fantasy on their partner.
Exactly like that. And then when he tries to duplicate it, the
experience inevitably falls short of the carefully honed, perfected
fantasy. So he has to do it again. He has to try to make it better.
He keeps working on it, because it’s his great love, his
masterpiece. And he has to make it perfect. It’s all about the
expectation.”

“You make it sound so normal.”

“Well,” she said, frowning, “in a way, it
is. It’s just that through a combination of nature, nurture, and
experience, the brain of a psychopathic killer has gotten shaped in
particular ways, and the things that give him satisfaction
aren’t... quite... right anymore.”

“So that’s what we’re looking for?”

“No. We’re looking for something that mimics
that. Which is what makes it so tricky.”
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It was Todd who hit the jackpot, four and a
half hours later. One dumpster absolutely stuffed full of
Hefty-bag-loads of pizza boxes, Chinese takeout boxes, cereal
boxes—recyclables mixed in willy-nilly with garbage.

“I got something,” he said, and Daphne came
running.

After that, it was a simple matter of
getting the clean members of the team to interview the apartment
building’s tenants to find out who was always ordering takeout and
hauling out bags of trash.

By then, there was no chance of surprising
her. And Daphne herself was not particularly surprised when Brady
confirmed that Viv Paliotto—age 27, alienated from her family—had
used to work in a fertilizer factory until she was laid off, back
in the dark days of early 2009. Once they had an address, it took
less than fifteen minutes to pull a warrant—and for Brady to phone
them with the information that Paliotto was twenty days late on her
rent, and facing eviction.

“You can’t afford rent and gamma chow on
unemployment,” Brady said.

One mystery remained: there was no record of
workman’s comp, and no record of her ever going into a hospital for
any kind of burns at all.

“Maybe we were wrong,” Chaz said over the
phone.

“Maybe she never sought treatment,” Daphne
answered, trying not to think about what that would be like. “Dad
says come on back. We’re going to clear the scene. We’ve probably
put her in the wind.”
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The team entered Viv Paliotto’s apartment
the same way they would come into a war zone. And it was a war
zone—empty food containers piled on every flat surface, a freezer
stuffed with ice cream, counters stacked with loaves of cheap white
bread and store-brand peanut butter. Daphne headed for the
bathroom, the bedroom. Something struck her as she turned slow
circles in the middle of the room.

A double bed, and not pushed up against the
wall on one side. But the tops of dressers, the margins of
bookshelves, were swept curiously clean.

Daphne shouldered aside a SWAT officer and
half-crouched, nose level with the top of the dresser.

Dust, and marks in it.

“Did she pack her photos?” Falkner, a
half-step behind her.

“Looks like it,” Daphne said. “Car’s in the
parking lot. But if she took these, she’s not coming back—”

She wasn’t yet sure herself what she might
have said next. The shout from the kitchen interrupted it. She
traded a glance with Falkner and they hustled side by side down the
short hallway to the living room.

Lattimer and Todd were beside the electric
range. Lattimer’s hand hovered over the surface.

“Warm,” he said. He pointed. “And the
self-clean lock is on.”

Daphne looked at Todd. Todd looked at
Falkner. Falkner said, “Somebody was incinerating something.”
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Chaz and Lau arrived at Viv Paliotto’s
apartment as the C.S.I.s were pulling handsfulls of curled black
paper ashes, photo albums, and the carbonized remnants of a
half-dozen picture frames out of her oven. Melted plastic reeked;
charred drips of what had been a cell phone and probably a wallet
full of credit cards. Paliotto was smart enough to know they could
be tracked and she didn’t need them anymore. There was nobody she
wanted to talk to. Chaz wondered if she’d figured out by now that
she could dine-and-dash and never be identified.

Daphne stood watching; Chaz sidled up beside
her while Lau went to find Falkner and let her know they were on
the scene.

“Fahrenheit four five one,” Daphne said.

“Self-clean mode is closer to nine
hundred.”

She nodded. “Brady pulled her paperwork with
the state.”

“Driver’s license photo?”

She held up her Blackberry. Even in a
flatly-lit, full-front DMV photo, the woman on the tiny screen was
stunning. Long dark hair hung in curves that framed electric-blue
eyes and cheeks like ripe peaches. Chaz sucked in a breath.

Falkner and Lau edged past, making eye
contact with no words necessary, on their way to the door. Out to
continue interviewing the neighbors. The door stood open; there
wasn’t even the sound of the latch to mark their passing, just the
hush of dress shoes you could run in over hall carpet.

“Not that the photo’s going to help much,
when she can look like anybody. But her car’s dual registered,”
Daphne said. “There were two names on the apartment lease until six
months ago. Paliotto and Rosenda Villao. And we have a photo of
Villao too.”

She displayed it: short hair, pockmarked
cheeks, an intense expression. “Villao is employed at the same
fertilizer factory where Paliotto used to work.”

“They met on the job.”

“Seems likely. Uniforms are on their way to
pick her up. Whoever did this—” she jerked a thumb at the stove
“—was in a hurry.”

Chaz nodded. It took a lot of work to
expunge somebody from a place where they had lived. It wasn’t the
sort of thing you could do in an afternoon. And while room-mates
might share a lease, it was a one-bedroom apartment—and two names
on a car suggested a closer relationship. “I wish Brady were here.”
The scene would unravel before his appraisal like a witness under
interrogation, giving up all its secrets and surprises.

She tipped her head to point down the
hall, “Reyes is in the bedroom. Todd’s going through the computer.
The book shelves and art tend to indicate that they are a couple,
too. Sarah Waters. Leslie Feinberg. Straight girls don’t
read Stone Butch Blues unless
they’re getting class credit for it.”

Chaz wanted to put a hand on her shoulder,
but he wouldn’t do it in front of the scene team. He knew what she
was feeling; it was always hardest when you could identify with the
victims. And what were gammas, except another class of victim?

“Hey,” Todd said, coming in from the living
room with something large and flat and mostly the color of skim
milk cradled in his lavender-gloved hands. An L.P. record, lovingly
preserved in a plastic sleeve. “Somebody’s an audiophile. You
should see the sound system in there.”

Chaz leaned down to get a better look
at the cover image. “My god.
What is that? A really weird looking gamma?”

Daphne snorted. “David Bowie, circa 1973.
Cocaine, milk, and bell pepper diet will do that for you.”

“Cocaine has no nutritional value.” When
Daphne and Chaz turned to stare, he waited a careful beat and said,
“What? I read it somewhere. But Aladdin Sane aside, I noticed that
this one sat funny in the rack....”

He slipped the album from the protective
sleeve and reached inside it, drawing forth a thumb drive. “Think
she was hiding something from her ex-girlfriend?”
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Photos. She’d been hiding digital photos:
photos of bruises, mostly, and photos of the full-thickness burns
that covered the left side of her face, her shoulder, her ribcage.
Photos taken in the bathroom mirror, over the course of healing.
Daphne stood shoulder to shoulder with her team—and Lattimer—in
their allotted conference room while Todd pulled the photos up one
by one and projected them onto the whiteboard. Black char edges,
peeling gray ropes of dead skin. There was a series, showing months
of healing; months of elapsed time, until the wounds were shiny
planes of scar.

“Shit,” Lattimer said. “How the hell did she
survive that without medical intervention?”

Daphne heard Chaz swallow. He hugged himself
as if cardigan and suit-jacket and the Smartwool undershirt she
knew he was wearing weren’t enough to keep the chill out of his
bones. “The anomaly kept her alive,” he said, as if it was the most
self-evident thing possible, and when Lattimer looked at him, and
so did Reyes, he shrugged. “Living hurts more.”

Lau took Lattimer by the elbow and led him
aside. “There’s something we should probably explain—”

Daphne didn’t follow them. Instead she
stood, looking at Reyes with his hands in his pockets and his head
cocked to one side, chewing his lower lip. “Two-Face,” Reyes said,
by way of explanation. And then, after a longer pause, “Her lover
did this to her.”

“We’re the only monsters we need,” said
Chaz.

Todd’s fingers moved over the keyboard and
skid pad of the laptop into which he’d plugged the thumb drive.
More images flickered. “She was collecting evidence,” he said. “She
was trying to find the courage to press charges against the
girlfriend. She got up the gumption to throw her out—”

Falkner said, “The neighbors said they
fought a lot. They said there was a long time when they stopped
seeing Viv at all.”

“I want this one alive,” Daphne said,
surprised at how clear her voice was, how much stronger than a
whisper. “It’s not a dangerous manifestation. She’s not—she just
wants her face back. We can help
her.”

Chaz said, “The Bug isn’t going to let her
stop.”

Reyes nodded. “Tomorrow morning. Ballard
Locks. First light. We stay until we find her, or have a reason to
go elsewhere. I need you all as rested as possible. Start sleep
shifts now. In the meantime, Todd—”

“I’m going to go see if they’re done
booking the girlfriend,” Todd said, rising. He pulled his hands
away from the laptop keyboard as if it were crawling with roaches.
“And then I’m going to see where she thinks Viv might go if the FBI were on her
trail.”

He was gray as Death himself as he sidled
through the group. They turned, as one, to watch him leave—even Lau
and Lattimer looking up from their hushed, incredulous-on-his-part
conversation in the corner—but no one put out a hand, and no one
followed.
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“In Seattle,” Todd said, folding his hands
before him, “it’s the City Attorney who decides whether to press
charges in domestic abuse cases. You’re going to jail, Ms. Villao.
The only question is what the charges are.”

He paused. She looked at him levelly, out of
glittering dark eyes. Twenty-five, and likely to see thirty from
the other side of bars. She had a plain, pleasant face, an olive
complexion, pouchy cheeks under light acne scars. A handsome nose.
Her hair was cut in an updated version of what they used to call a
D.A.

If he saw her on the street, he’d think she
was an adorable baby dyke and hide a smile.

She didn’t say a word.

He said, “It’s difficult to prove murder
without a corpse. But not impossible. And given your history of
abuse towards Ms. Paliotto, and the evidence indicating that she
intended to press charges against you, I think a verdict of
aggravated first degree murder is not out of the question, and
that’s the death penalty.”

He let that sink in.

“The lowest possible sentence is life
in prison. You’re young. That could be... sixty years. If I come to
your parole hearings. And if you don’t help me right now,
I will.”

Villao shifted against the handcuffs that
chained her to the underside of the table. “I didn’t kill the
bitch.”

Todd leaned forward. He made his face open,
pleasant. Avuncular. He dropped his hands into his lap and drove
the nails of his right hand into the palm of the left, where the
crescent-moon marks would not show. “Then tell me where to look for
her alive.”

“Get me a lawyer.” Villao looked down,
picking at her cuffs with her nails. “And I’ll tell you everything
you want to know.”

Act III

Reyes’s order to sleep in shifts meant Chaz
got a solid six hours between dinner and midnight. The rest of the
time, he was out with plainclothes officers and team members in
pairs, trying to look like anything but cops and possibly even
succeeding.

Paliotto was smart enough to burn her phone.
And she was smart enough to stay away from every place Villao knew
to look for her, or at least to stay out of the way of the
closed-circuit cameras they commandeered. It was Lau who hit upon
the trick of watching the viewfinders of digital cameras and
phones, keeping an eye out for a medium-height woman in concealing
clothes, but it wasn’t exactly subtle.

So Chaz was indispensible. Because he and
Daphne could stroll along through the Olympic sculpture garden
arm-in-arm, or examine the Fremont Troll by flashlight, and he
could bite his lip and still his face and every time they passed a
pretty girl, he could let the mirror brush her surface and come
back with all sorts of horrors he had no business knowing.

His boundaries had been improving. He didn’t
reflect friends and colleagues by accident anymore, or people on
the Metro, or a neighbor passed on the stairs. It was an effort,
now, to disassemble those walls, to unshutter the windows in them,
to edge the mirror up to what shone through and let it reflect.

There were happy people in the world, and
some of them were even beautiful women. There were people who had
never watched a parent die of cancer, or a lover die of substance
abuse; never been raped in a dorm room by somebody they thought
they could trust; never shot a bb gun at a songbird and watched the
resultant ruin pump blood onto the grass; never held the arm of a
screaming child to keep her from plunging into traffic after a
runaway puppy. And every time he found one, he wanted to sit down
and write a letter of thanks to everyone they had ever
encountered.

Most of the time, the answer was something
else.

Chaz was ferociously glad for Daphne’s
steadying presence by his side, the strength of her arm, the voices
of his team on his earbud. He caught himself leaning on her, more
than once, and instead of just bearing him up she leaned right
back. “I got your rope,” she said, when he staggered with
tiredness. And when he would have pushed on, she dragged him over
to a nondescript brown van with Lau and Todd and a pile of
electronic equipment in the back, and shoveled Clif bars into him
until he said, “You know those things contain caffeine, right?”

“Shit,” she said, looking down at the one in
her hand. Mint chocolate. Funny what you noticed. It was four a.m.
He’d lost track of exactly where they were, and where they were
supposed to be next. “I knew that, Platypus. I just—”

“We’re all tired,” he said. He waved
to the empty streets. Hour of the wolf. Hour of the coyote. Fremont, they were in
Fremont. There was the statue of V.I. Lenin, and the sushi bar
would be down that way. “We’re all the fucking walking wounded, you
know that?”

Daphne looked down, lip-chewing. Lau fiddled
with her headset.

Todd pulled his off. He sighed and turned
his head. Light fell across his profile. “I look at it this way.
The important thing is, how many of us keep walking.”
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The Hiram M. Chittenden Locks—also known as
the Ballard Locks—were familiar to Chaz after his having spent most
of early Tuesday there with Lau. Now he had the whole team behind
him, spread out like innocent tourists, watching the screens of
their digital cameras. Chaz leaned over a silver railing in between
the large lock and the small, beside a double line of boats—from
one hardy soul in a kayak to fishing boats and cabin
cruisers—moored and waiting for the pumps to lower them to sea
level and Puget Sound. Lau was apparently snapping photos of the
shining metal coils of the art installation, and Reyes loitered
near the gray block of the administration building. He heard the
voices of the others in his ear, checking in, constantly updating
position and situation.

It was a chill September day in the sixties,
a fine drizzle falling, but the breeze off the sea made it feel
colder. Chaz huddled into the warmth of the cardigan he’d bundled
around himself under his coat. He hunched under a disreputable
all-weather canvas hat and his feet squelched in a pair of Vans, in
case he had to run. At least the raincoats helped hide their
sidearms.

He’d expected the locks to be deserted on a
day as miserable as this—gray mist hung around the drawbridge like
grubby veils, and even the hunting ospreys looked disgruntled—but a
little rain in Seattle wasn’t enough to keep tourists or boaters
home. Chaz noticed a few umbrellas and a lot more raincoats, and a
surprising amount of good cheer despite the weather. Apparently,
only people who didn’t mind getting rained on came to Seattle.

“I am not a duck,” he grumbled, turning to
watch a blonde in a pink raincoat splash past in bright yellow
boots, letting the mirror brush her as she bopped through the
crowd. She was one of the good ones, surprising him, full of the
pinprick-powderpuffs of a litter of new kittens at a friend’s
house, and the anticipation of which one would be hers.

“Coyote can dress up as a duck,” Lau said in
his ear. He heard Daphne snort.

“My dignity, if I had any—”

A gay couple went past arm in arm. Chaz,
looking past them, accidentally caught the eye of the taller. He
smiled, to let them know he wasn’t Disapproving, and the other guy
winked, making Chaz’s cheeks burn with embarrassment. He couldn’t
look down, though, because here came a woman in London Fog,
meandering purposelessly, twirling a red-and-black checked umbrella
over her head. But no, she was just an accountant who was
conscience-tormented about embezzling and sleeping with an
underling, and not overly concerned about taking a 90-minute
lunch.

Chaz hid his mouth with his sleeve as if he
were coughing. “It’s a good thing there are no psycops,” he said.
“Everybody on the planet would be in jail.”

“Head up, Chazzie,” Daphne said.

He turned casually and saw her on the far
side of the small lock. She made no gesture of recognition, but he
saw her holding a hand to her ear as if she were talking on a
Bluetooth. Special Agents were probably a lot less likely to get
run in to the local looney bin these days, when everybody talked to
themselves all the time.

“Redhead,” she said. “Coming toward you.
Just about to hit the V in the lock gate walkway. I didn’t get a
look at her through the viewfinder, but something about the way she
moves—”

“Got her,” he said. She was too far for the
mirror. But as he watched her walk—rain-beaded braid falling down
her back from under a black wool cap that shaded her features,
shoulders knotted with tension under her peacoat as she searched
the faces she passed, hands shoved into the pockets—he knew.

“That’s Ippolito’s hair. It’s her,” he
confirmed. “And I think she’s got the H2SO4 in her pocket. Reyes,
how do we take this? She’s moving toward you and Falkner.”

“Coming in toward Reyes,” Falkner said.
Todd’s agreement followed moments later.

“Too many civilians,” Reyes said. “We need
to tail her without her noticing until we can isolate her, or else
we’ll lose her in the crowd. Or somebody’s going to get acid dumped
over her head. But we need to be ready to move if she seems to have
identified a target.”

Chaz kept turning, making it seem as if his
eye had just passed over her enroute to the view of the spillway.
She was still inspecting every woman she passed, and he thought she
didn’t see him. He saw Daphne turn and begin walking not too fast
toward the lock gate. “I see you, Daphs,” Lau said. She came into
sight, hustling as she crossed the spillway, deceptively fast for
somebody who never quite broke into a run. She must have started
moving as soon as Daphne identified the target.

A target who, just shy of Chaz’s side of the
small lock, turned toward the railing as if indecisive or confused,
and moved to the railing to look down on the decks below. “Crap,”
Chaz said. “She may be targeting somebody on one of those
boats—”

But no. Instead she turned back the
way she’d come, now moving directly toward Lau and Daphne, and
Chaz—already stepping forward at a brisk pace, saw exactly the
moment when her gaze hit on Lau. “Nikki,” he said urgently, as
Paliotto’s shoulders dropped and her head came up and her hands
slid out of her pockets. “She’s coming right for you.”

“Got her,” Nikki said. Chaz watched her step
aside, getting the railing on her right—-remembering, as he did,
that Paliotto was left-handed—as Daphne slid sideways, through the
crowd, her hand under her coat. From the direction of the
administration building, Reyes, Todd, and Falkner were coming at a
run—a run that was going to alert Paliotto to their presence in
seconds, if she wasn’t already aware.

They were too far away. They’d been hanging
back, waiting for her to come to them. It was Chaz, and Daphne, and
Nikki—and Chaz was also too far away to do anything. Unless—

Paliotto was closing on Nikki. Chaz saw her
twisting the lid of the glass jar in her gloved hands. Her hair
shortened, darkened. She seemed to shrink—

Daphne raised her gun in her right hand,
badge in the left, moving to flank the gamma. Someone screamed.
Someone scrambled back, out of the way, dragging a little boy in a
navy-blue coat. People scattered from the gun like geese before a
fox.

“Vivian Paliotto!” Daphne yelled. “I am a
federal agent. Freeze where you are!”

“Villette,” Reyes said, each syllable
gasped between breaths and pounding footsteps. “Fetch.”

Chaz was already in midair.
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With the wide-edged vision that took in her
target and focused beyond her, that kept Chaz and Nikki both at the
edge of her awareness, and all the civilians too, Daphne saw him
leap. She saw him hands-and-feet, cat-running along the wet
railing, and—her heart in her throat—she saw him vanish over the
edge.

No time for that now. No time to worry about
Chaz. Gamma on a crowded walk; gamma with a jar of concentrated
sulfuric acid in her hands.

“Viv!” Daphne shouted, as the woman turned,
and the crowd between them vanished away like a wave hissing back
into the sea. “Please. I’m Daphne Worth, and I want to help you.
Please just put that jar down—”

She looked at it. She looked at Nikki, armed
now too, blocking her exit back toward the sluiceway and the fish
ladder. Rain streaked her stolen face as she pushed her hat back.
She raised both arms, brandishing the jar.

“I’ll drink this,” she said, in a voice
Daphne knew she’d be hearing in her dreams if she lived to be
eighty. “God help me, I will”
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Velocity is stability.

The wet rail squeaked under Chaz’s Vans,
slipped under his palms. He made himself move. Speed was safety:
speed and momentum. It was just like riding a bike.

Just like riding a bike on a tightrope,
anyway.

This is what I was made
for. Calculating velocity and trajectory. Moving. Not
effortless, but rather total focused effort.

There—the deck of the fishing boat below,
the lock just beginning to drain. His breath and his blood
thundered in his ears. He kicked off from the rail and dropped.

He rolled to his feet, conserving
momentum. Ship’s decks are built for non-skid when it’s wet. Chaz
had time for four good running strides before he hit the rail of
the last one in line, lunged up onto it—shit, that’s far—with no room for hesitation as
he kicked off and extended his arms.

He struck the gate below the walkway, too
low to reach the rail. He’d planned for that and got one foot out,
shoved down, smearing against the gate. Running against it as you’d
try to run up a wall. Momentum was all he had, and for a moment he
thought it wouldn’t be enough, and he’d slide down into the gray
water below.

But his hand caught the base of the rail,
and that was enough to let him get some opposition against the gate
and keep moving his feet up. He felt his trousers tear. He felt the
metal cut his palm. His hat was long gone, his hair hanging in
drenched coils across his face and ears.

He caught his balance atop the rail,
crouched, stabilizing himself with one hand. Facing Paliotto, seven
feet away from her.

“Boo,” he said.

Viv Paliotto whirled away from Daphne and
hurled the jar of acid at his head.

No boat immediately below, and nobody on the
decks of the boats anyway, given the miserable rain. He dodged low
and forward so it sailed over his head. He feinted toward Paliotto.
She cringed back against the rail, disarmed, both hands
clutching.

“Viv,” he said. He spread his hands so
she could see they were empty. Nikki and Daphne had him covered.
“Viv, I know. I know how badly she hurt you. But please. We’re
friends. We’re
friends.”

The syncopated drumbeat of three pairs of
running feet drew up some way behind him, paused. He knew Reyes was
holding Falkner and Duke back with an outstretched hand as surely
as he knew that Falkner’s gun was in her hand, a sight-picture
being drawn that ended between Paliotto’s eyes.

“Kill me,” she said.

“Nobody’s going to hurt you,” Daphne said,
having somehow covered the distance between them. Her gun, too, was
holstered, her raincoat flapping loose and hooked behind the strap.
They were in the team’s hands now. As always. Daphne held up her
hands to show them empty. “Nobody’s ever going to hurt you
again.”

He saw Paliotto consider it. He saw the
flicker of her eyes right and left. And he saw the moment when she
broke, and whirled, and went barreling towards Nikki.

“She’s not armed,” Daphne yelled, as Chaz
forced himself to move against the awful cringing dread of waiting
for the flat echoes of the gunshot. But Nikki held her fire,
stepped in, moved like a snake and struck for Paliotto’s neck.

It would have taken her down, too. Chaz saw
the way she reeled. But Ippolito was a taller woman that Paliotto.
Lau’s perfect, incapacitating throat-strike nailed Paliotto right
between the eyes.

She heaved Lau aside—Chaz wished he had time
for a wince as Nikki bounced against the rails—and bolted back
along the sluiceway, lost in the fleeing crowd.

He chased her. Of course he did. But no
matter how many running women he caught up to and mirrored, none of
them were the right one.
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Daphne dove to her knees beside Lau, pushing
her back though Lau was already trying to roll to her feet and give
chase. She had barely reached her when Reyes and Falkner went
thundering past, backing up Chaz. He would be okay with them,
Daphne told herself firmly. She was needed here.

But Nikki, through some miracle or the art
of falling well, was unhurt—no head trauma, no broken bones, just
bruised and shivering and trying to fight Daphne off to get back in
on the chase. A chase Daphne could hear through her headset was
growing more and more fruitless.

Todd dove into a crouch beside them with the
elasticity of a younger man, and for a moment Daphne looked at him
wide-eyed, unable to understand why he wasn’t chasing Paliotto.

“No gun,” he said, and put a hand on her
arm. “I’ll stay with Lau. You go.”

“The hell you say,” Lau said, shaking
off Daphne’s hand. “We’ll go.
You coordinate, Sol. And make sure everybody keeps
talking.”

But Daphne wasn’t surprised when they caught
up with the team and found them limping back, drenched and steaming
and empty-handed.

“Shit,” Nikki said.

“Shit,” Chaz echoed. Reyes looked Nikki up
and down. “What have I told you about going hand to hand with a
gamma?”

Nikki poked awkwardly at what must be a sore
place on her elbow and said, “Look who’s talking, Stephen Reyes.
What now?”

“Food,” he said, looking at Chaz. “And
then back to the dragnet, I guess. And hope we can reconnect with
her before she strikes again.”

Act IV

They split up, and reconvened at a taqueria.
Chaz was just finishing his third bean and brown rice burrito when
Reyes’s phone rang. The whole team knew from his expression that it
wasn’t good.

“That was Lattimer,” he said, putting the
phone down. “Somebody’s broken the seal on Paliotto’s apartment.
And the officer on guard duty didn’t see anyone enter. They’re
waiting for us before they go in.”
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Somebody had slit the seal with a knife, in
fact. Chaz looked at Reyes; they were first in line, the rest of
the team except for Todd arrayed behind them, weapons in ready
positions and fingers registered beside the trigger. Lattimer stood
beside Lau in the place that should have been Duke’s, and Chaz
wasn’t sure why it seemed so damned unnatural.

“Go,” Reyes said, and pushed open the door.
They crept cat-foot, not splitting up until they’d cleared the
kitchen. A chair was missing from beside the table, Chaz noticed,
but that was all.

Or not quite all. The air smelled rancid,
outhouse-sharp. That was different from before.

Chaz and Reyes headed toward the bedroom,
while Falkner and Worth went for the living room and the other two
played rear-guard. As Chaz and Reyes covered each other down the
hall, the shouts of “Clear!” “Clear!” followed them.

Viv Paliotto was in the bedroom. Stripped
down to a t-shirt and jeans, barefoot, seated in her own wooden
kitchen chair. Wearing her own burn-scarred, ruined face. Or
rather, her body was.

“Oh, hell,” Chaz said, holding on to his
discipline just long enough to clear the closet while Reyes checked
behind the door and under the bed. Reyes shouted “Clear!”

Chaz moved towards the dead woman, through
the now-unmistakable stench of voided bowels and stale urine.

The body slumped in the chair, hands
zip-tied behind it, a once-shining wire buried in the flesh of its
throat. A blackened tongue lolled. No pulse. No breath. He stepped
away.

Chaz swallowed. Peristalsis caught and ached
as if the garrote tightened over his own esophagus.

“He’s evolving,” Chaz said, and felt himself
frown and look around as if wondering where the words had come
from.

Reyes turned, lowering his gun. “Say that
again.”

“I’ve seen this before,” Chaz said.

He would have pushed himself to say the next
thing, too, but Daphne came down the hall, gun holstered, chin up,
and the rest of the team walked behind her. “Shit,” she said, and
turned away, arms folded across her body.

Reyes said, “Let’s clear this room for
CSI.”

He came back to Chaz outside, when they were
waiting in the hallway. Preserving the scene. He hadn’t holstered
his gun. In a low voice, he said, “You didn’t want to talk about
that in front of the others.”

This time Chaz felt the swallow go all the
way down. He should be comforting Daphne, who was standing at the
end of the hallway, staring out over the parking lot and the
dumpsters and the rain. He had to do this first, he knew. Or he
would never do it at all. “In a case file. And in an... in a dream.
Where I was the killer. And the victim. Except he—I—used rope, and
the victim wasn’t a gamma. Reyes—”

“Victim?”

“Joshua Lynch,” Chaz said. He glanced back
down the hall, but the CSIs weren’t coming yet and Daphne hadn’t
moved. But Todd was standing beside her now, so Chaz could wait his
turn. “Raped and murdered an adolescent girl before somebody tied
him to a chair and garroted him. In Baltimore. A case I reviewed
for down the hall.”

“So?”

“So somebody killed Viv Paliotto. And
somebody killed Joshua Lynch. And I’ve had some other dreams about
dead people, too, where the only ligature strangulation was in the
dream—remember Jeff Simmons?”

Reyes’s arch expression made it pretty
plain he considered it pretty unlikely that anybody could forget chasing a gamma through
Hogan’s Alley at Quantico. “Did you tell anyone about the
dreams?”

Chaz paused. He should probably tell Reyes
about the one where Reyes had been the victim. But he couldn’t
quite work his brain around how to say that. “I think it would be a
good idea if I were taken into custody. Just in case—”

“Villette.” Reyes tilted his head back and
stared up at him, uncowed—and unconvinced. And Chaz didn’t have the
guts to press the issue. Reyes continued, “Dissociative Identity
Disorder is a controversial diagnosis.”

Chaz snorted. Of course he didn’t have to
explain his fears to Reyes.

“If you haven’t converted to a gamma by
now—I for one am ready presume you’re immune. You’re not going
to.”

“You remember what you said to me
after Memphis? You can’t prove a negative. Please don’t be certain
I haven’t. Stephen. Please.”

After the pause Chaz didn’t fill, Reyes
said, “I know where you’ve been.”

“Unless the invisible man gave you the
slip.”

“Unless. But I’m not ready yet to arrest you
on the evidence of your dreams. Now, I’m going to ask you again: at
the time it happened. Did you tell anyone?”

“Hafidha. Indirectly.” Her name was terrible
in his throat. He laughed a laugh that wasn’t. “Doctor Baylor.”

Reyes shrugged. “I trust Kay’s judgment. And
I say that of a woman who divorced me. Do you think we have a
vigilante hunting gammas? One who isn’t you?”

“Two is a very small sample,” Chaz said.
“And Lynch wasn’t a—”

“Villette.”

“I think it’s possible,” he admitted. “I
think it’s... possible.”

Reyes nodded. He rubbed his lower lip with
the ring finger of his right hand. “Hope Mitchell,” he said, “was
strangled with a ligature.”

“Three is still a small sample.”

“So who’s got the physical strength to kill
an anomaloid with a garrote?”

Compulsively, Chaz’s hand went to his
neck. A thin leather belt cutting his
throat, the edge of the heavy glass table cutting his
arms.

“Another anomaloid.” He got through the
hated word before he choked up, remembering something else. Tameka
Santiago, bulging eyes splintered with hematomas. The reek of
illusory smoke and real urine. “Duke’s done it.”

“Duke’s done a lot of things,” Reyes
said, and put away his gun.

Act V

When Chaz walked into the little room in the
copshop that was, nominally, still theirs, he found Lau sorting
documents into files and tucking them in a portfolio case. Daphne
gathered dry-erase markers and poked them back into their box, and
every line of her body said she was concentrating completely on
that one stupid thing. The chairs were stacked, the white board was
clean; soon there’d be no sign they’d been here.

Except that Viv Paliotto was dead, and it
was possible that might have happened even if they’d never left
D.C.

“Hey,” he said. Daphne and Nikki both raised
their heads and smiled at him. “We’ve got three hours ‘til wheels
up. Want to get dinner?”

Nikki shot a glance at Daphne; Chaz saw her
make a decision. “I thought I’d stay and help Dad do the exit
briefing with the locals. You guys go.”

Chaz hoped she could decode his expression
of crypto-gratitude. Because she was right: Daphne was more likely
to talk it out if it was just the two of them.

Daphne snorted. “You just say that because
it’s the middle of the night and you know we’ll end up at IHOP or
something.” But she snagged her jacket off the stack of chairs.

“Don’t let Dad do anything I wouldn’t do,”
Chaz said.

“Oh, that establishes some firm boundaries.”
Nikki shook her head. “Go eat before your timer pings.”

Chaz led the way to the parking lot and
stopped by their borrowed minivan.

Daphne spoke for the first time since they’d
left Nikki behind. “Oh, no. How about a taxi?”

“Come on. Hardly any turns, even!”

“At least my stomach’s empty,” she said, and
climbed in on the passenger side.

Chaz had the city map in his head, including
the one-ways, so he didn’t add to his reputation by turning the
wrong way on Fifth. He slingshotted onto James, then Fourth Avenue,
and glanced across the console to find Daphne white-knuckling the
Jesus bar above her window.

“Hardly any turns,” she muttered darkly.

“Just at the beginning and end. Now
you’re safe for blocks.”

“So we’ve got a destination? You realize
we’re downtown and it’s late.”

“And suddenly she doubts my awesome
powers.” Chaz stole a second from driving to sneak a look at her.
She was staring out the far side of the windshield, her face closed
and locked. Be here now, he
thought, and meant it for both of them. “I have a destination. And
if I can find a parking—aha! Close enough.”

Daphne braced herself on the dash as he
braked hard enough to make the van bounce, then curled it up to the
curb. He hurtled out the driver’s side door and around the front
bumper, and got there in time to hand her out with a little
flourish. That, finally, made her smile.

“I don’t doubt your awesome powers,” she
said. “I’m sorry to be....”

When it was clear she wasn’t going to find
an end for that sentence, Chaz said, “I know.”

Her hands clenched at her sides. If
she’d been Brady, she’d have punched the hood. He hugged himself
against the urge to pull her in under his chin and give her a
totally unprofessional squeeze. If he stood up straight, she would
just fit, with a bit of tucking. She said, “We could have brought
her in. We should
have.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed, which took effort, and
added, “In the monster hierarchy, she was at the low end.”

“In spite of what she did.” Daphne shook
herself, opened her fingers, and stuffed her hands in her pockets.
“Okay. Let’s go eat all the things.”

Chaz led her around the corner and right up
to the sandwich-board sign on the sidewalk before she spotted it,
with its outlines of cooking implements standing in for the Seattle
skyline.

She stopped in front of the sign. “The
Night Kitchen. Oh, duh! The Night
Kitchen! And we talked about it and
everything.”

“Duh, indeed, silly harpy. One of your
imaginary internet friends runs a late-night restaurant in
Seattle.”

She gazed sharply up at Chaz, suppressed
panic on her face. “Oh, god, I really don’t want to answer
questions about the case.”

“She won’t ask. And if she does, I’ll block
for you. I’m prickly, remember?” Chaz held the door and waved her
through it.

He got an impression of a narrow room with
wine-red walls and shining black tables, and read the back of a
server’s black t-shirt—”We fry by night”—before he heard a voice
say, “Chaz?” It came from a woman at the bar with scarlet hair,
cateye glasses, and a thoroughly cuddly figure. When he met her
gaze, she changed the intonation to “Chaz!” and shot across the
room with apparent disregard for potential collisions.

Chaz felt himself stiffening, preparing to
deal with a hug. But the woman stopped short at exactly the edge of
his personal space and beamed up at him. “You’re here, you’re here!
There’s one piece of key lime pie left. I’ll tell ‘em to put it—
Ohmygod, you’re Daphne! I’m Rebecca.” She stuck out her hand, and
Daphne took it, smiling.

“I was thinking maybe you were.”

“This is great! How’s your wife?”

“She’s fine. I mean, unless I have to tell
her that she missed an awesome dinner...”

Rebecca gave the impression of bouncing,
without actually moving up and down. “Welcome to my restaurant. And
no, I don’t get tired of saying that. Do you want the tour now, or
after dinner?”

Chaz consulted his stomach. “After?”

Rebecca grabbed two menus and seated them
herself at a table along the wall. “You guys are here on work,
aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” Chaz said before Daphne could look
nervous. “We fly home in a few hours, though.”

“Did you get to see any sights? A serious
foodie needs to visit Pike Place Market. Giant whole salmon! And
you could get crabs.”

Daphne snickered, and Rebecca gave her an
approving grin.

“We saw bits of stuff.” Chaz replied.
“Not nearly enough, or for long, though.” That was easier than
saying, Sure. Pike Place Market was one of
our crime scenes.

“You’ll have to come back. But for now I get
to feed you!”

Rebecca left them with their menus. Daphne
bent over hers. “Oh. Oh, my. Mac and cheese. How embarrassed would
you be if I burst into tears?”

“Tears of joy?”

“Well, sort of mixed joy, sorrow, and
self-pity. Comfort food can backfire like that.”

“In that case, better get the banh-mi.
No associations.” He ought to get the banh-mi himself. And it
looked good, but.... “Or we could just cry on each other’s
shoulders. I’m getting the burger. And sweet potato fries.
And the cheese curds.”

Daphne eyed him slantwise. He saw her
considering responses, weighing should against just
this once. “We’ll need the mac and cheese, then. And
chicken wings? With barbeque sauce, or hot sauce?”

“They make their own barbeque sauce.”

“Ah, that makes it easy.”

He hadn’t wanted her to lecture him.
But now that she hadn’t, he felt a little itch of resentment. “You
don’t have to enable, you
know.”

She studied the tabletop with sudden
intensity, and the tilt of her head threw her face into shadow.
“Healthy is—it’s complex, isn’t it? Marathoners still get heart
attacks. But happiness is a component, they’re pretty sure of
that.”

“Food will make me happy?”

“Food, or just giving the end of the world
the finger. We see so much of the end of the world.” She turned
sharply to fish in one of her jacket pockets, and Chaz pretended he
hadn’t heard her voice crack on the last word.

So when Rebecca returned, Chaz ordered one
of everything on the late-night menu.

Rebecca sighed, clasped her hands over her
breastbone, and sagged at the knees. “Oh, god. Best foreplay
ever.”

Blood scorched under Chaz’s cheeks, and he
winced. But Daphne laughed. “You’d fight over who got the front
burners. This relationship is doomed before it starts.”

“Yeah, you’re right. But oooh, until that
next meal....”

Chaz’s palms were blessedly cool against his
face when he hid behind them. “No ganging up!”

Rebecca whooped, and Daphne said, “Now, now,
he’s a quart low. Have mercy.”

When Chaz came out from behind his hands, it
was just the two of them again.

“Thank you,” Daphne said.

He raised his eyebrows.

“For making it better.” Her lips kinked, as
if one side of the lower one was between her teeth. “When people on
TV say they’ve got someone’s back? They kind of miss this
part.”

He felt himself flush again, and tried not
to squirm in the chair. He didn’t need to be thanked. That wasn’t
why you were there for your your friends. He realized his shoulders
were hunched and defensive.

She was silent; when he looked up, her smile
was crooked. “Don’t worry,” she added. “I’m still gonna make you
pay half the bill.”

“Hey, that lets me off easy.”

“Sometimes that happens. Nothing you can do
about it.”

He let her pretend it was just a joke.
Mostly because he didn’t know how to answer.

The wings and deep-fried cheese curds came
out first, borne to the table by a dark-skinned man with a silver
spiral winding through the piercings along the edge of his ear.
Chaz dabbed a wing into the sauce and crunched into it, letting hot
juices and spice light up his taste buds like a pinball machine.
Daphne sank her teeth into a cheese curd and gave a gurgling
groan.

“Oh my god,” she said after she’d swallowed.
“If deep-fried cheese is wrong, I don’t want to be right.”

“Fat,” he declared. “It’s what’s for
dinner.”

Rebecca was more or less everywhere: in and
out of the kitchen, consulting with the staff, touching base with
the other diners. Even so, she managed to swing by their table each
time they tried something new, asking, “What do you think?”

After they told her the key lime pie made
them painfully happy, Daphne said, “So, restauranteur. Not for the
faint of heart, huh?”

Rebecca hooted. “I knew it would be a
lot of work. But you know what?” She looked right and left, like a
snitch in an underground parking garage. “I had no freakin’ clue! Seriously!”

“D’you regret it?”

“God, no. I mean, I’m stressed like a
stressed thing. But people come in, eat food, and go away happy.
And we have regulars. How
great is that?”

Chaz wondered what that would be like,
making a living feeding people and sending them away happy.
Wonderful. Well, except for all the other parts of the job. “Tour
now?” he suggested.

“You got it.” Rebecca smiled, shy and proud.
A career you could show off to your friends. Yeah, that would be
okay.

Something must have showed on his face,
because he caught Daphne watching him. She swiped the last of the
oily goodness off her fingers with her napkin and stood up. “Waugh.
Just roll me down the aisle, would you?”

Rebecca showed them the black-and-white
photos on exhibit in the dining room, let them peek into the
steam-and-stainless cave of the kitchen, and urged them to poke
their heads into the bathrooms. “At last, the lounge,” she
announced, and directed them with a flourish through a doorway
framed in swags of black curtain.

The room didn’t have windows, and
didn’t need them; the fantasy Seattle skyline silhouetted on the
restaurant’s logo, the one made of cannisters, milk and wine
bottles, a giant eggbeater, a funnel, rose in detail and color on
one wall, like a view from a penthouse in a universe full of food.
On other walls, mostly purple, there were more paintings, more art.
A cozy mismatched herd of upholstered furniture gathered in
clusters, dotted with loud print pillows. Chaz saw a stack of books
and games on a corner table. Nikki should
have come after all, he thought. She’d have loved this.

“That’s it,” said Daphne. “I’m moving
in.”

“Wait—you haven’t pressed The Button
yet.”

Before Chaz could feel more than slightly
alarmed, Rebecca bounded to the far corner of the room and pointed
to the wall. Or rather, to a sculpture mounted on it. Or maybe it
was a machine. Four upright rods, a bike chain and sprocket, a
crank, and what looked like a strip of metal plates hanging in the
middle of it all. Oh, and a bright red button.

“If we cause an industrial accident, the
Federal government takes it out of our paychecks,” Daphne said
gravely.

Rebecca giggled. “But this is for Science.”
Chaz could hear the capital S.

“I’m going in. Cover me,” he said, leaned
over Rebecca’s head, and pushed the button.

A motor hummed. The sprocket revolved, the
chain advanced, the crank turned...and the metal plates at the
center seemed to somersault over each other endlessly toward the
bottom of the strip. “Jacob’s Ladder!” Chaz crowed.

“And that’s its real name—’Jacob’s Ladder
Number One.’ We just like to call it The Button.”

It was silly and steampunkish and wonderful
in its ominousness. It would have delighted—

“Did...is Hafidha in town, too?” Rebecca
asked. As if she’d plucked the name out of his head.

Of course Rebecca would ask. He’d been
so concerned with looking out for Daphne that he’d forgotten
Rebecca knew about Hafs, too—or rather, didn’t know. Now here he
was, caught unprepared for either the question or the arrow of hurt
when he thought, She should be
here.

“No,” Daphne said. “Hafs is on medical
leave. She’s got a chronic condition she’s been hospitalized
for.”

Chaz had said he’d run interference for
Daphne. So of course, here she was, doing it for him.

“Oh, hell. I’m so sorry. Is it...is it
treatable?”

Chaz pressed his tongue against the roof of
his mouth while Daphne said, “We don’t know yet,” and avoided
meeting his eyes.

“Hell,” Rebecca repeated. “Tell her I said
hi, will you?”

Chaz nodded, because he still couldn’t find
his voice.

“And that she missed a great late-night
dinner,” Daphne added. She checked her watch. “Oops. I’d say the
plane can’t leave without us, but I’ve never tested that
theory.”

“I wish you were staying another day. I want
to give you the food tour of Seattle.”

“We’ll come back,” Chaz promised. “Off the
clock. Hey, where’s our bill?”

“It’s on me,” said Rebecca, beaming.

“No way! Expense account. Your tax dollars
at work. You can treat next time.”

They settled up, and Rebecca wrapped Daphne
in a vigorous hug. Then she stepped back and cast an evaluating eye
on Chaz.

“Not much of a hugger,” he warned.

“Yeah, I figured as much.” She grabbed his
outstretched hand in both of hers and shook it firmly. “Travel
safe! Come back soon!”

Then they were out on the sidewalk, with the
streetlights turning the wet pavement to patent leather, and
nothing between them and home but the drive to the airport and
several thousand miles of flying.

Daphne yawned a yawn the size of Rhode
Island, so suddenly she barely got her hand up to cover it. “Oh,
man. Time for my post-adrenaline crash.”

Chaz chirped the locks on the minivan.
“Recline your seat. I’ll wake you up when we get there.”

“Deal.” She climbed in the passenger side,
fastened her belt, and dropped the seat back.

He eased away from the curb and accelerated
gradually. She trusted him. He wanted to keep it that way.

 


“Did the Devil make the world while God was
sleeping?”

— Tom Waits, “Little Drop of
Poison”


 



Katabasis

 


Ashton, VA, every Wednesday

Once a week, Dyson Cieslewicz goes to
Hell.

He learned real quick not to go on
Saturdays, because Saturdays in Hell are like a comic strip about
Auschwitz—you don’t know whether to laugh or start screaming, and
he’d actually ended up doing both once, sitting in the rusted
maroon ‘88 Honda Accord that he’d bought and learned to drive the
same week he moved down here. Can’t take the bus to Hell.

So he doesn’t go on weekends anymore. It’s
okay. He works nights, like he always has, and actually Idlewood is
a really nice kind of Hell and the staff will bend over backwards
to help out if you’re coming to visit a patient. They always call
them “patients,” never “freaks” or “monsters” or “homicidal
fruitcakes,” and Dice is even grateful for that, and how pathetic
is that, Cieslewicz, that you’re grateful to people for not calling
your brother what he is?

Never mind. Just never mind.

So he’s got a routine. A ritual, even,
and maybe that’s how it should be. Wednesday is his day, and he
gets up at noon, which is early for him, and eats something—because
he’s learned that he won’t be hungry afterwards—and takes the
ugly-ass Accord to the nearest gas station to make sure he has a
full tank, because Idlewood is out there in the ass crack of
nowhere, and he’s seen Deliverance, thanks. Also, he’s read The
Crow, and never mind that that was Detroit. D.C.’s the Murder
Capital, and Dice figures he’s come about as close to being a
statistic as you can get and still walk away. He is so not into
pushing his luck. And while the Honda’s gulping down half his
paycheck, he goes into the little tiny convenience store and buys a
big bag of peanut M & Ms, a 2-liter bottle of Barq’s, and as
many packs of Nicorette as they’ve got. They won’t give you matches
in Hell, and Eddie was a pack-a-day man. He’ll probably live
longer, now that he can’t have his cancer sticks, and Dice even
knows the word for that. The word is fucking irony, and sometimes he almost wants to find
Mrs. Kaplanski, his high school English teacher, and tell her he
can use that word in a sentence now, and it’s not nearly as fun as
you’d think.

So he pays for his
stuff—offerings, like to Kali
in the second Indiana Jones movie—and gets back in the car and
heads off into the wilderness—everything is wilderness here, the
fucking air doesn’t even
smell right, and he dreams about Chicago, he misses it so much—and
drives and drives and drives. It’s not actually all that far, but
it feels like forever.

It feels even longer on the way back.

He has to admit, Eddie’s Hell is beautiful.
Rolling hills just like in a postcard, and the landscapers must get
paid a fortune, because the grass is green and perfect, and there
are flowers and trees, and if it wasn’t for the big-ass electric
fence with the barbed wire and everything, you might think this was
a hospital for very rich people, instead of for very crazy
people.

The guys who work security on
Wednesdays all know him, but they go through the ritual anyway.
Every time, he sets off the metal detector, and every time, they
wand him apologetically, and every time, he ends up in the little
room off to the side with Leon Hicks. Leon was a high school
football star, went on to play for the University of Tennessee
until his knee blew out. He’d make two of Dice, with enough Leon
left over to keep doing his job. He’s deeply impressed with Dice’s
piercings, especially the apadravya; every Wednesday, Dice thinks
he’s going to ask, Man, didn’t that
HURT? and every Wednesday, Leon chickens out at the
last second.

Ain’t that
bad, Dice would tell him. Or maybe, if he’s been
watching too much Clint Eastwood that week, I’ve had worse.

But they talk about Leon’s little girl
instead, of whom Leon is proud enough to bust. Leon showed Dice a
picture once, little girl with bright-beaded cornrows grinning ear
to ear from her perch on Leon’s enormous shoulders, and Leon
said, She can play basketball if she
wants, but she gonna get into college on her brains.
Dice said, She must take after her
mom, then, and Leon laughed so hard the other security
guys came to see what was going on.

And then he’s past that station—and he
really needs not to think of this like the stations of the cross,
but sometimes he can’t help it—and onto the elevator. In the
elevator, you just pray that nobody gets on with you, because other
visitors try to talk to you and the doctors and nurses always look
at you sideways, like they’re sizing you up for one of their
strait-jackets.

So up to the third floor, the men’s ward.
Down the hallway to the left, and the nurses’ station, where every
Wednesday he signs in and hands over the M & Ms, the Barq’s,
and the Nicorette. The visitors’ room is like something out of a
cop show: plexiglass and telephones. No touching.

Dice would never admit that he’s
glad. Never.

The nurse on duty is always either Sharon or
Katy. Sharon’s his mom’s age, and he likes her. Katy’s younger,
round and cheerful, and he likes her, too. He wants to ask them how
they can stand their job, but like Leon with the apadravya, he
always loses his nerve. And then he’s in the visitors’ room,
slouching down in the uncomfortable chair, waiting for Eddie to
come in.

And if Hell is being stuck doing the thing
you hate and fear the most, over and over and over again, then Dice
knows where he’ll be for eternity. The third-floor visitors’ room
at Idlewood, waiting for the door to open.

Eddie’s a lot calmer now—and there’s
some more of Mrs. Kaplanski’s irony. Dice doesn’t know what all
they’ve got him on. He does
know that Eddie has persistently refused a prosthesis; his
left arm just ends in a stump. Unlike Dice with his own bad hand,
Eddie never forgets. That left arm never even twitches.

They talk about sports and movies and music.
The doctors say to keep away from anything that might get Eddie
“agitated,” so they don’t talk about politics. They don’t talk
about Mom and Dad—not that there’d be anything to say, since Dice
hasn’t heard word one from them since he moved. They don’t talk
about why Eddie’s here, except once when Eddie asked, and Dice
said, yeah, he was doing PT for the hand, and it was getting
better. Dice tells Eddie about the crazy people at the bar where he
works and about his neighbors in his slummy apartment building.
Isabella-in-2C’s boyfriend can take up fifteen minutes all by
himself, thank you Jesus for Bella’s shitty taste in men.

He leaves out the part where the name on
Isabella’s driver’s license is Raoul. That’d get Eddie “agitated”
for sure.

Dice makes himself stay for an hour,
every time. That’s part of the ritual, too, because he knows that
once he start letting himself leave early—five minutes, ten
minutes—pretty soon he’d talk himself out of coming at all. Even as
it is, it’s all he can do not to bolt for the door as soon as that
hour’s up. He says it calmly: Well, I’d
better get going, and Eddie says, Yeah. You wanna get home before dark. You working
tonight?

And Dice always lies and says,
Yeah.

Because he doesn’t work Wednesday
nights, after he’s closed the door of the visitors’ room behind
him, said good-bye to Sharon or Katy at the desk, stared at the
elevator buttons down to the first floor, said See you next week to Leon and Sam and Troy at
the front door, crossed the parking lot with the sound of his own
footsteps for company and nothing more, gotten in the rust-bucket
Honda, and driven all the way back from Ashton, Virginia, and its
own little pocket of Hell. Sometimes, when he pulls into his
parking space behind the apartment building, it takes him a full
minute to let go of the steering wheel, and both hands hurt, not
just the bad one.

No, he doesn’t work after that. He goes up
to his studio apartment, takes the longest, hottest shower he can
stand, gets dressed up—leather, eyeliner, the whole nine yards,
even if it is like putting ribbons on a pig—and goes to a nightclub
called, no joke, The Infernal. The Infernal has red lights and a
disco ball and plays weird Euro/goth/techno/whatthefuckever, and
the dance floor is jammed, and you don’t have to be dancing with
anybody to dance until you’re dripping with sweat and wobbly in the
knees. You don’t have to tell anybody your name and you don’t have
to make conversation, and if you need a fast, ugly fuck, you can
find one without looking too hard. He makes sure he’s carrying
rubbers when he goes to The Infernal, and he makes sure the other
guy uses ‘em, too.

He’s already carrying all the Hell he
needs.


 


PEPCK-C

 


The internets...

Date: Thu, 30
Aug 2007 07:03:32 -0700

From: SSA
Stephen Reyes

To: SA
Charles Villette

Subject:
Cytosolic PEPCK-C in skeletal musculature of transgenic
mice

 


Please read. What do you think?

—Reyes

 


Attachment: J
Biol Chem. 2007 Aug 23. Over-expression of the cytosolic form of
phosphoenolpyruvate carboxykinase (GTP) in skeletal muscle
repatterns energy metabolism in the mouse.


http://www.jbc.org/content/early/2007/08/23/jbc.M706127200.full.pdf+html

Hakimi P, Yang J, Casadesus G, Massillon D,
Tolentino-Silva F, Nye CK, Cabrera ME, Hagen DR, Utter CB, Baghdy
Y, Johnson DH, Wilson DL, Kirwan JP, Kalhan SC, Hanson RW.

Biochemistry, Case Western Reserve
University School of Medicine, Cleveland, OH.

 


Date: Thu, 30
Aug 2007 07:24:05 -0700

From: SA
Charles Villette

To: SSA
Stephen Reyes

Subject: Re: Cytosolic PEPCK-C in skeletal
musculature of transgenic mice

 


SSA Reyes,

I think it’s pretty dramatic research. You
want a muscle biopsy, I take it?

Even if proves a partial explanation for
gamma physical capabilities and increased aggression levels—well,
we know it doesn’t translate directly from the micro to the macro,
so to speak.

Especially with regard to the enhanced
lifespan. And it doesn’t make sense of the enhanced carbohydrate
demand—or the fact that a gamma’s caloric need is more like 250%
than 160% of a baseline. That’s still got to be brain glucose
usage—or that’s our best hypothesis.

But it’s a fascinating possibility, and it
would certainly explain some things.

I wonder how these mice stand up to
trauma.

—Chaz Villette

 


Date: Tue, 4
Sept 2007 04:15:35 -0700

From:
Madeline Frost, M.D.

To: SSA
Stephen Reyes

Subject:
Biopsy results

 


Dr. Reyes,

I am writing to inform you that the hospital
lab reports significantly higher than normal PEPCK-C activity
levels in the samples tested. Average levels of 11.3 units/g tend
to support your hypothesis.

Full results to follow under separate
cover.

Sincerely,

M. Frost

 


Date: Tue, 28
Sep 2009 12:15:04 -0700

From: SA
Charles Villette

To: SSA
Stephen Reyes

Subject: DNA
results vs. mighty mice

 


Reyes—

I’ve been thinking about the recent DNA and
FMRI results in light of our 2007 findings regarding PEPCK activity
levels in jammers. Specifically, it’s becoming increasingly obvious
that the anomaly has teratogenic, hormonal, molecular, and
cellular-level effects in addition to the cognitive and metabolic
ones—but apparently not genetic ones, at least not in the primary
host. (The primary host’s offspring, as we have seen, are a
different matter.)

What I find particularly interesting is the
ability of the anomaly to affect cellular metabolism/mitochondrial
proliferation apparently without altering the host’s DNA.

Even though we haven’t identified the
causative agent, it’s conforming more and more to the disease or
parasite model (since infectious disease is a form of parasitism, I
don’t think they’re exclusive).

It’s an extremely complex disease, in other
words, but it’s a disease, and one we can address proactively as we
come to understand it better.

As you have been insisting all along.

With that in mind, Dr. Ramachandran, Dr.
Allison, and myself would like to propose a treatment program.
Attached please find the transcript of a meeting carried out at
Idlewood last week, along with a tentative course of therapy.

Eddie Cieslewicz and his guardian have
agreed to participate in a small-scale pilot. We’d like your input
on this before we proceed.

—Chaz

 


Date: Tue, 28
Sep 2009 13:35:21 -0700

From: SSA
Stephen Reyes

To: SA
Charles Villette

Subject: Re:
DNA results vs. mighty mice

 


Go for it.

SR


 


 Lightning Sonata

 


Somewhere in Virginia, May 2010

“I have to get something out of the car,”
Chaz had said, and disappeared streetwards while Daphne went
through to the garage and backed her square-assed, new-to-her
all-wheel-drive Suzuki out to the curb. Chaz opened the hatch
first, slid in a small cooler balanced on top of a large cardboard
box, and gave it the sort of gingerly slam a guy who was accustomed
to an aged Volkswagen used around small cars. Then he was sliding
in beside her and buckling himself down.

“What’s that?” Daphne asked.

“Lunch,” he said, and they were rolling.

She was glad he hadn’t asked to drive. She
needed the distraction, the Virginia hills picking up toward the
horizon, still the varied greens of spring—though that would be
over soon. She needed something to do to keep from worrying her
hangnails until they bled.

“You’re nervous,” he said, after half an
hour of her flipping the radio on and off and failing to support
any of his more subtle attempts at conversation.

“I’m terrified,” she said.

With her peripheral vision, she saw him
nodding. He’d pushed the passenger chair all the way back to make
room, but his knees still stuck up like those of a daddy
longlegs.

“You’re triggery for her, and she’s triggery
for you,” he said. “It’s okay. It’s because her emotional
connection to you is so strong that she responds to your presence
so violently. She loves you very much.”

It was plainspoken Chaz, clinical and
unflinching, a little detached. That was how he got through it:
professionalism.

She wondered how she got through it.

“She loves you too,” she said, pulling out
to pass a semi. It glided along at sixty; she rolled past at
sixty-seven. Chaz gazed out the passenger window, drawing vectors
and trajectories in his head.

“The best way to handle it—for me, at
least—is to remember that what’s saying those awful things isn’t
Hafidha, any more than it would be if she had a brain tumor or
senile dementia or anything else organically wrong with her. That
stuff is malfunctioning hardware, or—or a hijack, a virus. The
Hafidha personality is in there and intact and my friend.”

Her hands might be busy with the wheel, but
his could tap on the doorframe, his knees, the windowledge.

“You really think of it like a brain
tumor?”

“Or like OCD,” he said. “That’s not
Hafidha.”

“The reasons it gives, the things it says.
They sometimes sound like Hafidha reasons and things.”

“The conscious human mind,” Chaz said,
sliding as comfortably into lecture mode as if she’d put a coin in
his slot, “is the world’s most efficient rationalizing machine.
Most of the time, we act on impulse or instinct or program and come
up with the reasons later. The brain does something and the
left-hemisphere neocortex makes up a reason it happens. Dr.
Gazzaniga of UC did an experiment with a patient whose brain
hemispheres had been surgically disconnected. He’d show a word to
the left eye—the right hemisphere, only—and when the body
responded, the left hemisphere would make up a story why it was
doing that thing.”

“Behaviorist,” she accused.

He grimaced as if it were a dirty word.
“Cognitive tactics exploit the fact that the conscious mind can
interrupt those behaviors as well as rationalize them. Our brains
are really complicated, and we like to pretend that most of what
they do doesn’t exist. The left neocortex is an egoist.”

He sighed.

She sighed too, and the silence got too
heavy. “Pass me the almonds in the glove box, would you?”

He did, opening the bag and swiping a
handful on the way across. The first one crunched when he bit down.
Daphne liked the way they squeaked a little between her teeth, like
really hard cheese curds. Super-fresh.

She washed the mouthful down with bottled
water.

“I don’t want to think of her as
brain-damaged,” Daphne admitted. “I know she is, functionally. That
the anomaly is suppressing her ability to censor her actions and
words. Her impulse control—”

“Tony Cicoria,” Chaz said.

Daphne said, “Excuse me?”

Chaz ate another almond. “Tony Cicoria is an
orthopedic surgeon who was struck by lightning in Sleepy Hollow in
1994. The joke about being able to play the piano afterward?”

She smiled. It was a running gag between
them, and had been since—

Since Chaz got hurt. Since she’d come out of
the bathroom once and heard somebody playing Tricia’s spinet piano.
Somebody who played better than Tricia. One bar, two. Hesitantly.
The same two bars, and then another two.

And then two more. Erratic and staggering,
tentative. Like a kitten picking its way out of a bomb crater.

And then, as Daphne had ducked back down the
hall to lean against the inside of the bathroom door and bite her
lip until her eyes stopped stinging, the same six bars of music—The
Maple Leaf Rag, she thought—and then the soft click of the keyboard
cover closing.

When Daphne made it out of the bathroom,
Tricia was mixing blender drinks and Chaz was rubbing dust off the
leaves of a sadly neglected sword plant in the front windows.

He’d played a different eight bars a few
weeks later.

She wondered if he would ever get to where
he’d play it with her in the room.

“He couldn’t play the piano after he was
electrocuted?” Lightning strikes were funny stuff. Daphne knew
dozens of stories of personality changes, mood swings,
undiagnosable illnesses—

“He couldn’t play it before,” Chaz
said. “Afterwards, he couldn’t stop. He had a song in his head. The Lightning
Sonata. He had to learn piano so he could get it out. And he became
obsessed with music. It became his life. He couldn’t make himself
stop playing. He couldn’t want
to stop playing. Eventually, he wound up a divorced concert
pianist and composer.”

“His wife left him?”

“I’m not sure about the details.” Chaz sat
silent a moment, breathing in and breathing out. “The lighting, or
possibly interrupted bloodflow from his heart having stopped,
destroyed some inhibitory function of his brain. All he wanted to
do afterward was make music. The muse is in him.” He shrugged. “He
seems very happy in interviews. Very fulfilled.”

“So artists have brain damage?”

“Artists possibly lack some kind of
inhibition. Gammas definitely do.”

Daphne thought about it for a while,
driving. Her hand crept toward the radio again, aimlessly. She made
it stop and ate another almond. Chaz ate five or ten.

“Okay,” she said, after ten minutes. Or
fifteen. “So what’s in the box?”

“Gwyneth Paltrow’s head?”

“I know that smell,” Daphne said. She would have hit
him, but she was driving.

“A hotplate,” Chaz said. “Some schmaltz from
the chicken I made last night, with rosemary and garlic in it.
Potatoes. To make fried potatoes. Stuff for grilled cheese. A
chocolate orange pound cake for the birthday girl.”

She glanced over. He was looking. Their eyes
met, and he smiled.

She looked back at the road. “I’d love you
even if you didn’t feed me, bro.”

He stretched back into the seat, satisfied.
“That’s just your neocortex rationalizing your baser
instincts.”

“There’s nothing base about your cooking.”
She grinned. It hurt a little, but she did it.


 



Conspiracy

 


J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington D.C.,
October 2010

“Come in,” Stephen Reyes said. “Sit
down.”

Chaz Villette wanted to linger in the
office doorway, one hand hooked around the frame, as if he could
keep himself mostly outside the office. But Reyes made a scooping
gesture with his left hand that included the semantic
content shut the door, and so
Chaz stepped inside and shut it with a solid, latching
click. He crossed the gray carpet
and settled in the more comfortable of the chairs facing the desk,
taking a moment to glance around and take in everything: the books,
the sleek black leather and steel of everything on the desk, the
marksmanship awards along one wall, the framed portrait of Stephen
Reyes’ mother.

“I’ve been thinking about our
conversation in Seattle,” Reyes said without preamble—unless this
was his soft open, which might be the case. His hands were laid
flat on the desk, his expression sincere, uncalculated. Chaz would
bet he’d spent half an hour working out just the right
effect.

He let the pause go on until Chaz had to fill
it. “Any conclusions?”

“Yes,” Reyes said. He pulled a
quad-ruled pad out of a drawer and squared it on the blotter in
front of him. Chaz could see the front page was a list, in blue
ink, in Reyes’ draftsmanlike left-handed printing. He pushed it
across the blotter to Chaz with his fingertips. Chaz reached out to
recieve it. He turned it, and frowned.

 


Viv Paliotto

Hope Mitchell

Joshua Lynch

Jeffrey Simmons

Guy Nadon

 


“Three gammas, a pedophile, and a
paranoid schizophrenic beta?” But something tickled at the edge of
Chaz’s consciousness. Guy Nadon was a gamma that Chaz and half the
team had sought in rural Vermont, while Todd and Lau were running
down Henry Clark in Minnesota. Two cold-weather gammas, in a bitter
January. “What’s Nadon doing on this list? We talked about the
others in Seattle?”

“Ever had a dream about
Danville?”

Chaz laid the pad down on the desk and rubbed
his hands together. Remembering cold so intense he could feel it
creep along his bones. Remembering the dizzy flush of fever, and
the hard circles his brain had chased itself in, around and around
and around until suddenly the pattern came clear.

“I dream about most of them,” he said.
“I don’t always sleep so well.”

“Mostly,” Reyes said, “I dream about
Mitchell.”

It was an admission, a confession. Offered
vulnerability. Chaz accepted it stoically, as Reyes would want.
“You’re curious about Nadon because Daphne’s in-laws live one town
over.”

“And because he’d moved there recently,
after years living—and killing—undetectably, on the road. And
because he got active—and unavoidable—exactly when we had no choice
but to go after Clark.”

Slowly, left-handed, Chaz added Clark’s name
to the list. “Simmons led you to Nadon. Because I dreamed him, and
because he was right here, close to home. An ex-cop, an FBI cadet.
As if somebody were testing us.”

“Hope Mitchell thought somebody was
controlling her actions.”

“Paranoid schizophrenics usually do.”
But Chaz felt his fingers constrict brutally tight on the pen he
held.

“Your brain,” Reyes said, “is the best
pattern-recognition tool we have. And it thinks there’s something
going on here.”

“Hafidha,” Chaz said.

He had to nerve himself to continue.

Reyes stepped in for him, a kindness.
“Hafidha thought somebody arranged Erik’s death. That there was
some kind of plot behind it.”

“Gammas are subject to obsessive
ideation,” Chaz said.

Reyes nodded.

Carefully, Chaz wrote “Erik Holt” at the
bottom of the list. He stared at it. He slipped his fingers inside
his collar to ease the tightness that made his breath sting. He
looked up. His eyes met Reyes’. Reyes did not look down.

Chaz said, “You’re positing Moriarity. That’s
some pretty high-order speculation.”

“Somebody sent Mitchell after Peretti.
After me. I think it’s possible—I offer the hypothesis—that
somebody is fucking with us,” Reyes said. “Gunning for us. And yes,
I have had an FMRI done.” His fingers tapped out a rock and roll
rhythm on the blotter. Irritatedly, he stopped it.

“I assumed,” Chaz said. He touched the
list. He ran his finger down it.

 


Viv Paliotto

Hope Mitchell

Joshua Lynch

Jeffrey Simmons

Guy Nadon

John Doe alias Henry Clark

Erik Holt

 


He looked at Reyes, impeccable behind his
impeccable desk. Reyes was rubbing his hands together as if they
hurt. Bad interview tactic. Chaz said, “I dreamed of the Relative,
too.”

“You want him on the list?”

“He choked me,” Chaz said, curious how
plainly it came out. “He was the worst thing I could think of. It
could have been just a nightmare. It could all”—he waited until he
had Reyes’ eye—”just be nightmares.” Gammas are subject to obsessive ideation.

“All of it,” Reyes said. “Except for
whoever got to Hope Mitchell. And whoever killed Viv Paliotta. And
whoever killed Joshua Lynch.”

“Ah,” Chaz said. “Hard evidence.
Consistent signature.”

“Three is a serial killer,” Reyes said.
“We don’t know what happened to Mitchell’s biological
father.”

“He’d be old,” Chaz said. “For a
gamma.”

Reyes didn’t so much nod, Chaz thought, as
not-move in such a way as to suggest exhausted resignation.

“Tell the team?” Chaz asked. His
fingers tapped the list. “One of these people isn’t
dead.”

“Keep it to yourself for now,” Reyes
said. “If Moriarty exists...it would appear that he or she has a
line inside this team. Or at least a pretty good observational
post. And our only advantage is that he doesn’t know we’re looking
for him.”

“Clark—”

“I have a rapport with Clark,” Reyes
said. “No luck so far.”

Chaz gritted his teeth. “I could try the
mirror.”

“You could,” Reyes said. “What do you
think you’d get out of him?”

“Cold.” Chaz rubbed his arms, despite
his undershirt and sweater. “More cold. A hole in the snow with
dead men inside it. But I’ve been wrong before.”

“Try it,” Reyes said. He waved to the
door. He looked down at the notepad Chaz had laid on the edge of
his desk. “But keep it quiet.”

Chaz nodded. He stood. He moved away. He
opened the door and fixed a neutral expression onto his face as he
emerged into the bullpen.

He became a conspirator.

 



 


Don’t Ask

 


Dallas, TX, December 2010

Rosemary Brady always asked about Gray when
Danny called. Every time, without fail, and after the first three
times it even sounded somewhat natural.

It was easier than she would have
expected, to start thinking of this young man she’d never met as
her son’s boyfriend. As somebody who might be around for a long
time. It was harder not to ask, but what
about grandbabies? She’d gotten that treatment from
her own mother, before Danny was born. Maybe it was
hereditary.

Grandbabies.

She Googled Grayson Putnam, and found out
more about his family than she’d expected. His younger brother was
a society scandal. His older sister was a philanthropist. Gray
himself was as handsome as a Kennedy, and nobody seemed to think
he’d ever killed anybody.

She cleared the browser cache when she was
done.

It was harder to know what to say when she
called him at work, on December 22nd, 2010. At work, because she
didn’t want to wait. How did you say to somebody, “I’m glad the
thing that ruined your life is gone?”

Instead, being a mother, what she asked was,
“Are you going to go back to the military now?”

“Mom,” he said tiredly. “We don’t even know
yet if they’re going to allow for re-enlistments. And I’ve been out
a long time. And I’m nearly forty.”

She sighed, aware that he wouldn’t realize
it was relief. “I’m glad you won’t be going to the war.”

He laughed. She wasn’t sure why. But he
said, “Mom, I love you,” and something unwound inside her.

No matter what, he was still her strapping,
towheaded, reckless little boy.

“I love you too, Danny.” She said it with
dignity, so he wouldn’t hear the tears well up. She put the phone
quietly back on the hook.

Danny’s mother never asked him if he wanted
to talk to his father, anymore.


 


“Wireless Girl” by Emma Bull and
Stephen Shipman

 


“On the one hand
information wants to be expensive, because it’s so valuable. The
right information in the right place just changes your life. On the
other hand, information wants to be free, because the cost of
getting it out is getting lower and lower all the time. So you have
these two fighting against each other.” — Stewart
Brand

Act 1

They’re like flowers.

So trite, that notion. Such a cliché. But
it’s trite because it’s true.

They always come to mind at the sight of
gardens and florists. Fresh, bright blossoms swaying on strong
stems, until they grow tall enough to be cut. Why? So that someone
might admire and want them.

But once their stems are cut, their
brightness is a lie. Their freshness is only a last strangled
breath in the process of dying. If they’re wanted, it’s only until
the rot browns and curls their petal margins.

That’s not love. Flowers should be treasured
for their life, not for their death.

 


Houston, TX, December 1, 2010

Gina Marotta poked the garage door button
above the windshield of the Highlander and waited as the door
lumbered screeching upward. She tried to remember if the garage was
public or private space; should she e-mail the condo’s maintenance
office to have the thing lubed, or figure out what sort of business
would specialize in that and start Googling?

Bobby would know who to call. Which meant she
could call Bobby. But always knowing who to call, or thinking he
did, was one of the traits that had resulted in him being her
ex-husband. She’d spent the past year proving to herself that she
knew a few things, too, and could get along without him, at least
from day to day.

She’d phone the maintenance office and ask them. Old
school. You’ve got resources, girl.
Gina let the SUV roll forward into its space above the stain
left by the previous occupant’s oil leak.

Leigh’s Civic was already parked on the
left, its engine ticking irregularly as it cooled down. With a
guilty start, Gina remembered she’d been supposed to stop at the
bakery to pick up an order on her way home from work. The
what escaped her, but the bakery
would have known. All she’d had to do was show up. She started
planning her apology as her key turned in the kitchen door
lock.

She found Leigh in the kitchen, still in her
business-casual clothes, stopped as if in mid-step between the
fridge and the island.

“I’m sorry, Leak, I totally spaced the
bakery until just now. Give me a hug and I’ll go right back out—”
Gina stopped, because Leigh’s frown was deeper, her face more
puzzled, than it had been when Gina came through the
door.

“Where’s Josh?” Leigh asked.

“What?”

“I thought it was your turn to get him
from school. This isn’t Space Club day, is it?”

“I’m sorry, what?”

It seemed to be Leigh’s turn to stammer and
stop and stare blankly.

Gina took a long breath and started over. “I
was supposed to pick something up at the bakery, right? I forget
what.”

“Cupcakes. For Josh’s party. Damn,
Gina, he’s probably moping around the playground wondering if one
or the other of us drove off the road or something.”

It was as if she and Leigh were in two
different movies; their dialogue didn’t match. “What the heck are
you talking about?”

“Honey. Your son’s birthday
party.”

Gina stared into Leigh’s face—her brown eyes
level, her brows drawn down, one zigzag black curl sprung loose to
dangle on her cheek—and felt fear bite at her guts. Leigh didn’t
look crazy, or even sound crazy. This must be a joke, the kind that
turned out way too complicated and annoying and not funny.

Because if it wasn’t, Leigh had gone nuts.
And if that was true, Gina’s world was ending.

Gina laughed, knowing it sounded forced and
fake. “Leak, is this some kind of creepy estrogen wish-fulfillment
psychosis?”

She saw her own confusion and fear
mirrored on Leigh’s dark features. “Gina, where is Joshua?”

“Cut it out, damn it! There’s no
Joshua. There’s no kid.
Period.”

Leigh lunged forward and grabbed Gina’s
arm. A squeak of alarm got out of Gina’s throat.
It’s Leigh. Even if she’s crazy, she won’t hurt
me. But she was still too scared to form
words.

Leigh pulled her into the kitchen, grabbed
her by the shoulders, and spun her around to face the refrigerator.
“Then where the hell did those come from?”

On the refrigerator door, held up with
her garden-bugs-of-the-world magnets, were drawings done on typing
paper with markers. A robot on wheels, with big pincer hands and
eyes on stalks that were obviously based on the goose-neck of her
desk lamp. A rocket ship, a door open in its base, and four figures
about to enter. One was female, dark with curling black hair. The
other female figure was pink-skinned and brown-haired.
Leigh and me. A man, cartoon-skinny,
his brown head round and hairless—that was Bobby.

And a small, smiling male figure with dark
hair. She couldn’t imagine who it could be.

The drawings were signed “JOSH MAROTTA.”

Leigh shook her, just a little, not in a
scary way. “Where is he, Gina?”

I don’t have a son,
she tried to say. But she couldn’t speak through the fog
thickening around her.

 


Houston, Texas, December 9, 2010

Supervisory Special Agent Stephen Reyes
led his away team through the glass doors into the first-floor
lobby of Houston Police Department headquarters.
It looks like a bank, he
thought. A bank with more security guards
than customers.

The man who hurried forward to meet them
might have been one of the latter, if not for the way his dark blue
suit jacket hung crooked over his service weapon. “Agent Reyes?” he
said, and thrust out his hand. “I’m Captain Rory Thiele. Thanks for
coming.”

Reyes read Thiele’s sunburned face and blocky
form, knowing his team was doing the same. A ranking officer going
out on a limb for one of his reports, and nervous about it. Thiele
wasn’t convinced about this inquiry, not enough to be certain he
wouldn’t wind up with departmental egg on his face. But one of his
detectives was sure. On the strength of that, he’d called the BAU.
Reyes approved of him for it.

He half-turned and introduced Thiele to
Esther Falkner, Daphne Worth, and Chaz Villette. Falkner tall,
straight as a sword, her pulled-back dark hair so smooth it might
be painted on. Worth with her square shoulders and sturdy frame,
and her gray-eyed gaze that seemed to search at a molecular level.
And Villette, with his untidy hair, long nose, and scarecrow body
that looked awkward until he moved.

Reyes tried to see them as Thiele would, but
he couldn’t, quite. It was like trying to see his own face in a
mirror without bias. Thiele shook all the available hands firmly,
and seemed not to notice when Chaz’s managed, in its usual
mysterious fashion, not to be one of them.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Thiele said.
“Detective Jackson’s waiting—he’s the one who spotted the pattern
and recommended we consult you. Elevator’s this way.”

However bank-like the lobby was, the
elevator car was comfortably shabby. Thiele thumbed a button. When
the door closed the five of them in, he shifted just enough to be
not quite facing forward. The universal
elevator prohibition, Reyes reflected,
amused.

“Jackson’s old pals with the chief of
detectives in Beaumont,” Thiele said, his tone confiding. “He heard
about your manhunt a couple years ago over in Tyler County. Ugly
business—one of your agents got pretty mauled up, sounds
like.”

It was Thiele’s turn to read Reyes, or try
to. Maybe he was noticing Reyes’s scars. “Mmm,” Reyes replied
helpfully.

He was proud of his team. Falkner might never
have seen an act of violence in her life. Worth’s face had its
shutters up, but politely. And Chaz’s perfect stone-faced Fed could
have won him an Oscar.

“Doesn’t lose you any credit around
here. My people know you’re not desk-chair detectives.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Reyes said,
slightly drier than silica gel. These down-South good-old-boy
gossips made him feel relentlessly, unapologetically Chicago and
academic. Ironic, since he’d given up both. He missed Brady and
Lau; either would have sussed out Thiele and known just how to talk
to him. He set Reyes’s god-damned implanted teeth on
edge.

“Captain Thiele?” Chaz said, his
slightly windy tenor even and confident. “Has your department made
it public that you’re looking into possible connections between
this case and earlier ones?”

Ah. Of course, Reyes was defensive on
Chaz’s behalf. And Chaz was reminding him he could take care of
himself. Stand down, Stephen.

“No. Seemed like, if there is some
link, we’d be smart not to tip off the responsible parties. But
Marotta’s behavior is mighty hard to explain as anything but a
psychotic break.” Thiele gave Chaz his full attention for the first
time since they arrived. Reyes could tell by the blink of surprise
that said, clear as speech, That’s not
what I thought an FBI agent looked like.

He rallied admirably, however. “You folks
know better than I do, but repeated behavior can show up in
unconnected mental cases—like tinfoil hats to keep out the voices.
You’d think sometimes there was a handbook got passed out.”

“We can’t rule out a similar
psychosis,” Falkner agreed. “But we may be able to apply some new
data to the cases Detective Jackson’s spotted.”

“I hope so. I hate to think tying this
to a cold case might slow down the investigation on Marotta.
Murders in Houston are way ahead of our clearance rate, even though
we’re working like bastards.” Thiele’s eyes flicked to Falkner, and
Reyes half expected him to mutter, “Begging your pardon, ma’am.”
But Thiele was made of slightly sterner stuff,
apparently.

“Maybe it’ll help with your cold cases,
instead,” Reyes said, in what he hoped was a soothing
voice.

The doors opened on a room more in keeping
with the elevator car than the lobby’s architecture. Detectives had
worked these desks for a long time; not even polished stone and
metal could hold its own against sixty-hour work weeks of bad
coffee, fast food, and the constant awareness that someone,
somewhere, was getting killed while you sat on your ass.

Almost everyone in the room found a way to
glance casually toward the elevator. Special FBI unit, child
disappearance case, prime suspect a crazy mom—every one of the cops
here, and most of the support staff, would have chewed the facts
and spit out a theory. But only one person rose from his desk chair
and stared openly at their little group. Thiele led them straight
to him.

“Detective Jim Jackson, Supervisory
Special Agent Stephen Reyes. Let’s go look over your command
center, agents.”

Jackson was about Reyes’s height, but about a
Reyes-and-a-half wide. The flush in his pink skin and the sparkle
of sweat along the edge of his receding dust-colored hair suggested
he had standing issues with hypertension. His eyes were blue and
bloodshot and looked too small behind his wire-framed glasses. As
they crossed the room, he seemed to look everywhere except at the
FBI agents.

But Reyes was certain he was paying
attention.

For each case, each new location, Reyes,
Falkner, or Lau would send the list ahead of what they required to
do their job. The list was as much public relations as anything. No
embattled law enforcement organization wanted to hear that the only
thing the hotshot Fed troubleshooters really needed was a room with
a door that would shut.

Houston PD had provided one, as well as the
table and chairs, the white board, the coffee maker, the fast data
line, and the high-rez monitor. No couch this time; the Courtyard
Inn was across the street.

Jackson stopped just inside the door, hands
in his trouser pockets. Falkner, Worth, and Villette each took in
the room with an eye-flick and with a shift of weight or a turn of
the chin spoke to Reyes. He passed it on. “Thank you, Captain
Thiele. Looks like everything’s in order.”

Thiele nodded, too relieved to hide it. “I’ll
let Jackson brief you, then. Anything I can do, you holler,
hear?”

Reyes smiled, and Thiele was gone, back to
his office where Fibbies didn’t show up to ask questions about
cases nobody wanted reopened.

Falkner’s body language softened. The
difference between ramrod and flexible in Falkner could speak as
clearly as her tone of voice. Unlike tone of voice, fewer people
noticed they were being affected by it. “Do you mind if I sit?” she
asked Detective Jackson, warm and a little embarrassed.

“Guess you should.” Jackson’s voice was
pitched deep and rusty. “All of you, and we can get down to
it.”

Villette and Worth sorted themselves out
skillfully to give Reyes the end chair farthest from the door.
Jackson scooped a pile of stuffed manila folders off a metal shelf
unit and plopped them on the table, as if they were a small and
ugly dog and Reyes’s team were notorious for kicking.

“We have the files you sent us,” Reyes
offered mildly.

“There’s more.”

“A new disappearance?” Worth’s
professional face folded into a scowl Reyes was familiar
with: this does not
compute.

“Old ones.”

The job didn’t take away one’s humanity. It
only shifted it; the human in the back of his head flinched in
horror, while the hunter, sitting for now in the forward seat, took
in the fact, weighed it, and nodded. “Tell us what you’ve got.”

Jackson stood mute and blank, as if he hadn’t
heard. Or had heard what he hadn’t expected, and needed to shift
gears. “Nobody else here buys that there’s a connection.”

Villette twitched one shoulder upward,
impatient. Reyes resisted the impulse to give that impatience
voice. “We’ll worry about that later,” he said instead.

Falkner scooped Jackson’s pile of new case
folders to her place at the table, and dealt them out to Worth,
Villette, and Reyes.

Jackson sat down abruptly, making the brown
metal folding chair squawk. “I caught the Marotta case,” he
declared, like a confession. “You see it in the news, you’d think
Gina Marotta flipped out, killed her nine-year-old kid, and is so
psycho she’s insisting she never had one. Except she’s not psycho,
at least not to talk to. No drug use, no history of psych problems.
Her girlfriend, Leigh Wilson, says she’s not a nutjob, and more to
the point, so does Marotta’s ex-husband, Robert.”

“Why’s that more to the point?” Worth
asked, and only someone who knew her well would hear the edge in
the question.

“Because exes’ll talk trash about each
other even when there’s nothing to talk about. Bobby Marotta says
Gina’s a good person. And a good mom. He says if anything happened
to Joshua, Gina didn’t do it.”

“You’ve already looked at Robert
Marotta.” Falkner took all hint of question out of it. Because in a
child abduction, the other parent was the first suspect
considered.

Jackson answered her anyway. “He was in San
Diego talking to engineers all week. His financials are squeaky
clean—no hired kidnapping.”

“And no body,” Villette
said.

Jackson paused just long enough for a sharp
inhale. “No. Working off the theory that Gina Marotta killed her
son and disposed of the body, we’ve been searching any place we
could connect her to. Nothing. No body, no murder, no murder
investigation, no arrest, no charge. What we’ve got is a missing
kid, and a mother who says he doesn’t exist.”

“But this has happened before?” Reyes
said. Leading the witness—away from an unproductive attack of
frustration, in this case.

“Three years ago, in 2007. Not our
case—this was up in Conroe. I remembered reading the bulletin,
because it seemed so damn weird, but it didn’t get anything like
the press on Marotta. Another nine-year-old boy, Burell Wilkins,
went missing on his way home from school. His mom, Lekeesha Burke,
was at work in the hospital kitchen. When Burell didn’t come to
class the next day, the school called Burke. Who said she didn’t
have children.”

“It took that long for someone to
notice?”

“Burell was a latchkey kid.” Jackson
shrugged. “Against the law, him only being nine, but she had to
work, and she didn’t have a sitter. It was just her and the boy.
The dad, Shelton Wilkins, got sent to Ellis the year before, for
auto theft.”

“What happened to the boy?”

“Never found.”

“And Burke?”

“Sentenced to six months for child
endangerment, which was suspended while she was in state hospital.
Tested her for schizophrenia, brain tumor, all kinds of crap.
Didn’t find a thing. But she swore she couldn’t remember having a
son.”

“Do you believe her?”

Jackson scratched the side of his nose.
“Before Marotta I didn’t. So I figured maybe there was a
connection. I started digging back. And I found two more cases.” He
shuffled folders in front of him, stalling for courage, maybe.
“Both nine-year-old boys. Both only children of single moms. Both
moms swore they didn’t have kids.”

Worth and Villette were both turning pages.
But it was Villette, of course, who said, “There’s three years
between each abduction. Not to the day, though.” He looked up from
the files. “So the trigger probably isn’t a date.”

“That’s a long cooling-off period,”
Worth said doubtfully.

Falkner shook her head. “He’s not cooling
off. For three years, he has what he wants. Then, suddenly, he
doesn’t, and he seeks out another child. What happens to a
nine-year-old about three years later?”

“Puberty,” Worth replied.

Falkner, with her teenage daughter. Their
private lives came to the job with them, always. It hurt, but it
made them that much better at it. “The good news is, he intends to
keep Josh Marotta alive for several years, at least.”

No one at the table needed to point out that
it was the bad news as well.

Chaz lifted his head from the open folders
before him and gave Reyes a look: short, but direct. Then back to
the case files. Ah.

“Detective Jackson, we’d like to take
an hour or so to look over the new material. But my tentative
assessment is, yes, these are serial crimes. If you hadn’t followed
up on these previous cases...” Reyes let the sentence trail off.
Because knowing wasn’t the same as solving.

Jackson flushed and thumbed his glasses hard
against his browbone. “Most days I wade through shit up to my
knees. If I’m lucky, I find a penny. That puts me one cent closer
to answering a ten-thousand-dollar question.” His scowl said he
also knew the difference between knowing and solving. He rose,
tugged his wallet from his back trouser pocket, slid a card out,
and pushed it toward the middle of the table. “My cell number’s on
that, if I’m not at my desk.”

“Thank you,” Reyes said, but to
Jackson’s back as he went out the door. Reyes wondered if he wished
he could leave the case behind, too. Probably. But he followed
facts, whether they made sense or not.

When the door closed, he said to Villette,
“What are you seeing?”

“The three older cases are low-profile.
Working-class mothers basically parenting alone, with backgrounds
that make law enforcement and the courts less likely to believe
their statements.” Villette laid two pages side-by-side in front of
him, as if to double-check the information on them. In fact, he was
reading it off the record of his memory. It’s a habit, Reyes thought. He doesn’t want to make the onlookers nervous.

Villette tapped the one on the right. “2004,
Shawn Cover was last seen getting off the school bus. Mother Shawna
had joint custody with her ex-husband in Missouri, but she moved to
Pearland, Texas in defiance of a court order. Two past convictions
for shoplifting, misdemeanor simple assault. She’s in jail now on
an unrelated charge.

“In 2001, William Schutts was abducted;
he usually walked home from school with friends, but that day he
was kept after school for fighting. His mother Tara was in a
court-ordered Narcotics Anonymous program.” Villette bit his lower
lip. “She committed suicide in 2005.”

“And Lekeesha Burke.” Falkner nodded.
“Woman of color, low-income unmarried mother, father of her child
in prison. When she insists she doesn’t have a child and
obviously does, she gets no
hearing at all.”

“The world is unfair,” said Reyes, “and
sometimes, unjust.” Once, long ago, there might have been a sense
of community to support and protect kids like that. On Chicago’s
South Side in the ‘60s, a black child’s mother might have spoken
better Spanish than English, and his father might have come home
from work at four in the morning smelling of cigarettes, stale
beer, and reefer. But the neighbors could be counted on to look out
for each other, except in the rare cases when they were hell-bent
on murder, and that tended to be intimate and selective. These boys
had had no one but their mothers.

Though even a village couldn’t protect a
child from everything.

Worth leaned forward on her elbows, a sharp
line creased between her brows. “Then abducting Joshua Marotta may
have been the gamma’s first mistake.”

“Assuming it’s a gamma, of course.”
Reyes managed not to grin when she rolled her eyes at him.
“Talk.”

“Gina Marotta has credibility. Ten
years in her job as a paralegal, an amicable divorce with joint
custody, a stable relationship with a live-in partner. She has the
support system the other women didn’t have, and a bucketload of
middle-class respectability besides.”

“She’s bi,” Chaz offered, but not with
any conviction.

“In Houston, that’s a whole lot of no
big deal. The mayor’s out,
for godsake.”

Reyes slid his chair closer to the table; the
feet on the chair legs made a rubbery stutter on the commercial
carpeting. “All right. Victimology first—what are the
commonalities?”

“Male, nine years old.” Falkner
coughed, and Reyes tried to remember how old her younger daughter
Deborah was. “All in—” She snatched a look at the files. “—fourth
grade. Marotta and Wilkins were good students. Cover may have had a
learning disability; all his skills were below grade level. Schutts
was average in everything except athletics.”

“They don’t have much in common,” Worth admitted. “Not on
the surface, anyway.”

Reyes had to give her that. “Some
nine-year-olds look older, some younger. What are the chances this
kidnapper would happen to
abduct four boys over the course of ten years, all nine years old?
He isn’t choosing his victims by opportunity alone. These kids were
targeted.”

“Speaking of opportunity,” Falkner
said, her voice dry and measured. “That’s a pretty big elephant
we’re talking around.”

“The manifestation.” Reyes tucked his
chin and stared around the table. His team stared fearlessly back.
A senior seminar group confident of their research. But he said it
anyway: “If there is one.”

Falkner nearly duplicated Worth’s eyeroll.
“Captain Thiele may be desperate to equate this with recurring
behavior in schizophrenics, but four women of varying degrees of
sanity who forget their own children?”

“Just making sure,” Reyes said, and
leaned back in his chair.

Worth tugged at a wisp of light brown hair
that had slipped out of her ponytail. “He has to have some contact
with the mothers. I hope so, anyway. Wiping people’s memories
selectively at a distance is pretty far off the usual scale.”

“But what does he get out of it?”
Villette asked. Something about his slow shaping of the words made
Reyes turn to him, waiting.

Worth heard it, too; he could tell by the way
her shoulders shifted. Balanced, unconsciously ready to move. “It
makes it easier for him to take the boys—to get them out of sight
before anyone can report them missing.”

“Yeah...but only a little. He grabs the
kids on their way home from school. But not on a Friday, when he
might get a whole weekend before the alarm is raised. He never wins
more than eighteen hours head start because of the memory loss. If
he were doing it for his advantage, he’d work it
harder.”

Reyes felt the shiver down his back
that said, This is important.
“It doesn’t enable the abduction. It’s part of his
mythology.”

Villette nodded, a little gray under his
fading tan. “’Your mother doesn’t love you. She doesn’t want you.
She’s forgotten all about you.’ It’s every kid’s nightmare.”

Worth’s mouth hung open for a moment
before she said, “He could even prove it to them.”

It silenced even Reyes. But he pulled himself
back from staring into that particular nasty hole. “We’ll start
with Marotta and work backwards. Worth, I’d like you to interview
Robert Marotta and Leigh Wilson. Together, if possible—the police
won’t have done that, and it might elicit some insights. Falkner,
canvas for witnesses. The police will have looked for people who
might have approached the boy, but not the mother.

“Villette, I want you to talk to Gina
Marotta. We need to know if she genuinely doesn’t remember her
son.”

There was a suggestion of the feral in
Villette’s half-sidelong look. “You want me to use the mirror.”

“I want you to use your judgment,”
Reyes replied, and refused to feel guilty.

Act 2

Houston, TX, December 10, 2010

“Do you figure I’m most likely to
establish a rapport?” Daphne Worth had asked her boss as she was
leaving their makeshift command post. She was proud of her tone:
absolutely neutral. Brady couldn’t have done better.

Reyes could, though. “If you have your
doubts, I can send Falkner.”

Reyes one, Ms. Smartass
zero. Today was clearly not the day she was going to
get one past Reyes’s guard.

She remembered the exchange as she sat across
from Leigh Wilson and Robert Marotta in the living room of the
condo Wilson and Gina Marotta shared. Wilson sat upright in a
Poang-chair knockoff, hands folded on her skirt-draped knees, feet
flat on the rug. It was Marotta who leaned toward Daphne, shaved
head pushed forward on his skinny neck, hands and arms starting
big, confident gestures that collapsed in mid-sweep.

Marotta looked desperate. Wilson looked
angry.

So after Daphne had verified the facts in
their statements to the police and gone over the events leading up
to Josh’s disappearance, she took a chance. “We think something
happened to Gina the day Josh went missing. And we don’t think
she’s the first woman it happened to.”

“What...what does that mean?” Marotta
asked.

“Three other boys in counties around
Houston went missing, and their mothers couldn’t remember
them.”

“Where are they now?” Wilson’s voice
was sharp, her face stern. But Daphne thought she heard a wobble in
the last word. “The boys, and their mothers.”

“The boys haven’t been found.” Daphne
saw Marotta collapse into his own spine at least an inch. “The
women live in towns around—”

“I don’t mean where do they live. I
mean where are they, what are they doing? Did they get locked up?
Were they charged with something? What do they say happened?”

Daphne scooted forward on her couch
cushion. “Ms. Wilson, we don’t believe Gina has committed a crime.
We believe one has been committed against her. Against this family.”

Wilson swallowed visibly. “Then why can’t she
come home?”

“Because the hospital may be able to
find some evidence of what was done to her.”

Wilson’s fingers rose to her mouth, and her
eyes closed. “What was done to her” was a phrase every emergency
responder and social services worker knew. Wilson worked in Family
Services for the county. Daphne had a good idea what she was
feeling.

“You think she was drugged or
something?” Marotta asked. “Gina didn’t... Unless she didn’t
know.”

“We can’t tell yet how it was done.
That’s why we want to keep her under observation a little longer.
I’m sorry.” Daphne said the last words directly to
Wilson.

The woman’s breath came out in a
shudder. “You hear stories. I know it’s not the bad old days, but
you hear... Like that woman in Florida, dying in the hospital, and
her wife not allowed in. People trying to get their grandkids away
from their daughter because she moves in with a woman. Some
people still say it’s mental
illness.”

Wilson’s hands dropped to her lap again, but
her fierce composure was gone. She’d said aloud the thing that
frightened her. Marotta reached across the end table and touched
her arm lightly, and Wilson clutched his fingers.

Unfit. Unstable. Wilson was right: straight
conservatives might point a finger at Gina Marotta for raising a
child while living with a woman. Radical lesbians might consider
her bisexuality and call it sexual opportunism. Abnormal. Unsafe.
No way to raise a son.

Daphne realized her fingers had dug into
fabric over her thighs. She let go, of the cloth and her anger. She
was careful to use present tense when she asked, “How is Josh doing
in school?”

“Really well,” Wilson replied,
eagerness and pride edging past her reserve. Beside her, Robert
Marotta nodded vigorously. “He lost it, kind of, when Gina and
Bobby divorced.”

“He was just scared,” Marotta
offered.

Wilson snorted. “So were we. He was
like a different kid, sometimes. But he’s pretty happy now.” The
twitch that crossed her face was like the shadow of a hunting hawk
across open ground. Was he
happy now?

“Did he mention any problems at school,
particularly with adults? Or did he mention seeing or being
approached by a stranger?”

They both thought hard, but at last they
shook their heads.

“Had he joined any new clubs or groups
in the last few months? Scouting or athletics? Or have the adult
advisers changed in any of his old groups?”

“No,” said Wilson, and Marotta shook
his head to this, too.

“I’d like to look at his room. Would
that be all right?” She could insist, or assume. But she knew
better than to do it. Daphne wanted Wilson and Marotta comfortable
enough to think out loud.

Josh Marotta’s bedroom had glow-in-the-dark
stars on the ceiling. “They’re in constellations,” Wilson said
proudly from the doorway, as Daphne stood at the foot of the twin
bed and stared upward. “He did them himself.”

Behind her, Robert Marotta gazed at the
ceiling as if it really were the heavens, and he was praying for
something.

The top of the bookshelf was covered with
Star Wars action figures and models of the space shuttle, a lunar
landing module, and a Saturn V rocket in entertaining and
not-to-scale juxtaposition. On a table under the window, a messy
project involving notebook paper, glue sticks, rubber bands, and
the cardboard tubes from paper towels was under way. “Did he have a
backpack?” Daphne asked.

“It was... He had—he takes it to school
with him.”

Of course. “Does he have a cell phone?”

Wilson shook her head. “He bugged us to get
him one. We said maybe when he was twelve. He said...” She smiled,
and the smile slipped a little at the corners. “He said we were so
old school.”

Something missing. On the
desk... “He doesn’t have a computer?”

“He uses the one in the living room.
We’re careful about him being online.”

Marotta said, “When he stays with me, he uses
mine. But he only gets it for an hour every evening.”

Wilson nodded. “We keep track of how he—”

Daphne all but heard Wilson’s throat close
up. So careful. But someone still got him.

Marotta laughed awkwardly, covering the
silence. “Gina used to say, ‘You need a real social life! Not like
your mother!’”

“She met me online,” Wilson said. “So I
can’t complain.”

“Was that before or after the divorce?”
Daphne asked, then could have bitten her tongue for the baldness of
it.

But neither Marotta nor Wilson were offended.
“After,” Marotta answered. “Gina and I are best friends. We’re just
not supposed to be married.” He shrugged, embarrassed.

Social networking,
Daphne mused. Imaginary Internet
friends. And friends share information like an exchange of
hostages. Makes a bond. She turned to Marotta and
Wilson, and found them staring. “Sorry. I was just— Does Gina have
her own computer?”

“Laptop in the bedroom,” said
Wilson.

“I want to see it,” Daphne said,
forgetting all her careful diplomacy.
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Gina Marotta had a pleasant, tiny room, full
of December sun. The bed had side rails at the head end, like one
in a nursing home, but wasn’t the high, threatening hospital sort.
The bedspread was chenille the color of cold butter.

The chair had wooden arms and
pinkish-brownish vinyl upholstery. There was only one, so Chaz sat
in it. Marotta sat on the end of the bed.

She wore elastic-waist sweatpants and a blue
oversize T-shirt. Nothing in the room was breakable or
sharp-edged.

“I told the police everything I can
remember,” she said, her voice dull. She was so short her feet
swung a little above the scrubbed linoleum unless she put her toes
down to stop them. She looked up, wide-eyed, into Chaz’s face. “But
that’s the problem, isn’t it?”

He had to nod. “Ms. Marotta, I’d like you to
think about the day...the day you came home and Ms. Wilson told you
about Josh.”

She shrugged. “It was just a day. I went to
work.” Her face puckered hard. “Oh, Jesus. I bet I don’t have a
job. Crazy lady who can’t remember if she has a kid—yeah, that’s
who you want looking up court records for you.”

Any other time her skin would be amber-tan,
Chaz decided, and her cheeks would probably be flushed. Now she was
oddly pale and damp-looking, like a plant sprouting under old
boards. Her brown hair seemed to grow sideways out of her scalp,
dragged down by gravity.

“It’s okay,” Chaz said, though of
course it wasn’t. “I want you to slow down and go through that day.
It was a Wednesday, right? Start from when you left your house. You
drove to work?”

“Yeah. I sat at my desk—”

“Wait. Where did you park?”

Gina squinted at him; it was the first time
she’d focused on him properly since he’d come in and introduced
himself as FBI-just-want-to-ask-a-few-questions. “Parking garage
under the building.”

“Was there anyone nearby when you got
out of the car?”

The squint became a frown. “No.”

“Did you take the stairs up, or the
elevator?”

“The elevator. Look, what is this? Why
do you want to know?”

Oh, that was Gina Marotta, or at least a bit of
her—not that faded, passive woman who’d sat there until now. “We
think someone did something to you during that day that made you
forget. It would have to be someone who got close to you. Maybe
someone you might not have recognized.”

Gina stared, and her head shifted
slightly, side to side. “That’s just... That can’t be possible. I
mean, I remember everything except
having—except my son. How do you cut out a little piece of
memory like goddamn mold on cheese?”

She didn’t remember. She worked hard to say
“my son,” because everyone she trusted told her she had one. But
they were just words. She had no one to attach them to.

“Just help me out, okay? Was there
anyone else in the elevator?”

She shook her head once more, but she didn’t
quite subside into misery again. “Um. I think so? There usually is.
I think someone—two people, in suits. Oh! And Luisa, the
receptionist for the title company on three.”

Chaz walked her through the day, backing her
up whenever he had to. She’d taken her midday coffee in the law
office break room with two other paralegals. She’d gone out to
lunch at a taco shop two blocks down the street, one she often went
to. On the way back she got a bottled water and a lottery ticket
from a newsstand, and browsed the magazines. She took delivery of
legal files from three different messengers. In the afternoon she
rode the elevator downstairs to the garage.

“Was there anyone on the elevator
then?”

“No. It was four p.m. The offices
weren’t out yet, mostly.”

“But you left early.”

A line appeared between Gina’s brows. It
deepened. “I did.”

“Why did you leave before the workday
was over?”

“I... It was Wednesday. Tuesday,
Wednesday, and Thursday, I leave...” Her voice slid down to an
almost-whisper. “I leave early. Tuesday, Wednesday, and
Thursday.”

“Why is that?”

“I don’t— Oh, Jesus. Oh, sweet Jesus.
It’s true, isn’t it? I must have left early to pick up—to pick
up him.” Gina shoved the
knuckle of her right index finger between her teeth.

“Did you know that was why you were
leaving early?” Maybe, if she’d left at four, it meant she still
knew about Josh. If so, her contact with the gamma took place in
that tiny window between leaving the office and reaching her
car.

“I’m not sure. I always leave on
Wednesday at four, so...I don’t know if I even thought about it.
How can I not fucking remember?”

“Ms. Marotta, it’s not your
fault.”

She turned on him, fury in her face.
“How do you know? I have a kid I don’t remember. How does that make
me anything but a shitty mother? And it’s like I never had a chance
to be a good one. I don’t know if I was ever a mother at all.” She
pressed the heels of her hands to her temples so hard Chaz could
see the skin whiten. “Whoever he is, he’s just not
in here!” Her fingers curled, and
her short nails dug into her scalp.

Chaz crossed to the bed in a single long
stride and caught her wrists. She was strong, but not stronger than
he was. Tears leaked down her puckered face.

“You’re a good mother,” he told her.
“Your ex-husband says so. Leigh Wilson says so. They both say
there’s no way you’d let anything happen to Josh. That you love
him.” He felt the fight slowly drain out of her muscles. “You
aren’t responsible for this.”

She sat slumped, her breathing uneven and
hoarse. Chaz held onto her wrists, but his fingers only circled
them now. Just contact, and maybe security.

He was stiff from standing bent over her when
she said at last, “They wanted to give me pills. Something for
anxiety at first. Then an antidepressant. I wouldn’t take anything.
I thought, maybe this is some weird drug interaction or brain
chemistry thing. How do I know it wouldn’t be worse if I take
medication?”

Chaz released her hands and crouched beside
the bed. “I understand that.”

“They’re afraid I’ll try to kill
myself.” Gina looked down at him, her head a little tilted, her
mouth wry. “If I had a son and I’d lost him, maybe I would. That’s
how they see it, though.”

Chaz nodded and swallowed against the
iron-hard lump in his throat. “They don’t get it.”

“If I were them, I wouldn’t, either.
How can you imagine something like this?” She puffed air out her
nostrils. “It’s not normal.”

Chaz wished he could deny it. He straightened
up and brushed his fingers over her shoulder instead.
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The sign over the low red-and-white building
read, “Prissys Kitchen.” In smaller letters underneath, it added,
“Breakfast All Day.” Reyes wondered if an apostrophe came and went
in the restaurant’s printed material and advertising, and if it did
so in any pattern. Whatever the answer, the customers appeared to
be unmoved. Midway between lunch and dinner, the little parking lot
was still half full.

He pushed open the glass door and stepped
into the smell of Farmer Brothers’ coffee, hot fat, and potatoes.
The booths jutted out from the front windows and lined both sides
of the center half-height wall. Along the back of the room was the
counter with its stools, and the hatch into the kitchen.

At the near end of the counter a
Hispanic-looking woman of about twenty with a pierced lower lip
made change at the cash register. “Excuse me,” Reyes said to her.
“I’d like to speak to Lekeesha Burke, if she’s got a moment.”

His badge would have got him that moment and
more. But he thought Burke might prefer it this way.

The woman at the register frowned at him, as
if trying to remember if she’d seen him before. “Lemme ask. What’s
your name?”

“Stephen Reyes. She doesn’t know me;
I’m here on business.”

“Hang on.”

She took the change to a customer at one of
the booths, then pushed through a swinging door beside the kitchen
hatch. Half a minute later, she came back out.

“She’s on break in fifteen minutes, if
you wanna wait.”

“Yes, thank you. Could I have a cup of
tea, please?” It would be lousy, but he wanted to pay for the seat.
He slid onto the nearest counter stool.

It was closer to twenty minutes later when
Lekeesha Burke pushed her way out of the kitchen. She was about
medium height and heavy, with an olive undertone to her brown skin
that hadn’t shown in her photos. Her straightened hair was packed
into a hairnet, and she still wore an apron over her T-shirt and
jeans. Tiny pearl studs shone in her earlobes.

She eyed him sideways, warily. “I’m Lekeesha
Burke.” Her voice was startling: velvety, like a late-night radio
announcer’s.

“I’m Supervisory Special Agent Stephen
Reyes, of the FBI. I’ve come because I hope you can help me with a
case my team is working in Houston.”

He’d spoken softly, but alarm opened her eyes
wider, and she shot an involuntary look at the rest of the
room.

“This is no one’s business but yours,
and you’re free to refuse to speak to me if you prefer.”

“Is that why you’re talking to me at
work?” There was no missing the sarcasm.

“I’m sorry. I know this is awkward, but
it’s a child abduction case. The time factor may be
critical.”

He saw the past rise up bitter in her
throat. “I am done with
that.” The force in her words didn’t require volume; he nearly took
a step backward.

“I understand. But we suspect the
person who took this boy is the same one who took your
son.”

Burke stood stiff behind the counter, as if
strung tight between turning her back and staying. But she said
finally, “You shouldn’t oughta order tea in a place like this.”

“I know.” He let one corner of his
mouth lift.

She nodded. “Let’s go outside.”

She led him around the side of the building
to a boarded-up drive-through window, where an awning cast a neat
rectangle of shade. “All right,” she said, and folded her round
arms across her apron.

“You weren’t the first,” Reyes told
her, because he knew she was moments away from telling him to get
the hell out of her breathing space. “Two other nine-year-old boys
were kidnapped before yours, at three-year intervals. In both
cases, their mothers didn’t remember they existed.”

Burke’s chest rose and fell, and her teeth
pressed into her lower lip. “Aren’t you going to tell me that’s not
possible?”

“No. That’s what makes me different
from the other people who’ve asked you questions.”

He watched that sink in, watched with a
twinge of regret as it weakened the steel she’d used to hold
herself up for the last three years. “They thought I killed my son.
Not just forgot him—killed
him. I got laid off from my job. I got e-mails calling me a
murderess, calling me Satan’s own, saying I should kill myself. God
knows how they got my e-mail address.

“One morning I came out of my house and
I found a little bird. Somebody had stuck it to my door with a
pocket knife. I moved twice. So far, nobody’s bothered me here. So
when you say you understand, maybe you don’t know every little
thing.”

“Do you remember anything at all about
your son? Has anything come back to you?”

Her chin sank—not in shame, but in an
attitude of melancholy thought that painters had delighted in since
at least the Renaissance. Ghoulish
bastards, painters. She picked up a corner of her
apron and wiped her fingers as she spoke, as if she felt grease
Reyes couldn’t see.

“I had photos. I used to look and look
at them, and I’d think, ‘That’s my baby. That’s my boy. I named him
Burell.’ That was my mama’s maiden name, so he really was mine,
‘cause how else would he be called Burell?” She lifted her eyes to
meet Reyes’s. “Sometimes I’d think I remembered something. Then I’d
realize I just remembered the picture.”

“I know it’s been a long time. But did
anyone new come into your life at about then? A new coworker, an
acquaintance, a neighbor. Even a stranger you might have
noticed.”

Burke shrugged. “People always coming and
going in the hospital kitchen. I don’t recall any new
neighbors.”

“Do the names Shawn Cover or William
Schutts sound familiar? Or Shawna Cover, or Tara
Schutts?”

Burke shook her head. “Are those the other
boys and their mamas?”

“Yes. If we could find something the
boys had in common, we might be able to learn more about the person
who took them.”

She almost laughed, though the arches of her
plucked brows suggested pain more than amusement. “Well, since I
don’t know a thing about my child, I won’t be much help. Maybe I’ve
got something in common with their mamas.”

So Reyes told her what he knew about Shawna
Cover and the late Tara Schutts. He watched her eyes narrow as he
talked, her jaw jut forward.

“No,” she interrupted at last. “I got
nothing in common with trash like that. I worked hard. Shelton and
I were gonna get married. We loved each other. I never did drugs
and I never drank. I may not remember my child, but I know I would
have been a better mother to him than that.” Her hands, twisted in
her apron, were shaking.

“Yet you left him home alone when you
went to work.”

“I got no memory of that, either. Those
other two women deserved to have their troubles. What did I do
that’s like what they were? Why would something like this come down
on me?”

“It came down on your son, Ms. Burke.” It was the first time in
the interview he’d sounded like a Fed, and he knew it was because
he was angry. Burke hadn’t been nine years old and alone except for
a stranger. She’d had people to turn to.

And they had turned away.

Burke breathed hard, like the fighter she
was, and her lips worked. Finally she turned and leaned one
shoulder against the frame of the old drive-through window, as if
her moment of anger had taken all her strength. “You’re right. I
forget that, because...because I forgot him.”

Remorse pinched at Reyes’s guts. “I’m sorry.
Of course. And none of this was your fault. Whoever took your son,
you were as much his victim as the boy was.”

It was true. Leteesha Burke’s life had been
broken open and everything she loved scattered beyond gathering.
Her son’s suffering Reyes had to imagine, but Burke’s was standing
in front of him.

“Thank you, Ms. Burke. I’m so sorry to
have put you through this again. If I can help you, please, don’t
hesitate to call.” He fumbled his card case out of the inside
pocket of his suit jacket and handed her one.

She stared at it as if it were blank. “You
still believe me. That I can’t remember.”

“Yes. And that none of what happened
was your fault.”

She nodded, her lips pressed tightly closed.
“I got to go back to work.”

“Thank you again. And I’m sorry for
your loss.” The pat sentence meant something different this time,
but he meant it just as fervently.

As he reached his rental car, his phone
muttered in Ella Fitzgerald’s voice. He propped his elbow on the
roof and answered it. “Reyes. How’s it going?”

Esther Falkner managed to sound weary and
crisp at the same time. He realized that didn’t surprise him. “Gina
Marotta could have had contact with our UNSUB dozens of times in
the course of her day. There’s no security desk in the office
building, so no sign-in log. The parking garage is public access.
And her condo community gives the residents so much privacy they
might not even look out a window for days at a time. However.”

Reyes’s spirits had been dropping, but the
last word kicked them upward. He opened the car door and sat
sideways in the driver’s seat. “Go.”

“Worth learned that Marotta spent a lot
of time on the Internet. E-mail, Facebook, at least half a dozen
bulletin boards, as well as following and commenting on a list of
weblogs. We’re working on getting consent from Marotta to go over
her laptop.”

“She’d be crazy to give it,” Reyes
said.

“Why? You have any objection to
granting her immunity in exchange?”

“Hah. Editorial comment withdrawn.”
Something about Worth’s discovery made him itchy, so he scratched.
“Leteesha Burke said something about e-mail. That she got hate mail
in her inbox after she was released from custody.”

The silence on the other end of the line
probably seemed longer than it was. Finally Falkner said, “The
William Schutts abduction took place in 2001. Correct me if I’m
being old and stodgy here, but I don’t think Facebook existed.”

“I’m not sure most of those things
existed. I’m certain they weren’t the entertainment of choice for
nine-year-old boys.”

“No,” Falkner answered, dragging it out
as if she needed to taste it, to be sure, “but maybe that’s not who
we’re talking about.”

“The mothers.” He felt again the
shiver, the jolt, that said they had hold of the right fact. “It’s
not about the boys. They’re not his victims. He’s targeting the mothers.”

“Surrogates. Whoever he’s angry at, he
can’t touch.”

“And he was nine years old when whoever
it is hurt him. His mother, or someone he saw as his mother.” He
was breathless; the hunter was riding him hard.

“Stephen. That’s a start. But it’s not
going to narrow the field enough.”

Falkner was right. Even within the greater
Houston area, there had to be thousands of people who, correctly or
not, felt wronged by their mothers at nine. They could start with
Child Protective Services, comb their databases for abuse cases
involving nine-year-old boys, but they’d be at it for days.

“Assuming the person we’re after had
contact with CPS in the first place,” Falkner said, finishing his
thought. He hadn’t realized he’d been thinking aloud.

“We need to compare Marotta’s Internet
contacts with Burke’s.”

“And with Cover’s and Schutts’s, if
they had any. How long will that take?”

Reyes sagged against the seat back. The car
was parked with its nose to the west; beyond the windshield a low,
ragged line of trees showed black against long striations of
orange, peach, and unlikely lavender clouds. Sunset in Texas.

“Stephen?” Falkner’s voice in his ear
reminded him he hadn’t spoken aloud this time. “You’re not
seriously considering it.”

“Give me an alternative.”

“The genie won’t go back in the bottle.
You can’t monitor her, and you can’t control her.”

“No,” he said, and grief and
self-loathing almost strangled the next words in his throat. He
swallowed, and got them out. “But Villette can.”

Act 3

Houston, Texas, December 10, 2010

When Stephen Reyes finally walked into their
temporary command center in police headquarters, Esther Falkner
wondered who the next thirty minutes would be hardest for.

Chaz Villette would be asked to play jailer,
interrogator, and overseer to his sister-of-choice. Daphne Worth
would have to imagine the suffering of her two closest friends.
Hafidha Gates would, as a result of what happened here, have
freedom dangled in front of her; then, if she followed orders and
did well, be caged again.

And Reyes would have to make it all
happen.

Falkner gave up on picking a winner in the
horse race of awfulness.

“I’m sorry I kept you waiting,” Reyes
said, with a long, grave look around the room.

Chaz, who’d just emptied two packets of hot
cocoa mix into his coffee, grabbed a spoon and skidded sideways
into a chair. Daphne bounced her gaze from Chaz’s cup to Chaz,
which made Chaz grimace in return. Whatever dialogue that exchange
replaced, it was opaque to anyone else.

“Falkner gave me a rough outline of
what you’ve learned,” Reyes continued. “Between that and what
Lekeesha Burke said about her son’s disappearance, we may have a
new handle or two.”

“Marotta gave consent to a laptop
search.” Chaz sounded doubtful, almost disapproving, and Falkner
sympathized; it wasn’t something she’d advise a friend to do under
most circumstances. She doubted even Sol Todd could have framed a
request for a warrant that a judge would sign off on.

Daphne nodded, sharp and sensible. She was
following the evidence, nose to the ground. If asked, she probably
would have said that in this case the truth couldn’t hurt anyone
except their quarry. “And said laptop is already on its way
overnight to the techs in D.C.”

Reyes raised one eyebrow and the opposite
corner of his mouth. “Unfortunately, Burke no longer has the
computer she used three years ago. And is understandably reluctant
to hand us her passwords to online services she might have used
then.”

Worth opened her mouth, frowned, and closed
it. Then she said, “Oh, hell. And this only gets worse the further
back we go, doesn’t it?”

“Six years,” Falkner said, because
someone had to. “Nine years. In Internet time, we might as well be
dealing with a century ago.”

Chaz looked from Falkner to Daphne; after a
moment, he shifted his gaze to Reyes.

He’s already there,
Falkner realized. He just wants to
see if anyone else is.

Reyes laid his palms on the tabletop and
leaned forward straight-armed. Falkner could only guess why he’d
chosen not to sit down. “The technical analysts in Cyber Crimes
might be able to recover the records of Shawna Cover’s and Tara
Schutts’s online presence. We’d need warrants, and a great deal of
time. Our tentative profile suggests Josh Marotta may have three
years. But that profile is based on damned little solid
information.”

“In other words,” Daphne said, “we
don’t know if he keeps the boys. Or why or for how long. Or even if
he’s a ‘he.’”

“Typically women abduct infants.”
Chaz’s comment was to the point. Falkner had to admire his ability
to make sense while waiting for the conversation to catch up to
him.

Reyes swept them with a look. “In statistics
and in real life, Josh Marotta’s danger increases every hour.”

Falkner tried to imagine Bekk or Deb in the
hands of a stranger, even a kindly one—a little girl snatched
against her will, frightened, alone. It made her stomach churn.

They had no idea if this gamma inflicted
physical abuse. But they had plenty of evidence of his emotional
cruelty. Reyes was right. They didn’t have the luxury of time.

Daphne’s shoulders rose and stiffened;
her widened eyes fixed on Reyes. She won’t
say it. For Chaz’s sake.

“Hafidha.” Chaz’s voice was hoarse with
emotion, though his face was calm.

Reyes, who always had something to say, only
nodded.

“You’re not serious,” Daphne said,
still looking at Reyes. It was a measure of how much had changed
since she joined the ACTF that she neither blushed nor seemed to
think she ought to.

“Suggest something else. Please.” And
another measure, that Reyes was genuinely begging her for
ideas.

“More manpower and processors. If we
put a whole department to work on it—”

Chaz shook his head. “Nobody would approve it
without a warrant, even though we’re not going to bring charges
based on what we find.”

“We get away with violating people’s
privacy because no one notices we’re doing it.” Reyes’s mouth
twisted, as if the words were astringent and unripe. “And because
the alternative is unthinkable. If either of those ceases to be
true, even I won’t approve
the search.”

Falkner cleared her throat. “And
because we make sure those violations of privacy do no harm.” She
watched them stop, and remember: That’s
why Hafidha’s in Idlewood.

Chaz drew a swift, audible breath. “Even if
we could draft everybody in Cyber Crimes, Daph, I don’t think they
could do what she can.” He massaged one wrist with his thumb. “It
has to be me, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t see a way around it,” Reyes
replied softly.

The look that he and Reyes exchanged chilled
Falkner all the way to the heart.

“Wait— Oh, no.” Daphne shook her head;
her growing-out bangs swung into her eyes, and she pushed them back
roughly. “No. I understand the stakes. But goddamn it,
no.”

“Again, give me something else. Because
right now the only other choice we have is to work this case until
in about three years the gamma takes another boy.”

Falkner gathered herself to speak, to take
the edge off the heat in the room. Before she could do it, Chaz
brushed the back of Daphne’s hand with one finger, then
straightened in his chair.

“Keeping the mirror up full-time would
probably squeeze me like an orange. But I don’t think I’ll have to.
She’s been doing pretty well on cognitive therapies and antianxiety
meds. And we know how to talk to each other.”

“She knows how to get to you,” Reyes
warned.

“That’s okay.” Chaz lifted his chin and
met Reyes’s eyes. “I know how to get to her, too.”

Reyes scrubbed his fingers over his face,
which, Falkner reflected, was a handy gesture for breaking eye
contact. “If Hafidha can just find us something to work from.
Something these women have in common, maybe an interest. Hell, even
a phrase they may all have used. Something that might attract the
gamma’s attention.”

The silence was awkward; it sounded like the
four of them adjusting to the idea that they really were going to
do this.

Daphne shifted and sighed. “I had an
idea—sort of an idea. Maybe more of a hope. What if the abduction
of William Schutts wasn’t the gamma’s first?”

“We haven’t found any other cases of a
mother forgetting her child,” Falkner reminded her.

“But what if the gamma wasn’t a gamma
yet?” She hunched forward, elbows on the table. “We know the
kidnapper in the Schutts case left no forensic evidence and no sign
of forensic countermeasures, avoided being seen by the neighbors,
and has managed to hide William or his body all these years. For
beginner’s luck, that’s pretty good.”

Reyes’s eyes narrowed, and the scar on his
chin formed a furrow as his lips drew together. “If something went
wrong with his first abduction, the trauma might have triggered his
conversion.”

Daphne slid her chair back. “Shall I talk to
Jackson? Houston PD can team with the local field office to sift
through child abductions before 2001.”

“He might not have been local,” Reyes
warned.

“We’ll just keep throwing the net.
Until we have a better pond to fish in, anyway.” Her eyes went to
Chaz again. Then she rose and headed for the room full of desks and
detectives.

Chaz unfolded from his own chair. “I’ll go
find myself a flight to D.C.” He flashed a crooked-toothed smile,
strained but genuine. “This whole federal-agent-flying-armed thing
makes it a lot easier to bump some poor taxpayer out of a
seat.”

He was following Daphne’s path to the door
when Reyes said, “Villette.”

Chaz stopped. Reyes tossed something that
flashed and clinked, and Chaz caught it at the opposite end of its
arc. When he held it up, Falkner could see it was half of a
separating key ring with two keys. Chaz raised his eyebrows.

“To my office and my desk,” said Reyes.
“In case you need them.”

Chaz flushed, but that was it. He pocketed
the keys and left the room.

“Will he need
them?” Falkner asked.

“I trust him to use them if he does.”
When Falkner kept silence, Reyes added, “Don’t look at me like
that.”

“Like what?”

“Like ‘Who are you, and what have you
done with Stephen Reyes?’”

She smiled in spite of herself. “I wasn’t
that obvious.”

“What, did you think I’d ask him to do
this and still not trust him?
And if you say anything about pulling teeth, I’ll fire you for
cause.” Reyes gave a sigh that was half groan, leaned back in his
chair, and put his feet up on the table.

That he could joke about the aftermath of the
Hope Mitchell case was progress, even though he was doing it to
prove he could. Bravado served as practice, and practice made
grace, if not perfection.

Reyes’s socks showed between his immaculate
gray trouser hems and his black grained-leather oxfords. The socks
were slightly glossy, textured, and unmistakably purple.

Has Celentano seen
those? Though what their unit chief would do about
them if he had, Falkner couldn’t imagine. From the outside, neither
he nor anyone else could tell coping strategies from simple
eccentricity. Solomon Todd carried his keys on a ring with a
miniature devil ducky fob, and didn’t hesitate to pull it out in
the presence of high-ranking strangers. Reyes wore purple socks
into police headquarters in Houston.

Did she have an equivalent weirdness? Maybe
hers was that she didn’t have one.

It wasn’t until she looked up that she
realized she’d been staring at Reyes’s ankles while she thought. He
twitched something smile-like at her.

“Hafidha made them,” he
said.

She tried to control her startle
reflex, and thought she’d succeeded. “Huh. She doesn’t make
me socks.”

He blinked like an owl. “She probably doesn’t
think you need reminding.”

Oh, Stephen. Ouch.
But he could be right, for all that. “You know,” she said,
changing the subject shamelessly, “this may not be the tree with
the possum in it. If the Internet isn’t the connection between
these women, you’re risking Hafidha to no good purpose.”

He laced his fingers behind his head and
pretended to relax. “And Chaz. Don’t forget him.”

“I see your cattiness. Don’t make me
raise.” And stop trying to make me regret
feeling sorry for you.

“What else have we got? More-or-less
single mothers with nine-year-old sons. I know, we’re starting with
our last resort. It’s insane. But I’ll say to you what I said to
Worth: give me something else.”

And Esther Falkner, God forgive her, couldn’t
think of a thing.
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“I don’t like it,” said Doctor Casey
Ramachandran.

Chaz respected Ramachandran too much to
shrug. So he said, “I didn’t think you would. But it’s up to her,
isn’t it?”

Even after dark, Ramachandran’s office in
Idlewood Psychiatric Institute was cheerful, warmed with the light
of the desk lamp shining on the spines of books on shelves and the
leaves of plants on the radiator. Ramachandran himself was grim,
and his face seemed hollowed out with weariness. Maybe Chaz’s phone
call had dragged him out of bed. Maybe it had just been a long
day.

“That depends,” Ramachandran said with
great care, “on whether she’s competent to judge.” He took off his
square-framed glasses and squinted at them, then put them back on
his nose.

“Is she?”

“Sometimes.” Relenting, he added, “Most
of the time. But you know the cyclical nature of the neurological
issues, the self-identification problems. When her anxiety peaks
and the paranoia takes over, no. Then she can’t make good decisions
for herself.”

Chaz felt a big roiling ball of anxiety in
his own stomach. But he asked, “Where is she in that cycle right
now?”

Ramachandran reached for the earpieces of his
glasses again, stopped himself, and folded his neat, small hands on
the desk in front of him. “She didn’t have a good day,” he said at
last.

Chaz knew what that meant, or at least,
what it had meant in the past. Word games, mind games, perfectly
aimed verbal knives; cruel tricks and physical attacks.
And self-harm. Mustn’t forget that
one.

“May I talk to her?”

Ramachandran sat silent for so long Chaz
thought he was trying to find a convincing way to say “no.” “I
guess you’re as qualified to evaluate her condition as anyone,” he
said at last. Which made Chaz smile one of his not-amused smiles;
that was Ramachandran saying, “You could take a risk on this, but
I’m making you responsible for what comes of it.”

Chaz was already perfectly aware of his
responsibility.

The guard/valet at the outer door of
Hafidha’s burrow was one Chaz hadn’t met. Her head came up to
Chaz’s collarbone, but she was wide-shouldered and muscular in her
neat orderly’s uniform. The soft black frizz of her hair was short
all over, and her dark eyes seemed to smile at the corners, though
her mouth didn’t.

“Special Agent Villette,” she said with
a nod. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Cathy Raleigh.” She collected the
few metallic objects he hadn’t left behind in Ramachandran’s
office, and wanded him to make sure she had them all.

Beyond Raleigh’s observation post, on
the other side of the second door, Hafidha stood waiting. Raleigh
would have told her he was here and coming to see her. But the
language of Hafidha’s body, so still and taut, nearly on tiptoe,
said things about need and fear and hope and unhappiness that he
hated to read there. Like a dog that wants
to be loved, he thought, sick with the idea, but that
expects to be hurt or ignored.

He had to remind himself it wasn’t
Hafidha who believed that. Not his
Hafidha, at least.

She didn’t speak when he pressed his fingers
against the copper-hazed acrylic panel of the door. “Hi, sis. Can I
come in?”

“Did you bring me cake?”

“I came straight from the
airport.”

She shook her head and drooped theatrically.
“The honeymoon is over.”

Before Ohio, before North Dakota,
that’s all it would have been: theater, teasing, banter. Now there
was an edge of resentment and accusation in the words.
You put me here. At least you could bake for
me. He was supposed to feel guilty, and he
did.

“All right,” she said on a sigh. “I am
at home to visitors.”

He looked back over his shoulder at Raleigh.
“Let me in?”

Raleigh hesitated, clearly running a
checklist in her head. No electronic devices, no metal, no weapons,
nothing that could be used as a weapon... Hafidha stepped back from
her side of the door, and Raleigh worked the mechanical bolt.

Chaz knew he was the only person on the team
who went unafraid into Hafidha’s burrow. Unafraid for his physical
safety, anyway. Unless she got the drop on him, she couldn’t
overpower him.

So he was glad she’d never tried.

“Sorry to come so late. I just got in
from Houston.”

She stood where she was when the door opened.
Her back was straight, her feet in their embroidered slippers
seemed to grip the floor, and her hands hung loose at her sides. In
cropped black leggings and an orange sweater big enough for Brady,
with her hair hauled back from her face and confined with a piece
of yarn, she looked like a little girl in her mother’s clothes. “I
can always fit you into my busy schedule, little brother.”

She could say things like that and make him
feel warm and safe, even while he smiled at the sarcasm. She could
also say them like the first move in hand-to-hand combat. This was
one of the latter.

“Dad and Mom and Daphs are still in
Texas. I came because I had to talk to you.”

She cocked her head. It felt like lying, this
calculated drawing-in. But he had to get her to slip past the
doorkeeper in her head, the thing that held her prisoner and used
her like a weapon.

She took a step toward him. “What about?”

“The case we’re working.”

She looked down at her toes. She was so fast
he almost didn’t see her hand swing.

He understood what had happened mostly
because he staggered off balance, the right side of his face
burning with the force of her slap.

At the corner of his vision he saw Raleigh
move forward—so slow, compared to Hafs—reaching for the panic
button at her post. Before she could press it, his fingers had
closed around Hafidha’s arms below her elbows.

“Don’t,” he snapped half over his
shoulder at Raleigh. He didn’t check to see if she
obeyed.

Hafidha looked up into his face and
laughed.

Anger shot hot and cold through his
brain and his muscles, as if someone had pushed a plunger on a
syringe full of it. She could have broken
my goddamn jaw. She thinks that’s funny. He felt the
bones of her arms under his fingers, through soft skin and flexible
muscle. Little brother. No respect. Pop,
radius. Pop, ulna. Would she still laugh?

He swallowed bile and rage, and focused
on his hands. Strong but loose, flexible. Think yoga. Mountain Pose. Let it go. But he
shook with adrenaline.

“There, feel that?” she asked,
grinning. “That’s the Bug inside you. It knows how to deal with
people like me.”

“No.” He had to clench his teeth to
keep them from chattering.

“Bullshit. You know you could do it.
Start with the monsters, baby brother. Then the ones who could be
monsters if they felt like it. Then the ones who pretend they’re
better than the monsters.”

Joshua Lynch, with the ligature buried in the
meat of his throat. Then Viv Paliotto, likewise. Someone was
pretending to be better than the monsters. Was that who Hafidha
meant?

No, too abstract. Too nearly painless. She
was talking about someone much closer to home.

His anger sank to nothing, driven out
by reason, by his sensible, hardworking brain racing to solve the
puzzle of her thoughts before she got to them. Thank you, little neurons. “That sounds like a
lot of work.”

“It wouldn’t be hard for you. Who’d be
the toughest? Brady? Come on, you could step up behind him and snap
his neck. Boom.”

She looked and sounded the way she had when
she and Daphne teased him about picking up girls: her smile making
almost-dimples in her thin cheeks, her eyes bright behind her
cat-eye glasses.

“I couldn’t do that.” Leave it to her
to decide if he was objecting to the act or the method.

“Sure you could. What about the rest of
them? Little Lau, the Energizer Bunny of the FBI—if there was ever
anybody needed electrocuting, it’s her. For Falkner, a nice
military execution. Blindfold? Cigarette? No? One to the head,
then. And Reyes—drowning, maybe. Cut off the air to that big, busy
brain. You could do it in a bucket.” She tossed her head. Chaz had
the feeling she’d like to pace her cage, but he still had hold of
her arms.

He heard something different in her mention
of Reyes. Irritation, the kind that had led her to making up
nicknames for him. For an instant she’d thought of the real Reyes,
not the symbol whose murder she planned.

“What about me?” he
ventured.

Hafidha frowned. “What
about you?”

“I’m one of them, aren’t I? Either an
eventual-monster or a better-than-a-monster.”

“Don’t make me do your job for you.”
She raised one eyebrow, then lifted her chin and turned her head.
This close, there was no way he could avoid looking at the scar
from the puncture wound on her smooth brown throat. “When I signed
on to hunt monsters, sweetie, I made a lifetime commitment. Didn’t
you?”

“How would you feel if I—” He almost
said, “if I did.” But no, better to say the thing. “If I killed
myself?”

Across her face, a half-flinch, half-frown,
and for the first time she pulled back against his grip. “Is that
what you came all the way from Texas to ask me? Is this an opinion
poll?”

“You’d be unhappy, wouldn’t
you?”

“Would it shut you up?”

He shrugged, and felt his lips flatten and
stretch in the expression that used to annoy Daphne. “Pretty much
forever.”

Hafidha jerked her arms out of his
fingers and stumbled back a step. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. I
don’t want to care about you!
Don’t you get that?”

“Because the Bug can use
that.”

“Because I can! I pretend it’s not me. But it always has
been. Just like you’ve always been you.” Her mouth twisted.
“The good twin.”

“It’s not you, Hafs.”

“I guess you never knew me.”

He did, though. And he wasn’t the only one.
“You forgot somebody.”

She scowled. “What?”

“On your list. What about
Daphne?”

Hafidha took another step back; her calves
pressed against the frame of her bed. “What about her?” But her
voice shook.

“How do I kill her?” Chaz
demanded.

“I don’t... I don’t care.”

“Come on. How
do I kill Daphne?”

Hafidha swallowed. “First,” she whispered.
“Her first. So she won’t see it coming, and be scared.” Her eyes
shone behind her glasses; she blinked, and tears scuttled down her
cheeks. “And do it really...really fast.” Her voice cracked on the
last word.

Chaz stepped forward and Hafs leaned into his
chest, her breathing wet and ragged. He closed his arms around her.
“Hey. Good to see you.”

“It’s not that simple.” Her voice was
muffled against his sweater. “Seriously. It’s not. Everything in
here is me.”

“Alienation isn’t like fairies,” he
said. “It works even if you don’t believe in it.”

He remembered Raleigh, and glanced over his
shoulder at the door. The orderly/valet/guard stood halfway between
her post and the inner door, knees flexed and ready to move. No
alarm, no sympathy, no anger in her face; she was just alert and
ready.

Mountain Pose. Strength in stillness.
Accepting what is.

Chaz caught her eye and nodded. She relaxed,
took a breath, and went back to stand at the outer door.

“I’m going to sit down now,” Hafidha
muttered. She dropped out of his arms onto the edge of the bed. He
perched next to her and held her hand. After a moment, she said,
“So what did you fly all the way here to ask me?”

“We need your help. On the case,” he
said, and felt his heart pinch as he watched the life come back
into her face.
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While they waited for Dr. Casey to arrive,
they exchanged small talk. Well, what passed for small talk
nowadays, in Hafidha’s universe. Maybe out there Chaz still had the
real thing.

“You know, last time I leaped to the
defense of the children of America, I got rounded up and sent here.
So itâ€™s okay as long as El
Gobernador orders it done?”

Chaz’s straight dark brows pulled together
over the bridge of his ridiculous nose. “That’s a lot of spin for
two sentences.”

She sighed, which actually made her feel
better. Maybe a little bit of the poison in her, the part that had
gathered in her lungs, had been expelled. “Doesn’t it make you
wonder, though, if I might make a break for it if you dangle a
kid-killer in front of me?”

He stared as if her face were melting, and he
was waiting to see what was underneath. “We don’t know that he’s
killing them.”

“Oh, honey. You know the stats. The
first three boys aren’t coming home.”

“Sometimes our stats are different.
Maybe he just made them forget and turned them loose.”

She patted his hand where it lay on her faux
raw-silk quilt. “Whatever works for you. My guess? There wouldn’t
be enough misery in that.”

That got her a sideways coyote-glance. She
was saved by Doctor Casey arriving at the outside door, and, much
as she hated being grateful to anyone in her present condition, she
was glad to see him.

“May I come in?” he asked at the second
door. Everyone kept up the illusion that this was her space and she
had all the say over what happened in it. Someday she’d punch
somebody for that. She knew about the outlets for knockout gas
behind the ceiling grid, for godsake.

“Yes, Doctor Casey, dear,” she sang
out. Chaz elbowed her in the ribs, and she shot him an apology with
her face.

Doctor Casey sat in her resin lawn chair. She
had to admire the selection of that chair for a maximum-security
cell: you could neither beat someone to death with the damned thing
nor break a piece off and stab yourself with it, and it still
managed to be fairly comfortable.

Not that Doctor Casey looked comfortable. He
was a smallish man, spare, but not with the tensile strength she
could see in, say, Todd or Reyes when she looked for it. She
appreciated, though, that he didn’t spend all his time noticing she
could snap him like a twig. He could acknowledge the realities of
the situation and move on.

“Chaz has filled you in on what he’d
like you to do?” he asked.

“Yes. I can do it. I mean, I can do it
and keep the Bug from messing with what I’m doing. And not do
whatever else it wants me to.” Oh, crap, she sounded desperate.
Begging. Please, Dad? I promise I’ll do
the dishes for a week and clean my room and....

Doctor Casey turned to Chaz, who nodded and
said, “She can do this.”

See? That’s how it’s done.
A model of succinctitude. Hafidha stared down at her
lap, where her hands were busy mauling her cuticles. Maybe they
were keeping the Bug busy.

Doctor Casey breathed in, breathed out. It
didn’t seem to give him as much relief as it had Hafidha. “All
right. “

Her stupid heart gave a leap so big it should
have detached all its plumbing.

But Doctor Casey was still talking. “We’ll
set up a monitor and a keyboard, and run a shielded line to a
processor outside your room.”

“No.” He and Chaz both swiveled their
heads to stare. It made her stammer, made her throat close up with
fear. Now they’d change their minds. But she swallowed and made
herself say it. “I can’t do it that way.”

Doctor Casey looked as if he were pronouncing
over a dying patient. “This is an unprecedented concession—”

“I didn’t say I won’t. I said I
can’t.” Slow down, girl. Breathe. “Okay, maybe I could,
but not fast enough, and not well enough. In my natural habitat, I
deal with a data stream like a fire hose. What you want to give me
isn’t even a drinking fountain.”

“You want unlimited access. I can’t do
that, Hafidha.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she spat. “You
afraid I’m going to destroy the world? Mister Mento here will tell
you what’s going on in my brain.”

Chaz went stiff and still beside her.

“Did you think I couldn’t figure out
why it was you who came back from Houston, and not Reyes?” she said
to him.

He met her gaze, but couldn’t stick it. It
was his turn to contemplate his knees.

Could she feel him do it, the
mirror-thing? She hadn’t the last time, but things had been a
little...busy. And the way he described it, he wasn’t
in her mind. Apparently every
thought in her head shone out like a big damn neon sign, and all he
had to do was open his third eye.

He hid it from me. I told
him when it happened to me, but he didn’t trust me when it happened
to him. To be fair, he hadn’t trusted anybody. But
sometimes she didn’t feel like being fair.

Well, if he was paying attention, he
got that thought, too. I solemnly swear I
am up to no good, she recited loudly and mentally. He
didn’t smile. Maybe it didn’t work that way.

Doctor Casey leaned forward, frowning. “Tell
me why you want so much to help with this case.”

“Because superpowers are like a drug. I
want my fix.” The next bit she almost swallowed; she wanted to. She
wasn’t sure why she went ahead and and said, “There are very few
people in the world I give a damn about nowadays. This is my team.
They need me.”

She’d thought they would never need her
again.

“And to do it...” Doctor Casey probably
hadn’t meant the pause to yank her chain. She liked to think not,
anyway. “...You wouldn’t need access to a computer at
all?”

“I would totally need a computer. I use
its processor for the idiot work and save my jamming for the
high-order stuff. There aren’t enough carbs in the world—well,
okay, there are, but I can’t metabolize ‘em fast enough to keep
from starving to death if I do all the basic search
functions and the data
analysis in my head.”

Doctor Casey gave Chaz an “If she vaporizes
the East Coast, it’ll be your problem” look.

“If Hafs is confident she can handle
this, I want to go ahead,” he said.

“I’ll go make the arrangements,” Doctor
Casey replied. And just like that, he stood up, went to the door,
and New Girl let him out.

She was about to turn to Chaz and exult,
thank him, even, when she remembered the missing piece. “I need my
laptop. It’s customized for me. Shit.”

That was real pain that cut across Chaz’s
face. “I don’t know where it is. I’m sorry.”

She couldn’t help herself—she shot up off the
bed and began to pace. She hoped New Girl wouldn’t freak. “Shit,
shit, shit. If I know El Terrifico—and I do—he’s got it locked in
his damned desk drawer.”

The silence behind her made her turn. Chaz’s
expression was beyond description. “That’s okay, then. He gave me
the keys.”

For a moment, all she could do was stare.
Then she laughed, which hurt her chest and throat and brain. “Of
course he did. Sometimes I think he’s more all up in my head than
you’ll ever be.”

Chaz opened his mouth to say something, and
yawned instead. “Damn. Sorry, sis. We’ll start tomorrow
morning.”

“Chazzie, tick-tick-tick. Missing
kid.”

“And I have to drive to D.C. and back
and I kind of need a couple hours sleep before we do
this.”

Hafidha dropped into the chair. “Great.
What am I going to do until then? Because if you think
I’ll be sleeping, honey, you’re
crazier than I am.”

He stood and smiled down at her, just as
sweet and open and baby-brotherish as he’d ever been back before he
got his scars and she turned evil. “I’ll go make you some hot
milk.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“With honey, cinnamon, and cardamom in
it. Trust me.”

This time when she laughed it didn’t hurt so
much. “Oh, hell. Sure. It won’t kill me.”

Maybe not the best choice of words, but he
didn’t seem to mind.

Act 4

Houston, Texas, December 11, 2010

Six-thirty a.m. in Texas was seven-thirty in
D.C. Daphne Worth leaned against Detective Jackson’s
as-yet-untenanted desk and thumbed a text message into her phone.
“hot brkfst at hotel not so hot. c what ur missin?” Then she
selected Chaz’s number and hit “send.”

It didn’t occur to her until then that his
phone might now be announcing itself in a tray by a door in
Idlewood. For an instant she considered texting an apology to
Hafs.

She could still forget. And remembering could
still drop a stone into her stomach.

“Report to the boss?” Jackson’s rumbly
voice echoed in the empty detectives’ room.

Daphne looked up and put a nice smile on.
“Texting Agent Villette. I thought I’d let him know that whatever
he had for breakfast, it beat mine.”

“Lousy food across the
street?”

Not polite to dis the local
eats, she reminded herself. But it was too late to
back out. “Not very much of it, though.”

Behind his metal-rimmed glasses, Jackson’s
eyes narrowed, as if she were printed in too-small type. He already
had his jacket off and his collar button open; he slung the jacket
over his desk chair. “Well, now. If you want to make up for it at
lunch, there’s a burrito place nearby that’ll deliver. Make their
own chorizo.”

The saliva that sprang to her mouth almost
washed away the taste of cheap boxed waffle mix and pseudo-maple
syrup. “Oh, god. Do we have to wait for lunch?”

Jackson’s smile was slow and approving. “I’ll
call it in. It’ll be waiting for us when we get back upstairs with
all these damn case files.”

There were four archive boxes, which they
managed in one trip because Daphne insisted on carrying two, just
as Jackson did. She was breathing hard by the time she swung them
onto the table in their conference room, but Jackson was red-faced
and sweating.

Neither of them knew Stephen Reyes was right
behind them until he circled Daphne and set a four-cup cardboard
tray beside the boxes. “Good morning, Worth, Detective.” He handed
Daphne a large cup in a corrugated sleeve. “Decaf, not from the
hotel.” He handed another to Jackson, saying, “Sorry—I wasn’t sure
how you take it.”

“However I can get it, mostly.” Jackson
saluted him with the cup and pulled half-a-dozen case jackets out
of the box nearest to him.

Daphne slid one of her boxes to Reyes’s side
of the table and sat down in front of the other. Reyes took out his
cell phone and laid it next to his own cup, then pulled a jacket
from the box.

At the corner of her vision, she saw Jackson
watching Reyes.

Reyes eyed him over the top of his box. “They
don’t fly me out here to look pretty.” He returned his attention to
the first page of the case file.

Jackson pursed his lips. Daphne wondered if
it was to keep from grinning. Then he settled in to his own pile of
reading. He took it like a trooper when Falkner came in and said,
“Those must be mine,” and drew the fourth box and cup toward
her.

They knew what they were looking
for—parallels with their four existing cases—and they sorted
briskly through the jackets in front of them. Out of the
missing-children cases from 2001 to 1997 that weren’t abductions by
family members, twenty-seven involved male children of solo
mothers.

“We’re sure about male children?”
Jackson asked once.

Falkner nodded. “At that point in his
history, the person we’re looking for would be a classic child
predator. A preferential offender.”

“And nine year olds?”

“That may be harder for him to
determine, depending on how he’s finding his victims.”

“Pay extra attention to the
relationship between the boy and his mother,” Reyes said, not
looking up from the page. “Or as much of it as you can tell from
the reports.”

Nine case files held clear suggestions
that the household was troubled before the abduction occurred.
Daphne leafed through them: alcoholism; drug use; reports from
neighbors of shouting, screaming, sounds of breaking objects;
frequent late-night visits from strangers, usually men; reports
from teachers of dirty clothes and acting out. They’re the kid equivalent of high-risk victims of serial
sexual crime, Daphne thought with a shudder. Nine was
too many. Nine was a drop in the bucket.

Suddenly Reyes’s spine stretched, as if
someone had pulled his scalp toward the ceiling on a string. “This.
What’s this?” He spun the file and slid it across the table to
Jackson.

Jackson’s mouth worked. “Before my time. I
was driving a unit back then. Navasota’s a good hour and a quarter
north of here.” He slid his thumb down the page margin. “This isn’t
too close to what our guy’s after. The boy’s twelve, the woman’s
not a single mom.”

Reyes skidded the file back and flipped two
pages. “No, she remarried. She took her new husband’s name—she
became Cynthia Anacort Raymond. But the boy stays Michael Anacort.
Here, though. The investigation into the boy’s disappearance was
reopened three years later when a fifteen-year-old girl saw a
description of Michael and claimed she’d seen him, that he was in
her class in school. She then withdrew her statement, saying she
was mistaken.”

Jackson shrugged. “You don’t get great
resolution on a milk carton.”

“Look at the description of Michael
that was circulated by law enforcement agencies.”

Jackson pushed his glasses up his nose and
studied the sheet. Daphne couldn’t resist; she hitched her chair
closer and read over his shoulder.

And she spotted it. “Oh.” She raised
her eyes to Reyes’s eager face. “She did see him. And it happened three years after
he was abducted.” Daphne poked the circulated description as if she
had a pushpin on the end of her finger. “See? ‘Brown birthmark on
upper left thigh.’ She and Michael were both fifteen years
old.”

It was a moment before Jackson flushed bright
red.

“Almost everything else in his
description at the time of his disappearance could change, or
could be changed,” Reyes
said. “His hair could be dyed. He could be made to wear glasses.
But not the birthmark.”

“His kidnapper didn’t see him as
fifteen.” Falkner’s voice was thoughtful, her head tilted slightly
as if she were listening. “He couldn’t imagine the boy being
sexually active. Even high school gym class, at fifteen—but to the
UNSUB, he was still a child.”

“He sent him to school, because that’s
what you do with children,” Daphne finished.

Jackson cleared his throat. “He moved the boy
to Houston, though. Biggest school district in the city. Maybe he
figured the kid’d get lost in the crowd.”

Reyes grimaced. “And he might have, if he’d
kept his pants on. Detective Jackson, we need to talk to the girl.
Elizabeth Mary Cashman.”

Jackson levered himself out of his chair.
“I’ll call DPS.”

“Worth. Update Villette on
this.”

Daphne looked pointedly at Reyes’s phone on
the table, but he ignored her. Well, of course. He was ready if
Chaz needed him. Until then, he’d leave Chaz alone, no matter how
nervous that made Reyes.

Daphne headed for the detectives’ bullpen and
the privacy of a crowd.

 


Ashton, Virginia, December 11, 2010

“You made cake,” Hafidha said. She
stared at it—two layers, chocolate frosting, on a white plastic
plate on the white plastic desk of her cell—as if she expected it
to open its eyes. Chaz was pretty sure they were safe from that, at
least.

Sometimes when he brought her treats she
smashed them, or dug her fingers into them, or tipped them onto the
floor. He’d found the less invested he seemed in pleasing her, the
more likely she was to be pleased. “Turns out they had all the
ingredients in the kitchen here. Oh, except it’s commercial vanilla
extract. Sorry.”

“Gosh. Unfit for human consumption.”
She slicked frosting off a top edge with her index finger and
popped it in her mouth. “Tastes like breakfast.” Her eyes cut to
his face and stayed there until he felt almost squirmy. “You get
any sleep?”

He shrugged. “Some.”

She turned back to the cake. Her voice was a
little too high-pitched and loud when she said, “So how are we
doing this?”

“I’ve got your laptop ready in the next
room.”

The next room was also a cell, as far as
security went. But Ramachandran had had the furniture replaced with
a pair of padded desk chairs and a square table.

For another long moment Hafidha hovered
over her desk. Fear response. OCD.
Paranoia. Chaz wanted to touch her, but it was the
wrong move, the wrong time.

“Let’s do this,” she said, and walked
to the door of her burrow.

LaShawn was on duty this morning. She worked
the door bolt; Chaz reached past Hafs and pulled it open. The outer
room was insulated with copper wire just as the inner one was, so
visitors could come and go. An airlock for stray signals.

Hafidha took the few steps to the outer door,
where LaShawn waited. Chaz, following, couldn’t see her face, but
he thought she shivered as LaShawn unlocked the door and opened it.
He brought the mirror up, ready to unfold with a snap.

“Hafs? You okay?” he asked.

She walked out the door.

She managed about three steps, mostly because
she had a little momentum. Then she staggered, grabbed for the wall
and missed, and fell hard on one knee.

Chaz lunged forward and caught her under the
armpits so she wouldn’t go all the way down.

LaShawn’s hand had dropped to the holstered
tazer at her hip. LaShawn liked Hafidha. She was also highly
trained Idlewood security staff. Anything unexpected was to be read
as a threat.

And Chaz kept the mirror ready.

“Hafs, I’m going to get you into the
next room, okay? You can sit down there.”

Hafidha’s eyes squeezed tight shut; her lips
parted to show clenched white teeth. “Noisy,” she said, like a
cough. “I didn’t think...” Sweat rolled down her neck from under
her hair.

“Yeah, you’re not used to it. Do you
need to go back?”

“No! No. Just...give me a sec. I feel a
little pukey.”

She sat cross-legged on the glossy linoleum
of the hall, folded forward over her knees. Chaz stroked her back
slowly, trying to keep the rhythm as steady as he could. A
counterpoint to chaos.

At last she sat up. “Give me a hoist, baby
brother. Okay?”

“Got you,” he said, and pulled her to
her feet.

“Damn. Now I really need that cake.”

Chaz flung a hopeful glance at LaShawn, who
nodded. Then he helped Hafidha into the room where they’d work.

“Palatial,” she announced, dropping
into one of the chairs. Her voice and her hands both trembled. “Is
this so I won’t like it as much as Burrow Sweet Burrow?”

“Either that, or Idlewood’s running out
of furniture,” he answered at near-random. “You want to eat with
your fingers, or a plastic fork?

“Yes, please.”

He’d stocked the room with a day’s worth of
jammer fuel: turkey sandwiches wrapped in plastic and stored on ice
in a cooler, along with a gallon of orange juice and another of
milk, and four orders of takeout cold noodles in sesame paste in
their foam clamshells. Two boxes of cheese crackers with peanut
butter, which she had a perverse love for. Half a pound of
chocolate truffles. Blue corn tortilla chips with salsa.

And the cake, which LaShawn brought in. Chaz
cut a wedge with a plastic knife, laid it on a paper plate, and
slid it in front of Hafidha. She ate it with her fingers. While she
did, Chaz nodded to LaShawn, who left the room and shut the
door.

“That’s better,” Hafidha said, when
she’d blotted up the last crumbs. “Have to say, I just love looking
like a fucking idiot in front of the whole place.”

“Just LaShawn and me.”

Hafidha rolled her eyes. “Sweetie, you do
know there’s surveillance in here, right? Doctor Casey was probably
in his office with a bag of popcorn.”

Arguing with the Bug never did any good. It
didn’t have a mind to change. The mind belonged to Hafidha, and
she’d change it herself as soon as the Bug had had its say. Chaz
handed her a napkin, and she wiped her hands before she lifted the
lid of her laptop.

“Hey, baby. Did you miss me?” She
closed her eyes again, but not as if she hurt; she might have been
blocking one sense in order to savor another. “All right. Give me
names and dates.”

He did. Windows began to pop open on the
screen, slowly at first, picking up speed, then finally faster than
he could follow. Suddenly the furious cascade froze.

Too much for the
laptop, was the thought that flashed through his mind.
But the next was, Stroke.

But Hafidha sat with her hands on the table
to either side of the machine, watching him. “Are you doing the
mirror thing?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He was ready to reflect whatever she thought,
good or bad. Ready to expose her if she was working on anything
other than the case. “Because I know you don’t want the Bug to win.
And I know, if it looks as if it’s getting the upper hand, you’ll
tell me.”

Her fingers curled against the tabletop and
her mouth worked. “God damn. You really know how to take the fun
out of things, don’t you?”

He’d said, effectively, “I trust you.” The
most manipulative thing he could think of. He swallowed and asked,
“So how’s it going?”

She gave her shoulders a shake and turned
back to the screen. Chaz knew she didn’t need to. “What I have to
do here is Internet archaeology. And the Internet is a place where
people just keep building new cities on top of the ruins, man.
Layers and layers. Marotta’s online world? Pretty easy—it’s all at
the surface. And hey.” Hafidha turned to Chaz and waggled her
eyebrows. “She’s just your type. As in, prefers girls.”

Since it was the kind of joke Hafidha
sometimes made, he let it go, though she’d managed to make it cut a
little deeper. “Focus, Wabbit, focus.”

“Burell Wilkins went missing in 2007.
That’s still mostly the Internet we know, but with ninety percent
less Twitter. In 2004, when Cover was snatched, you don’t have
Facebook, and MySpace is still about indie bands. Blogger and
LiveJournal are thriving like weeds.

“Ah, but then there’s little Billy
Schutts in 2001. ‘Social media’ barely exists.” She marked the
words with air quotes, crooking two fingers on each hand.
“AO-fucking-L still rules the net. CompuServe forums and GEnie
RoundTables are hanging in there.

“If we have to go further back, things
get really interesting. Three
years before that is 1998, and everybody’s still all buzzy about
personal homepages, and most of the world is on dial-up. And three
years before that? Craigslist
was a baby, the World Wide Web was four fucking years old, and they
finally had a version of Windows with a native TCP/IP stack.
Netscape 3.0 was king. Internet Explorer was still flashing a
copyright message showing its roots in Mosaic.”

“You know I understood about half that
last part, right?” It wasn’t true, but it would make her feel good.
“So what you’re saying is, pretty much, to track this guy you’re
going to have to go places that don’t even exist now.”

“Pretty much.” But she grinned at the
screen, laced her fingers together, and cracked her knuckles. She
was looking forward to this.

It was what she did, after all.

He unwrapped a package of cheese crackers and
laid it beside her on the table. Then he sat back and watched her
face as she scribbled in the air and gestured and frowned, and her
changing display bouncing fluttering light off the lenses of her
glasses.

She muttered to herself now and then: “Hah!”
and “Oh, honey,” and “Suuuure you do.” Half an hour in, his nerve
faltered. He let the mirror reflect, just a little, just for a few
seconds. He found himself subvocalizing a cloud of words, numbers,
information. Some of them were recognizably Hafidha’s thoughts, but
most were the facts she was hunting. There was so much so fast he
could barely comprehend it.

Under the flood of information he felt/heard
the anomaly, the Bug, like an itch in his inner ear. It muttered
resentment, warning, anger. But it couldn’t compete with the
data.

At last Hafidha sighed and stretched in her
chair. “More. Cake. Naow.”

Chaz carved her a substantial chunk,
and another for himself. Not exactly on
The Nutrition Plan. But it won’t do to get shaky now.

Hafs wolfed a bite and began to talk around
the crumbs. “The good news is, I found a whole lot of our mommies’
online past. The bad news, absolutely no actual sites in common
among the four women. Not all that surprising, given the
timeline.”

The weariness that swept over him had nothing
to do with jamming. “Bummer,” he said faintly.

“And the post-bad-news good news is,”
she drawled. The sly sideways look she shot him said she’d yanked
that chain on purpose. “All the women had common online
behavior.”

“Meaning?”

“If someone were trolling bulletin
boards, comment threads, and blogs for phrases like, oh, ‘I hate my
goddamn kid,’ guess who you’d find?”

He remembered Gina Marotta, limp and faded in
her hospital room. Anger heated his skin. He’d felt sorry for her,
damn it, and all the while—

No. Whatever she said, she
didn’t do anything.
He took a deep breath. “That sounds like it would trigger our
guy. Details?”

Her smile was blissful. “Oh, baby
brother. Docs are neatly tied with a red ribbon and delivered
to everyone’s phones. And
before you ask, no, I didn’t put any dirty needles in with
them.”

Which was what the subvocalizations in his
throat were saying. “I didn’t think you had,” he told her in a
convincingly wounded tone.

“Also, bunkie, I haven’t been out of
service for so long that I’ve forgotten the point of this exercise.
Don’t you want the post-good-news good news?”

“The what-what?”

She tilted her chair as far back as it would
rock and stretched again. “Whatever our mommies said, it ain’t
nothing without an audience. They all got sympathetic responses
from other women. And of course, you have to figure more people
were lurking than commenting. But all four women got responses from
username ‘marguerite,’ who not only sympathized but used the kind
of tactics our pals in the courtroom call ‘leading the witness.’
She was just too damned ‘Oooh, me, too!’ to be true.”

“ISP?” Chaz asked, not very
hopefully.

“Over this span of time, I’d
expect them to be different. But I
snagged the conversations for you to read.” She spun her laptop
around so he could see the screen.

He read...then read again, more slowly,
noting frequency of certain words, sentence construction, concrete
detail, grammar. “I think Marguerite is male,” he blurted out.

“Oh, good.” Hafidha swivelled the
laptop back and petted the screen. “I love it when I’m
right.”

 


Houston, Texas, December 11, 2010

When Esther Falkner saw the sender’s ID
on the text message—0metotchtli—the world tilted just a little with
the weights of her conflicting responses. A purely reflexive leap
of joy—it had been so long!—followed by fear for Chaz’s safety.
Then what she thought of as sensible wariness.

Her phone chirped again; this time the
text sender was Chaz. It’s okay,
his message read. You can open
hers.

Hafidha was perfectly capable of sending her
an authenticating message that seemed to be from Chaz. Perfectly
capable, at least, if she had slipped whatever limits Chaz had
found to place on her. But that rabbit hole had no bottom. She
opened Hafidha’s message.

The attachment consisted of a summary and
supporting documents of the online lives of Marotta, Burke, Cover,
and Schutts. Hafidha had worked her miracle.

Oh, Hafidha, how much did
you pay for this? And are you done paying for it?
Falkner let grief wash over her and fade before she settled
more comfortably against the lumbar support of the rental car’s
driver’s seat to read.

In 2001, Tara Schutts was in Narcotics
Anonymous by court order. She’d been a frequent participant in a
CompuServe forum for single mothers until the moderator, or
whatever they’d been called then, banned her for “disruptive
behavior and violation of the user agreement.” She was also on a
BBS called NASUX. There she’d written, “At meetings their all
‘think of your kid” when they give me shit for useing. Why teh fuck
do they think I use?” and “If Id wanted a kid I would of married my
boyfriend. Dont make me choose between coke and motherhood cause
motherhood loses.”

Shawna Cover had a weblog, in which she did
her best to prove the claims of those who said blogging was an
outlet for narcissists. In Cover’s case, Falkner thought
“narcissist” could be used clinically. The narrative showed her
son, Shawn, as alternately a kind of human fashion accessory and a
weapon to be used to hurt his father. “I don’t know why he wants
custody,” she wrote. “This is the ugliest most stupid most annoying
little boy in the universe. I should have named him for his
dad.”

Lekeesha Burke, on Yahoo!, said, “No ot, no
raises, just schedule rotation—different every week! WTF I supposed
to do to find a sitter? I got to lock him in the apt. til hes 16
and get his onw job.” Later, she wrote, “Burell opend the door to
the JWs while I wasnt there. I come home find their magazine shit
on the table. I told him never do that and he stil does. Some crazy
MF come in and kill him if I dont do it first.”

And finally, Gina Marotta chronicled the ups
and downs of her relationship with Josh on Facebook. He took his
parents’ divorce badly—at nine, Falkner could imagine it—and acted
out at school and at home. “One of us is going to kill the other,”
she wrote in a status update. “Luckily, I’m bigger.”

After Falkner and Ben had brought baby
Deborah home, Bekk had spent four months being a perfect brat, as
if a minor demon had snuck into her skin. Had Falkner ever said to
anyone besides Ben that she’d like to kill that kid? She was pretty
sure Ben had heard it. She thought he might even have said it to
her, patient as he was. Did that make her a bad mother?

Maybe someone out there would think so.

 


Ashton, Virginia, December 11, 2010

Chaz powered off his Adorable Overhyped
Phone, slipped it back in the pocket of his backpack, and pushed
the pack into the closet in Dr. Ramachandran’s office. Then he
walked back to the vaulted corridor in Idlewood where Hafidha was
waiting. Walked, because running in the halls of Idlewood tended to
provoke an emergency response in the staff, as in, wanting to know
what you were running from or to.

He knocked on the door of Hafidha’s temporary
cell. LaShawn peered through the reinforced glass window, then
opened up for him. “Everything all right?” she asked, which
surprised him. LaShawn was a woman of almost no words, beyond the
necessary.

He must be wearing the news on his
face, then. “Just the usual,” he replied, before he
realized, That’s a hell of a thing to be
able to say about one’s job.

LaShawn considered that. “I hear you.” She
slipped past him through the door to her post in the hall.

Hafidha sat very straight in her chair,
though she made it rock very slightly back and forth. “News,” she
declared. “We can has.”

“Got another one for you.” He felt as
if the words could burn his mouth. “Michael Anacort. Mother,
Cynthia Anacort Raymond of Navasota, Texas. She didn’t forget he
existed, but Michael may be our first victim.”

“Ah, Texas, sweet Texas.” But Hafidha’s
fingers were already fluttering in the air above the keyboard.
“Bleah,” she said suddenly.

“What?”

“If somebody hadn’t already done it,
I’d be tempted to kidnap this kid myself. A teacher reported the
family to Child Protective Services when she saw bruises on little
Mikey’s face and arms. New stepfather denied responsibility. Mom
said Mikey had started lying and making trouble. What does that
sound like to you?”

Like child abuse and bullshit. “Was Cynthia
Anacort online?”

“Excuse me while I haul my shovel to
the data mines.” She fell silent for a few minutes; Chaz wondered
if she was still aware he was there. “Oh, here we are,” she announced as the screen
stuttered pages like a flip book. “Back in the days when SIG stood
for ‘special interest group’ rather than ‘signature’. This one’s
for remarried moms. ‘I don’t know why Michael doesn’t want me to be
happy.’ I don’t guess you’d let me kill Cynthia Anacort. How about
if I just flag all her accounts as a hundred and twenty days
overdue?”

“Funny,” Chaz said, aware that his tone
said otherwise. He couldn’t tell her her right to make jokes like
that was temporarily suspended. She already knew it, anyway. “Was
she e-stalked by Marguerite?”

“Noooo,” Hafs growled. “Damn. Or wait—”
She drew a funny sliding arc with her left hand as she twiddled the
fingers of her right. “What do you think of these?”

Chaz squatted down to read over her shoulder,
but avoided leaning; she hated it when people leaned over her as if
she were furniture.

The first poster, Charlene, was seconding
Anacort’s posts a little too enthusiastically. The second,
Pimpernelle—

There: the word choices, the way compound
sentences went together, consistent misspellings, frequent use of
periods at the ends of interrogative sentences instead of question
marks.

He pointed to the screen. “That’s him.”

 


Houston, Texas, December 11, 2010

Falkner slid out of the car and crossed the
strip mall parking lot to the door stenciled with “A Cut Above.”
Opening it released a blast of fixative smell and the dull roar of
hair dryers and chatting. The receptionist smiled at her. “Can I
help you?”

“I need to speak to Elizabeth
Cashman.”

“Liza? She’s with a client.”

“As soon as she can take a moment,
please.” Falkner showed her FBI creds.

The receptionist blinked. “Um. Sure.” She
scurried to the second station in line, where a tall, zaftig woman
with a copper-colored updo was painting streaks into a teenage
girl’s hair. When the receptionist spoke, the woman’s eyes darted
to Esther. Esther nodded back and looked as unthreatening as
possible.

The woman put her customer under a dryer to
bake and walked over to Esther. “I’m Liza Cashman.”

“Supervisory Special Agent Esther
Falkner of the FBI. You may be able to help us with an
investigation. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

It was a combination office and supply room.
She did her best to ignore the incongruous surroundings of shelves
of pink, orange, and lime-green bottles and said, “In 2001, you
reported to police that you’d seen a missing boy, Michael
Anacort.”

Cashman drew her upper arms closer to her
ribs and smiled. Falkner suspected smiling was one of her defense
tactics. “Yeah. But I was wrong. I told them that.”

“You said he was one of your
classmates.”

“I thought Joe Woodruff was him, but I
was wrong.”

“How did you know you were wrong?”
Esther asked.

She watched Cashman try to answer that: her
mouth opened, and closed, and her eyes wandered everywhere except
Esther. “Well, it wasn’t. It wasn’t him.”

“Ms. Cashman, the person who abducted
Michael Anacort continued to kidnap children. None of them has been
found. He took another child only a few days ago. You’re the only
person to report seeing one of his victims after they were
abducted. What you know may save the latest boy’s life.”

Cashman shook her head. “I told you, I
didn’t—”

“It was ten years ago. You can’t get
into trouble now. You and—what was his name? Joe Woodruff—were
engaged in sexual activity. That’s how you saw the birthmark on his
thigh.”

Cashman’s face flushed a blotchy magenta,
then turned pale.

“Please, Ms. Cashman. That’s in the
past.”

Cashman pressed her fingertips to her mouth.
“Shit. I said it, but when the police asked, and I would have had
to tell why I knew it was him... My mom was with me, in the living
room. What was I supposed to do?”

“When was the last time you saw the boy
you knew as Joe Woodruff?”

“That day. After school, when we... We
went over to his house. He wanted to show me a bicycle he was
fixing. It was in his room. And we... He’d never done anything
before. I was just giving him, you know. Oral sex.”

“You didn’t see him after
that?”

“His dad walked in on us. He was
so mad. I’ve never seen anybody like
that—it was like he almost couldn’t talk. Joe was scared shitless.
I was angry and embarrassed, but then I got scared, too. And he
said I was giving Joe poison, and I was poison, and...I
ran.”

“Joe didn’t come back to
school.”

“I think his dad must have moved them
away, like, right away. It was maybe a day or two after that when I
saw the missing kid flyer in the nurse’s office at school. It was
three years old, and it didn’t really look like Joe that much,
but...”

But it described the birthmark on Anacort’s
thigh. “So you told the nurse, who reported it to the police.”

Cashman nodded. “It was like everything hit
the fan at once. My mom was already mad, and then the cops knocked
on the door and asked for me.”

“Why was your mother angry?” Had her
mother already heard the story, and insisted her daughter not tell
the police what she’d been up to? Liza Cashman might have been the
last person other than his kidnapper to see Michael Anacort. If
she’d been braver, might Anacort and four other boys be with their
families now?

“She had a big garden in our backyard.
And in the night a dog or something tore it the hell up, seriously
wrecked half of it. She’d just found that, and then the police—I
was too scared to say I’d been with boys, you know?”

“Wrecked,” Falkner repeated, feeling
the hairs on her arms stand up.

“All dug up. Dirt and plants
everywhere. Mom had to replant almost everything.”

Falkner pulled a pen and a tiny spiral
notebook from the pocket of her jacket. “What’s the address of the
house you lived in then?”

Cashman recited it. “My folks are still
there. Why do you want that?”

“Thank you, Ms. Cashman. You’ve been a
great help. I’ll leave you to your work now.”

She strode as calmly as she could through the
salon and out the front door. Then she snatched her phone from her
pocket and dialed Reyes. “Write down this address,” she said
without preamble when he answered. She read it off the page. “I’m
fairly sure Michael Anacort’s body is buried in the back
garden.”
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The elder Ms. Cashman preferred to talk to
them on her front porch, while the police searched her garden with
density imaging devices and, subsequently, shovels. Daphne couldn’t
blame her. She didn’t know it was a body they were searching for,
but finding out your garden had hidden evidence of a crime for the
past nine years could shake your nerves.

“I never found anything out there while
I was working,” Cashman told Reyes. “Oh, the usual bits from an old
neighborhood, like rusted cans and glass from old bottles. One of
those china insulators from electric poles, once. People pay money
for those at flea markets.”

Reyes nodded as if he were filing the
information away for his eBay store. Patience, Grasshopper, Daphne told
herself. Watch the master and
learn. “Tell us what you remember of the time you
found your garden vandalized. You thought it was a dog.”

“Well, I didn’t, really, because when I
thought about it, a dog would just dig one or two holes, and this
was the whole length of the bed all chopped up. There wasn’t any
hole at all. But I couldn’t imagine what else it could
be.”

“The whole garden plot was
destroyed?”

“Oh, no.” Ms. Cashman drew herself up
proudly. “I’ve got a quarter-acre cultivated. Half of it’s in
flowers, half in vegetables. We hardly have to buy produce at the
store anymore. No, it was only the flowerbed. I don’t think the
vegetables were touched.”

Reyes’s face displayed absolutely nothing.
“Thank you very much, Ms. Cashman. And I apologize again for the
damage to your property.”

“Just the flowers?” Daphne repeated as
they rounded the house and headed for the excavation. She could see
Detective Jackson, like an outsize garden gnome in a sport coat,
standing to one side of the coming and going of the forensics team.
“I’m thinking not a coincidence.”

Reyes shook his head. “He destroyed beauty.
And he did it in Liza Cashman’s backyard.”

“What he wanted to do to
her?”

“Or a message. ‘Here’s what you did.’
And he disposed of Michael’s body in her yard as if to say, ‘See
what happens because of what you’ve done? This is your
responsibility.’”

“’You broke him, you bought him,’”
Daphne offered bitterly. “How much light would there be in this
yard after dark? I’m not sure I could tell flowers from vegetables
in—it was April?—in daylight.”

Reyes stopped and stared at her. “Good catch.
Very good catch.”

When they reached the garden, the CSIs were
six feet below the lawn, gently exposing what was left of Michael
Anacort’s upper body. In spite of clinging dirt and the effects of
decay, Daphne could see the crushed skull, the shattered jaw, the
snapped ribs.

“Beat to death,” Detective Jackson
said, his hands in his trouser pockets. He might have been trying
for laconic, but Daphne could hear the anger that pushed the words
out of his throat. She suspected his hidden hands were
clenched.

Reyes nodded. “He abducted Michael believing
he was saving him from abuse. Three years later, he beat the boy to
death himself. He had to either acknowledge that he’d become what
he hated, or construct a narrative that absolved him.”

“Which involved being able to magically
make women forget their own kids.”

Took you long
enough, Daphne thought. But she remembered how hard it
was to make that leap, even with the evidence under your fingers.
So she settled for quoting, â€œâ€˜When one has eliminated the
impossible, whatever is left, however improbable, must be the
truth.â€™â€

Jackson startled her by turning his head away
and spitting, with force. â€œYou know what Sherlock Holmes and
Spooky Mulder have in common? They always get to figure it out in
the end.â€

“And we don’t,” said Reyes. “But for
the sake of the victims, we don’t stop trying.”

“CSIs say there’s only the one body
here.”

“No, he wouldn’t bury anyone else here.
His dump sites are as carefully planned as his victims. But thanks
to something Agent Worth just said, I think we can find
them.”

Before Daphne could stop herself, she’d
turned to stare at Reyes.

“He’s a gardener,” Reyes replied to her
thought. “He knows how to hide the bodies under cover of
cultivating and planting.”

“There’s a lot of planting in the
greater Houston area,” Daphne said.

“But only three places where he can be
saying, ‘See what happens because of what you’ve done?’”

Daphne drew a quick, horrified breath. “Where
the mothers lived.”

“They’re his victims. Start to finish,
they’re the ones he wants to hurt.”

 


Ashton, Virginia, December 11, 2010

LaShawn knocked lightly before she came in.
She held out to Chaz a square of off-white paper torn from a
notepad, then turned and left the room.

The note was from Dr. Ramachandran. In his
prescription-writing scrawl, it read:

According to Dr. Reyes, the body of the
first victim has been found on the Cashman property. Reyes believes
the gamma is knowledgeable about gardening. Wants to know, can you
identify him from his contacts with Cynthia Anacort?

Chaz read it aloud to Hafidha.

“Oh, poor Mikey. All that for a blow
job.”

“Stop it,” Chaz snapped.

She turned her face away, and the sight of
her bent neck stabbed him with guilt. He raked his fingers over his
scalp. “Sorry. Sorry, sis. You’re working hard. You deserve not to
be stomped on.”

Hafidha shook her head as he’d seen her do
before Idlewood, the way that used to make her braids helicopter
around her head. She slouched sideways in her chair and smiled up
at him. “Working? Honey, I’m having the time of my life. How about
you?”

He noticed the narrowing of her eyes, the
curl of her lips that was oh, so not a smile. “Want another
sandwich?” Because sometimes the Bug took advantage of low blood
sugar.

“No, I don’t want another sandwich.
Guess again.”

“Cake,” he sighed. They’d finished it,
and Hafidha had cleaned the crumbs off the plate.

“Let’s get back to Captain Stephen’s
latest request for Customer Service. He wants to know if I can
track down Pimpernelle’s identity.”

“Yeah.” But Chaz could scent something
else, like blood in the water.

“Well. What’s in it for me?”

Just like that, he was on high alert. Just
like that, she’d brought the fight.

And he’d started to believe it wouldn’t come
to this.

“If we get there in time, you save a
kid’s life.” He was trying for earnest and casual. He didn’t think
he’d managed.

“Little messed-up kidlet. Maybe he’ll
grow up to be a serial killer.” She stared into space, as if
weighing her options. “Huh-uh. Not enough.”

“You know this isn’t on the barter
system.”

She leaned forward, elbows on knees, and the
thing that stretched her mouth was a shark-smile. “It wasn’t until
now. First taste is free. Now that you know I can deliver, we can
establish terms.”

“That’s not what’s going on here,
Hafs.”

She drew air in through her teeth. It hissed.
“I want access, Chazzie. It doesn’t have to be all the time. But I
don’t think I’ll go back to all that radio silence. A girl needs
connections, you know.”

“You’ve got nothing to prove. Everyone
knows you can deliver. That’s why Reyes sent me.” Calm, calm.
Drawing the boundaries of reality to fence out the delusions and
the boogeymen.

“Is that so.”

“Why else would I be here?”

She laughed. “Oh, sweetie. The question
is, why did Reyes send you?”

“You said it yourself, to Dr.
Ramachandran. I’ve got the mirror.”

Hafidha clutched her knees, her eyes on her
lap. Chaz couldn’t see her face, until she raised it. The laughter
was gone. “Is that the only reason?”

Chaz pressed his mouth tight closed.

“El Doctor
knows me, little brother. He knows you. He knows there’s two
people on this team he can trust to blow my cute digital brains out
my eye sockets if necessary, and Sol’s not here right now. Do
either of you really think I don’t get that?”

Chaz wondered, from a great, strange
distance, what Hafs would do if he threw up now. Because it was
true. And he’d known it, and tried not to know.

The silence was thickening like sediment when
Chaz finally sucked air into his empty lungs and said, “Michael
Anacort is dead.”

Hafidha frowned at him.

So he took another breath. “Probably
William Schutts is dead. Shawn Cover is dead. Burell Wilkins is
dead. Twelve years old. Never did anything to anybody.
Dead.” Apparently there was not
enough air anywhere for this speech, because he found he was
panting. “And you want to make this about computer access?”

For an instant, he saw Hafidha,
his Hafidha, in the wide wounded
eyes and open mouth. Then she said, “What the hell else do I
have?”

Chaz swallowed past his tight throat
and stood up. “No. Nobody’s making deals with you. And I’m not
going to turn one of the only— This is not a fucking
flea market.”

He spun on the balls of his feet and headed
for the door.

“You’re going to let the kid
die?”

“We’ve got more to work with now. We’ll
finish this without you.”

Hafidha stood, swift and rough. Her heavy
desk chair tipped off its five-wheeled base and landed with a bang.
“You can’t find him!”

Chaz stopped, but he didn’t turn to face her.
“I’m not going to sell my best friend to save his life.” He took
the two steps to the door.

She was silent. He turned the knob.

“No. No, Chaz. Don’t. Don’t go.” Her
voice came out in a series of sobs.

Ruthless, Chaz
told himself, and felt it like a sword in his stomach. He went
through the door and closed it behind him.

 


Conroe, Texas, December 11, 2010

At the apartment house where Lekeesha Burke
and Burell Wilkins had lived, a line of arbor vitae trimmed the
foundation of the building. They’d been planted barely a month ago;
the cedar mulch around their trunks was still raw and red and
fragrant.

Shawna Cover’s condo building had had a lot
of landscaping done in 2007. The centerpiece was a bed of annuals,
regularly replanted, around a flagpole in the center of the
circular drive out front.

By 2004, Tara Schutts had moved out of the
sprawling, shabby, eighty-unit building she’d lived in at the time
of William’s abduction. It must have been past due for a face-lift.
The management company had put in oleander to screen the parking
lot, then neglected it until it stood like a forest and shouldered
pedestrians off the sidewalk.

If they didn’t find Josh Marotta in time, he
might lie under the bedding plants in the commons of his mother’s
Houston condominium.

Reyes stared down at that cedar mulch,
displaced now by police forensics units, and felt panic rush his
heart, felt his lungs clutch at every breath. Count the inhale, he ordered himself.
Count the exhale. Do the work.
They’d found the dump sites. They would find the
gamma.

When had he stopped thinking of them as
hosts, that gentler word that absolved his quarry of responsibility
for their actions? Was it William Villette who’d parted him from
his academic distance? Was it Hope Mitchell? He couldn’t
remember.

He pulled out his phone and called Worth.
“Follow up on the landscaping companies,” he said when she
answered. “He may have been on the payroll. He certainly knew when
they’d be working these jobs, because he used the disturbed ground
to disguise his own digging.”

“Have you heard from Chaz?” Worth
asked.

He’d been about to ask her the same. “No. If
he and Hafidha get anything, he’ll call.”

If they didn’t get anything... Reyes counted
the length of his exhale.

 


Ashton, Virginia, December 11, 2010

Cathy Raleigh must have just come on shift,
because she came to find Chaz where he sat in the empty dining
room. “LaShawn says she’s asking for you.”

Chaz’s fingers spasmed closed on the files he
was reading, creasing the paper. “Tell her I’m on my way.”

He watched Raleigh leave the dining room. If
Hafidha asked for him, he would come. Did she know that? Would she
abuse the knowledge, thinking that no matter what she did, he would
come when she asked?

She was right. He would. That wasn’t the same
thing as giving in to her.

LaShawn let him in. Hafidha sat at the table,
laptop closed, hands in her lap. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey, Wabbit.”

Her face clenched at the name. He couldn’t
tell how it hurt her, just that it did. “Sorry.”

“Me, too,” he said, and waited for what
she would do next.

She looked down at the table. “Got plans for
the holidays, little brother?”

Well, this is creepy and
awkward. “Not really. Can I come visit
you?”

She snorted. “Christmas in Arkham. I hear
we’re going to sing carols and have a trophy exchange.”

“I’m pretty sure they didn’t let anyone
bring their trophies with them.”

“How do you know?” Hafidha asked
brightly, but she still wasn’t looking up from the table. “Mrs.
Chow is going to upchuck one of hers.” Her shoulders rose and fell,
rose and fell again. She was crying, silently, taking great gulping
breaths and swallowing back the sounds in her throat.

Chaz crossed the room and sat in his chair.
“Don’t worry. Whatever happens, I still love you.”

“Are you fucking crazy? I am bubbling full of evil, evil shit.
You can’t say that. You can’t mean
it.”

Did he mean it? If she refused to help them
save Josh Marotta, would he still love her?

If she had schizophrenia or dementia or a
brain tumor, would he still love her? Even if he couldn’t find a
scrap of the old Hafidha in her anywhere?

“I’m Mister Mento. I already know
what’s in you. I mean it.”

She folded forward and cupped her face in her
palms. After a minute of that awful silent weeping, she said, “It
hurts, Chazzie. All the time. Sometimes, if I hurt somebody else,
it’s not as bad.”

He wanted to cry, too. “I know,” he said
instead.

She straightened up at last and wiped her
face with both hands. “God damn it. I need a tissue.”

He kicked his chair back to where the food
and paper plates were stacked, grabbed a napkin, and rolled back to
the table with it. She took it and blew her nose.

“My hero.”

“Need another one?”

She shook her head. “I went looking for
him.”

“What? Who?”

“Pimpernelle. You didn’t tell me I
couldn’t jam if you weren’t here to supervise, so I
did.”

But she’d known it was the unspoken rule,
enough to point out that he hadn’t said it. “And?”

“He was logged in from computers in the
library at Texas A&M. Users had to register, and sign up to use
the machines. I unencrypted some stuff and got at the password
listings for the users, and matched the times Pimpernelle posted
messages to Anacort with the times each user was logged in. And I
got him, Platypus. I got his name.”

Chaz’s heart walloped his ribcage from the
inside. “Good work, you.”

“Geoffrey Seinkov. He was a student, a
senior. He had a lot of financial aid, good grades, but he never
graduated. Only child of his mother, who didn’t marry the guy
listed on his birth certificate as Dad. And I couldn’t find any
record of Dad living at the same address after Geoffrey was about
six.

“I did find his mom’s arrest record,
though. DUI, drunk and disorderly, possession of narcotics. Child
Protective Services talked to her for the first time when Geoffrey
was nine. When he was twelve, they took him away from her. The
intake report is enough to make you gag. The kid’s crying and
yelling that his mom needs him to be the man of the house. The
counsellor is noting classic signs of the incest victim. Meanwhile,
neighbors have told the cops they heard her screaming, ‘I wish I’d
never had you.’ No amount of LOLcats will get the taste of this out
of my virtual mouth.” She grimaced. “And since I don’t get much
LOLcats nowadays, that’s not an option, anyway.”

Chaz realized the reason his fingers were
going numb was because he was gripping the edges of his chair until
he’d cut off the circulation. He let go. “You almost feel sorry for
the guy.”

Hafidha wrinkled her nose. “Sure. Like you do
for a giant man-eating radioactive spider.”

“Not even a little?”

She sighed. “Yeah. A little. I understand
where the broken is coming from. But when something’s so busted it
can’t be fixed, you throw it out.” She lifted her chin and stared
at him, defiant. “Speaking from personal experience, honey.”

“No one’s throwing you out.”

“And I’m doubting the wisdom of that
policy. Look, when it comes to the milk of human kindness, I’ve
always been a little lactose-intolerant. The Bug just makes me ever
so much more so.”

Chaz stretched out a hand to touch her arm,
but she slid out of reach. “Not just now, Chazzie.”

Sometimes it hurt so badly even a loving
touch was too much contact. He understood. “I have to go pass this
on to the team.”

Hafs nodded. “He’s dropped off the grid under
his own name. But I think... There’s a thing I can use. I may be
able to locate him physically. There’s a team of guys in China
working on finding a server by measuring the time the signal takes
to get from node to node. They’re capturing data as it’s happening.
But I might be able to get enough off the ISP’s servers that I can
do it with the stuff he posted to Marotta.”

Chaz blinked. “We’re talking
microseconds.”

“Yeah. And I’m not certain there’s
enough information to work with. But if I can send an identical
packet from a couple dozen or so likely locations and time them,
and compare it— Oh, hell. Trust me. It might be
possible.”

“Assuming he’s still at that
location.”

She was exhausted, from jamming and emotion
and fighting the Bug. In her face, in the line of her shoulders and
back, in the limp quiet of her hands, he saw resignation and a
weary calm. But she was still ready to try this.

“Let me call Reyes. Then I’ll come
back, feed you a couple sandwiches and a quart of milk, and we’ll
see what happens.”

 


Houston, Texas, December 12, 2010

Sometime in the early 1960s it had probably
been a rather nice trailer park, judging by what Falkner could see
in the chiaroscuro of perimeter security lighting. Now it was
circled by a high chain-link fence and a necklace of warehouses,
and according to public records, the landowner was holding on to
the property out of sheer spite in the face of several commercial
developers’ offers.

Of the remaining dozen trailer houses that
rusted and sagged on their cracked concrete pads, only one was
occupied.

Reyes had pointed out that the gamma would
need to isolate the boy at first, to indoctrinate him. After that
he could slip them into some other community as father and son.
Hafidha, through some means Esther probably didn’t want to examine
too closely, had narrowed down the neighborhood where the gamma
hid. She’d found a discrepancy between a utility provider’s
electricity demand and its billing that suggested someone had
tapped into a line before it reached a meter. Detective Jackson had
sicced the power company pole climbers on finding the tap.

On his order, they disconnected it.

Falkner settled her night-vision goggles on
the bridge of her nose and snorted. A world colored green and black
with limited contrast was better than darkness, or getting shot by
someone targeting your flashlight. But only barely. She
double-checked the closures on her Kevlar vest as she listened to
the status reports popping in her earpiece.

Reyes was with the police team at the front
of the property; Daphne accompanied the group on the east side.
Falkner and Jackson and two other officers were entering from what
had once been an alley, before the cement block of a new building
made a dead end of it.

Ahead of her, the two officers cut through
the chain link with almost unnatural speed. Beside her, Jackson
shifted from foot to foot, like a child who needed the bathroom.
She hoped he didn’t.

“Two heat traces,” said the voice of
the street-side team’s infrared operator in her ear. “One adult,
one child.”

“Are they separated?” Jackson growled,
double-voiced through the air and the earpiece.

“Negative.”

The power outage had spooked Seinkov, and
he’d clutched at the boy. He couldn’t yet trust him not to run. But
the officers needed the darkness to cover their approach.

Falkner’s group pressed through the fence
gap. She could hear them breathing, the crunch of boots on gravel
laid long ago, the muted ring of something metal kicked and sent
rolling. The sound went up her nerves like a firecracker, but it
wasn’t loud enough to be heard indoors.

Bobbing green highlights showed her the other
teams’ helmets as they converged on the rust-blotched box of the
trailer, like a giant saltines tin on its side. “IR, report,”
Jackson snapped.

“No change. Repeat, no
change.”

Jackson handed Falkner the bullhorn. There
was no telephone in the trailer, and if Seinkov had a cell phone,
it was dark on the grid.

She powered the bullhorn on. “Geoffrey
Seinkov, this is the FBI.” Conversational and authoritative at
once, a powerful but friendly figure. “We need your help. Will you
talk to us about Josh?”

The silence was profound and lasting. “No
change,” the infrared tech said again.

“We know you wouldn’t hurt Josh. You
took him because you believed he wasn’t safe. But his family is
worried about him, Geoffrey.”

“They’re moving,” the IR tech warned.
“Checking a window.”

“Weapon?” asked Jackson.

“Unclear.”

“Geoffrey, we know what happened to
you. We know what your mother did to you. You took these boys
because you were afraid it would happen to them, too. It must be
hard, feeling that responsibility.”

Come on, Seinkov. Give me something to work
with.

“No change,” said the IR
tech.

“You don’t have to be responsible for
them anymore. We’ll keep Josh safe. And he has family who love him
and miss him.”

Silence. Then a harsh, high, frightened
voice: “My mom forgot about me!”

He was forcing Josh to speak for him. Making
Josh complicit in his mythology. Falkner fought down the longing to
dash in and pound Geoffrey Seinkov senseless, mostly because it
wouldn’t happen that way.

“Geoffrey. You know you hurt Ms.
Marotta. I understand why you thought you had to. But if you let
Josh come out now, we’ll protect him, and we’ll make things better
for you. You can be safe, too.”

Falkner waited, and the heavily armed men and
women with her did the same. Josh Marotta’s voice came again,
flatly inflected; he was repeating what Seinkov muttered in his
ear. “Nobody protected me!”

Josh’s voice, but Seinkov’s thought. Nobody
had protected him. Child Services had come and gone away again. His
father had disappeared. No one had saved him.

“That was wrong, Geoffrey. We know that
now. Let Josh go, so we can try to make it better.”

What she heard sounded like a scuffle,
and hope and fear fought it out in her chest. But Josh’s voice rose
again. “She doesn’t love him. You
told her to pretend she did.” That sounded like the boy
parroting what was whispered in his ear. Then he added, “She
doesn’t!” The words wobbled and rose, begging to be corrected. They
were Josh’s own.

If she told Seinkov the truth, he wouldn’t
hear it. But Josh would.

“Josh’s mother can’t love him, Geoffrey. You did that to her
when you took away her memory. You took Josh’s mother from
him.”

“That’s not true!” A voice stretched
high and thin with tension...but it was Seinkov’s.

Gently now, Esther.
“It is true, Geoffrey.
I’m sorry. You’re the one who made her forget.”

She lowered the bullhorn and waited. Nothing.
She had to get him to listen again. “But you can make it right. You
can let Josh go. Please, Geoffrey.”

The scream was from Seinkov. Or maybe she
only figured that out afterward. In her distorted night vision, a
black seam on the trailer became a black rectangle in a crash of
metal and fiberglass, and motion tumbled in it. A small figure ran
staggering over the dried grass and gravel, fell, scrambled up, and
a voice shouted “No! No! No!”

A crackle in her ear, and a new voice: “Unit
two, we have the boy. We have the boy.”

Falkner surged toward the trailer door. She
felt Jackson beside her. Fast when he needed to be. Seinkov stood
braced in the opening, screaming and crying at once, incoherent
with anger and loss. His wasted frame was tall and heavy-boned.

Falkner stopped and drew her weapon. But
Jackson didn’t stop.

He reached the door. Seinkov’s left hand shot
out and circled his neck. Jackson clawed at Seinkov’s heavy fingers
as Seinkov lifted him off his feet. The gamma was still screaming
with the inconsolable rage and misery of an infant.

“Geoffrey, put him down!” she
shouted.

Seinkov didn’t. Falkner felt the surface of
the trigger against the pad of her index finger. “Take the shot,”
Reyes said in her earpiece.

But she knew she’d already made that
decision. She acted on it.

Geoffrey Seinkov’s face and chest bloomed red
as Jackson dropped gagging to the dirt.

If the officers had followed orders, Josh
Marotta was already in the ambulance. If he’d come to identify with
his captor even slightly, he didn’t need to see him gunned down.
Falkner knelt beside Jackson, pulling off his tie and tugging his
collar apart. But his breath was rasping in and out already. No
crushed windpipe.

A paramedic descended as if from the clouds,
and Falkner let Jackson pass into better care than hers. She looked
up to find Reyes stepping out of the trailer, night goggles around
his neck and a bright-beamed flashlight in his hand. She pushed her
own goggles off her head.

“You got him,” Reyes told
her.

Falkner knelt in the prickly dry grass and
took what seemed to be her first full breath in thirty minutes.
“Good. I could use a week’s leave.” She could feel the urge to cry
working its way up her throat and into her sinuses, but she wasn’t
going to give it a chance.

Reyes squatted in front of her and studied
her face in whatever light he found for it. “I’m going to ride
along to the hospital. The kid’ll have questions. Will you call
Gina Marotta and Leigh Wilson and tell them he’s all right?”

“Sure.” Work to do. The best remedy for
the aftereffects of anything. “Where’s Worth?”

“She’s the one who grabbed Josh and got
him out. She’ll probably show him how to work the
siren.”

Falkner wanted to laugh, but she wasn’t sure
her self-control would handle it. “Call me from the hospital,” she
told Reyes, and pushed herself to her feet. He knew enough not to
offer to help. Instead he disappeared into the swirl of law
enforcement the trailer park had become.

The scene team were already at work in the
trailer. Falkner stumped wearily to the door and looked in at
Geoffrey Seinkov’s body.

He’d been a little boy once. The smugly
righteous liked to say that innocence was a shield. But it was made
of cardboard and crayon, and wasn’t meant to stand guard alone. So
he’d been harmed, and had carried that harm forward and wreaked it
on others.

The anomaly would have hardly needed to
prompt him at all.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to him. The
crime scene team didn’t notice.
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Reyes found Gina Marotta at the end of a
deserted hospital corridor, sitting on a molded plastic chair, her
feet drawn close under her and her arms wrapped around her. She
looked up as he approached, because his rubber soles squeaked on
the hard commercial flooring.

“He’s going to be okay, they said.” It
didn’t sound like a question, but Reyes was morally certain Marotta
wanted reassurance, even so.

“He’s dehydrated and undernourished,
and he’s got some bad scrapes and bruises. But he’ll heal. The
lasting damage will be psychological and emotional.”

“Because that man... Leigh explained to
me that he undermined Josh’s ability to identify with...with us.
And that Josh will be insecure, and have trust issues.”

“Everyone reacts differently to trauma.
But those things are very likely, given Josh’s age and the story
his kidnapper must have forced on him.”

Marotta pulled her feet up onto the chair
edge, so she was as much in a fetal position as she could manage.
“But it wasn’t a story, was it?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s true. I forgot him. I still don’t
remember one damn thing about him. I can’t remember if he knows how
to throw a baseball, or what he got for last Christmas, or his
favorite color. What do I say to him when he asks, ‘Mom, remember
that time I fell off my bike?’”

I’ve never been a
parent, Reyes thought. Falkner should be here. She could answer this.
But Falkner wasn’t there, and Marotta’s desperate face was
raised to him.

“Tell him the truth,” he
said.

“What? That I don’t know him, don’t
remember giving birth to him? That if Leigh hadn’t asked where he
was, I wouldn’t even have known he was gone?”

“If you’d had a stroke or a head
injury, he’d have to learn what that meant. He’d have to help you
fill in the blanks. The man who abducted him tried to take away his
ability to trust other people. The way to give it back to him is to
tell him the truth. Don’t hide the things you’ve lost. Trust him to
get to acceptance by the best route he can find.”

She closed her eyes, turned her head, pressed
her cheek to her drawn-up knees. “It’s not fair. He didn’t do
anything.”

“Tell him the truth about that, too.
And neither of you is alone. You have Leigh and Josh’s father to
help when you need it.”

She nodded, eyes still closed. “This is going
to suck, you know?”

“It is.”

After a moment, she asked, “Will you send
Leigh down this way, please?” She opened her eyes and smiled, just
a little. “If I’m going to get used to asking her to help me with
this, I may as well start now.”

 


Ashton, Virginia, December 12, 2010

They left the room with the table and two
chairs, and the ruins of a staggering amount of food. Hafidha
looked back once from the door at her laptop, its lid closed. Then
she turned and walked firmly back to the outer door of her
burrow.

Cathy Raleigh let her and Chaz inside and
closed the door behind them. This time Chaz stood beside her. He
could watch her face as the signals cut off, as silence descended
like a fire curtain. Her eyes closed, her mouth twisted crooked. He
slipped his hand into hers, and she gripped it tight.

“Would you leave us alone for a
minute?” Chaz asked Raleigh.

“I need to see Ms. Gates through the
inner door first,” she replied, apologetic.

“We can has security protocol,” Hafidha
announced, gravel in the light words. “Stick to the program,
Chazzie, or they won’t let you visit.”

So he led her to the inner door, and Raleigh
bolted it remotely after she passed through. Raleigh slipped
through the outside door, and they were alone.

“You did good, Hafs.”

She shrugged. “We got the sonofabitch.”

“Yeah. But I mean, you did good. You spit in its eye. You won
another round.”

Hafidha’s arms slipped around herself in a
hug. “That would feel so good. Except, the thing I just beat? It’s
in here with me. And it’s a sore loser.”

He laid his hand on the barrier between them,
clear high-impact plastic hazed with copper. “Any time you ask for
me, I’ll come. If, you know, that helps.”

“I’ll remember.”

Weariness dragged at him like a
fifty-pound pack. Two hours’ sleep and a
really long day. “I should get home. Otherwise, I
think I’ll be sleeping here tonight.” She didn’t answer, and he
turned back to the outer door.

“Chaz.”

He stopped, dropped his chin, lowered his
eyes from the reinforced window and a glimpse of Raleigh, who
waited to let him out.

“Do you want me to get the
treatment?”

Deep Brain Stimulation, she meant. DBS.
Implants in the brain. “That’s not the question, Hafs.”

“Come on, you must have an
opinion. I wonder what the
connections look like? Maybe I could get them to put in RF
connectors, and I could do a Cable Girl thing for
Halloween.”

The brightness in her voice was a giveaway.
“It’s okay to be scared,” he said, then wanted to kick himself for
it.

“Hey, thanks. Because I thought
invasive procedures involving the brain might be a little
nervous-making, but I wasn’t sure. Especially when they’re designed
to hunt down a piece of me and kill it.”

“Suppress it,” he corrected. He had to
dig his nails into his palms to keep from adding, “And it isn’t a
piece of you.”

“Suppressed.” She smiled and stretched
her arms out like a game-show assistant showing off the new car.
“Kind of like this.”

Chaz let his gaze roam around the room that
was also a cage and a carapace. “Just like this,” he said, and
forced himself to say it firmly and to meet her eyes. “The Bug gets
to live in the box. But you can walk out.”

Her smile faltered; her eyes widened and
shone with the involuntary tears of fright. “No fair. No fair,
Chazzie. You’re my little brother. You’re supposed to love me and
wring your hands over my suffering and bring me cake.”

“I brought you cake.”
I’m confident of my own ruthlessness,
he’d said in that meeting. Ruthlessness was barely holding
its own against the part of him that wanted to shield her from
everything, even healing, if it meant she was safe.

She turned toward the shelf of colored
spinning fiber, like a stained-glass window without light, outside
the barrier that held her. He could tell by the way she moved that
it was random, an attempt to escape him. “There’s a memory. Zap.
There’s a motivation. Zap. There’s an urge. Zap, zap. I’d be edited
by some creep with a high-frequency current. How could they tell
what’s supposed to be there?”

“That,” he said on a sigh, “is a
totally inaccurate description of the process.”

Her shoulders sagged.

“I have to go,” he told her. When she
didn’t react, he raised his eyes at last to the window and
nodded.

“I’ll think about it,” she murmured.
She sounded as if she’d forgotten to take a breath before she
spoke.

The outside door opened, and Raleigh stepped
in, respectful and alert as a soldier.

“Okay.” Because he couldn’t say,
“Good,” or “Thank you,” or anything that would sound as if he had a
stake in her deciding one way or the other. If she thought he was
pushing, she would push back. “I love you,” he added.

She didn’t answer that. But then, she never
did.
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“Fear is interest paid on a
debt you may not owe.” — Anonymous


 


Credits

 


Executive Producer:
Emma Bull

 


Co-Executive
Producer: Elizabeth Bear

 


Producer:
Sarah Monette

 


Art Director:
Amanda Downum

 


Technical Director:
Stephen Shipman

 


Cover Artist:
Kyle Cassidy

 


www.shadowunit.org

cover.jpg
“died by EMMA BULL & ELIZABETH BEAR

SHADOWl O UNIT

)

N
f 3 &rﬁ h ‘i !

Emma Bull
Elizabeth Bear Leah Bobet





